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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

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Black was not one of Mr. Jackman’s regular run-of-the-mill operatives. He was not a master of disguise or a Jack of all trades. And that’s because he didn’t blend. He was who he was; he had startling good-looks, was tall and muscular, but at the same time lean and with the grace and agility of a lion. His intense dark brown eyes complemented the rest of his appearance; dark almost black hair, cut short and impeccably-groomed, strong chiselled features, clean-shaven and always flawlessly dressed in an expensive suit, matching tie, and perfectly shined custom-made leather shoes. And his looks were just the icing on the cake. He had a devilish sense of humour, was charming in a ferocious masculine manner and had an innate gift for knowing exactly what to say to whomever he needed to say it to in almost any given circumstance. Almost all women and most men were drawn to his animal magnetism, his contrived easy-going manner, and his roguish smile.

      But he was not a man to be trifled with, which was why he was so highly regarded by Mr. Jackman. He was Jackman’s most dangerous agent because he was loyal and unscrupulous. He did what Jackman needed of him, whenever and however. He had a strong bullshit detector, an innate ability to quickly assess the situation, and was a master of the con. He could just as easily insinuate himself into a boardroom as a woman’s bed. He got what he wanted through seduction or violence. He lacked both fear and empathy, generally killing without impunity or remorse. If it needed to be done, it got done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Black stood in the lobby of his condo building trying to stay engaged in the conversation that was taking place between him and two of his elderly 1st floor neighbours. He had blood on his hands, though not literally because he’d been wearing gloves at the time of the shooting. He generally had little regret after he dispatched someone, but this time that someone’s wife came home early, and he’d had no choice but to take her out too. One bullet to her heart and then a second to her head for good measure. He hadn’t been alone when it happened; he was with that fucking cop, Finn McQueen. They’d already gotten the information they needed from the Russian. All they had to do was leave, but the Russian’s wife finding the body on the heels of their departure didn’t give them enough lead time to do what they had to do next. He’d looked into the eyes of the cop, not to ask his permission but to assess whether Finn had the stomach for coldblooded murder. Finn had given him a short nod and walked through the Russian’s kitchen and out the same back door they’d entered, leaving Michael to finish the job.

      That was last night, a long fucking night that had turned from a retrieval job to a rescue job to hours of debriefing and then bundling McQueen and Jackman’s Disappearist, Nika, on a plane and sending them to Jackman’s compound. The weather had turned to shit while they’d waited in an airless room at the airport hotel, on lockdown, until two of Jackman’s retrieval agents deigned to arrive to pick up the cop and the Disappearist so Michael could leave and get back to his own business. A late snowfall in March was causing chaos in Vancouver, there wasn’t a fucking taxi to be had, and his car was tucked safely away in the underground parking of his condo building. That had forced him to do something he’d never done in his lifetime – he had taken the goddamned bus and then walked two more blocks back to his condo, because apparently public fucking transportation didn’t drop passengers off at their doorsteps.

      He was depleted and wanted nothing more than to slip into his penthouse suite unnoticed; drink a half bottle of scotch and then take a hot steamy shower. But that was obviously not to be, because as soon as he’d entered the lobby, he was cornered by the lovely Mrs. Gloria Trimble and her equally engaging younger sister, Gladys Meadows. Both ladies were quite taken with Michael; as they’d often told him, he was suave, debonair and an unapologetic flirt. But also, a gentleman and a man of his word, which was rare these days. They were going on about the snow and the bad drivers and worried that they might not be able to get out to get groceries if it lasted too long or piled too high. And Michael, wearing his friendly neighbour façade, promised them that he would be more than happy to take them shopping if the snow didn’t let up in the next day or two.

      And then the lobby door flew open, the gusting wind catching it and slamming it back, blowing Isabelle Sterling practically into his arms. “Goddamn fucking snow!” She stumbled forward, oblivious to the two little old grannies that were standing next to Michael, shocked expressions on their faces.

      “Isabelle, language!” Michael scolded as he pushed back at nature’s pissiness, forcing the door closed behind the stunning dishevelled woman overloaded with shopping bags.

      “Oh, come on Michael. Don’t be such a prude.” Isabelle as she handed him the shopping bags and her Gucci purse, then steadied herself with a beautifully manicured hand to his shoulder as she yanked four-inch red heels off her feet. “Gloria and Gladys invented the words. Didn’t you girls?” She smiled fiercely and winked at them as they tittered. Then, dismissively, she punched the elevator button and as the doors opened, she turned to Michael, who was still holding her packages. “Be a love, Michael and bring my bags up.” She entered the elevator without waiting to see if he would follow.

      But follow he did, because Isabelle had rescued him from their lovely neighbours and for that he was grateful. He also knew Isabelle wouldn’t want him around long, and that meant he’d be in and out of her condo in two minutes flat. As she punched the button for the 18th floor she cursed again, shaking the snow off her shoes, and inspecting them for damage.

      “$830 fucking American dollars – I got them in Seattle last weekend. If they’re ruined, I am going to have to kill someone. What asshole thought snow in March was a good idea?”

      Michael grinned as he looked at Isabelle over the top of the packages.  “I don’t know – maybe God?”

      “This isn’t the work of God; this has Satan’s paw prints all over it.”

      “Ah, the devil, of course.”

      “Yes, and the next time you see your father, tell him to fuck off for me!” Isabelle was still glowering at her shoes, trying to dry them with her coat sleeve.

      Michael laughed. Isabelle was a lot of things – beautiful, sexy, quick-witted and unpredictable. He’d wanted to fuck her the first time he laid eyes on her. But she’d held him at arm’s length – barely acknowledging him for the first few weeks – obviously pissed off when he moved into the only other suite on the 18th floor. He’d tried to charm her. No woman was immune to his charisma – until Isabelle came along. And this wasn’t the first time she referred to him as the devil. She was wary of him and defensive whenever he was near; she didn’t seem to trust him, though he’d never given her a reason not to. Maybe she was just sensitive to the predator in him, understood there was something dangerous about him, something savage and consuming.

      But she was friendly enough. They both were. They’d knock on each other’s doors when they needed to borrow something or needed some help. He’d broken his finger a few months ago and couldn’t knot his tie. He’d stopped by Isabelle’s suite every morning for two weeks and she did it for him. She seemed quite unaware of the effect she had on him as she stood so close to him, he could feel the heat from her body. She’d loop the tie, always perfectly, with her long, beautifully manicured fingers, patting it back into place against his chest, causing his heart to race and his cock to perk up.

      And when her car broke down a few weeks ago he’d gladly returned the favour. It was almost too much for him to look and not touch as every morning she slid into his Mercedes Roadster perfectly turned-out, always wearing a short, curve-hugging skirt and four-inch heels, both of which served to accentuate her sexy long legs. For three days, he’d endured the unspoken off-limits rule as he dropped her off at her work site. He struggled with why she kept her distance and worse, he couldn’t understand why he didn’t press the issue. After all, it generally didn’t take much convincing on his part when he wanted a woman, but he knew deep down in his nether regions that once would not be enough with this woman. He’d get a taste and want more. And that kind of ‘more’ was not good in his line of work.

      He glanced over at her leaning against the elevator wall, still bitching about the weather and inspecting her shoes for damage. Her long, thick beautiful auburn hair curled around her face and down her shoulders, tousled and slightly damp from the wind and the snow. Her makeup was a little smudged around her moss-green eyes and her cheeks were still ruddy from the cold. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t perfectly put together. In fact, in her present state she was more provocative, if that was possible. Michael imagined her naked and writhing under him, her long legs locked around his back, his hands on her breasts, his mouth crushing hers as he pounded into her. His cock started pulsing in concert with his thoughts and he found himself wanting the power to fail, the elevator to stall, so he could dispense with the impasse between them once and for all. But the elevator had no intention of indulging his wicked wishes and arrived without incident on the 18th floor.

      Michael stood back and let Isabelle exit first, then followed her, packages in hand, purse held strategically to hide the evidence of his errant thoughts. Oblivious to Michael’s tension, Isabelle was still muttering about her shoes as she unlocked her condo door and walked into her suite. She beckoned Michael to follow as though she was his high priestess and he was her eunuch… no… slave… sex slave. Yes, better. He complied – after all what choice did he have? Slave or not, he still had her bags and purse.

      “Just toss them on the sofa in the living room.” Isabelle shrugged out of her soggy black wool coat and dropped it carelessly on the floor next to the coat closet as Michael moved past her. She picked up a towel from the kitchen to wipe her shoes and followed him. “Thanks,” she said. “I owe you a drink.”

      Then she froze, stopping all movement for the first time since she’d stepped inside the building, because two tattooed men were standing in her living room, one incredibly tall and burley, the other considerably shorter, but no less intimidating. The shorter one was pointing a gun at Michael, who had dropped Isabelle’s packages on the floor and had his hands up by his head, palms facing out. The taller fuck was inspecting one of Isabelle’s delicate Fabergé eggs, holding it between his meaty paws with little concern for its fragility or value.

      “What the hell?” Isabelle’s eyes flashed as she looked from the tattooed assholes to Michael. “Friends of yours?” she asked, far calmer than Michael would have expected under the circumstances.

      “Not exactly friends. Isabelle, use caution.” Michael glanced at her briefly, trying to warn her with his eyes before returning his gaze to the Russian with the gun.

      “Put my fucking Fabergé egg down!” Isabelle obviously had a different definition of caution than Michael. The thug looked at her, a little taken aback, but then carefully set the egg back on its stand on the display table.

      “Why don’t the two of you sit down?” The shorter thug waved his gun in the direction of Isabelle’s sofa. It was clear between his heavy accent and the tattoos that covered every exposed area of his body that he was Russian. They both were.

      Michael looked over at Isabelle, his expression impassive, his tone careful and guarded. “I need you to do exactly as I say. Sit down beside me.”

      Isabelle, still clutching her shoes, frowned at Michael. “Fine, I’ll sit, but I want some answers. What are these two fucks doing in my condo?”

      “Why wouldn’t we be in this condo?” The shorter Russian spoke again, clearly startled.

      “Because my friend here lives across the hall, you puke. He’s the thug magnet, not me.”

      He laughed then. “This is a great day, Boris. We get two for one.”

      The taller Russian grunted.

      “Hold on,” Michael said. “She’s not part of this. You’re in the wrong apartment.” And then to Isabelle, “What do you mean thug magnet?”

      “Right,” the Russian with the gun said. “Whatever you say.” He laughed and then his voice got deadly serious. “Sit the fuck down.”

      Michael took Isabelle by the arm and steered her towards the sofa, pulling her down next to him as he sat. “Guys, she’s just my neighbour. Let her go.”

      “What’s going on, Michael?” Isabelle scowled as the Russians laughed.

      “Sure she is.” The smaller Russian smirked as his gaze travelled the length of Isabelle’s body, his eyes settling on her legs. “You’d have to be gay and blind not to be tapping her.”

      Isabelle shot to her feet and stalked to the middle of the living room, mindless of the menacing Russians and their guns. “No one talks about me like that, you fucking asswipe! Especially not in my house! Who the hell do you think you are?”

      Michael took advantage of the distraction as Isabelle drew both Russians’ attention, waving her arms furiously and shaking her shoes at them. He slid his hand beneath his jacket and carefully drew his handgun from its holster. It still had the silencer on it and he was thankful for that. This was going to be a hard one to explain to Isabelle, but he’d worry about that later, after the Russians were dead.

      “You disgusting Russian pigs.” Isabelle continued her tirade and Boris the big Russian finally took offense. He strode over to her, closing the distance between the two of them faster than Michael would have thought possible given his bulk. When he reached her, he drew back his hand and slapped her face, hard enough to cause her head to snap back as she absorbed the blow. Michael could see the flicker of pain and anger on her face, her cheek a livid red.

      Then she did something remarkable. She raised one of her brand new red shoes and with a savage yell, sank its heel deep into the Russian’s left eye. He screamed in agony as his hands scrabbled at his face trying to dislodge the shoe. He reeled back from her, losing his balance, and slamming into a finely crafted side table. An expensive looking vase toppled to the floor and bounced on the thick white carpet.

      “My Imperial Ming!” Isabelle hurled herself towards the vase, but Boris, distracted by his own crisis, thudded to the floor, slamming his body on top of it.

      “Oh, my fucking god!” Isabelle clutched her hands to her head in horror as she watched her precious Ming shatter. Boris seemed not to care what he’d just done as he noisily thrashed around, blood spurting from his eye.

      “What the fuck!” were the last words the other Russian would ever utter as Michael shot him in the chest and then for good measure, in the head. As the little Russian fell, Boris’s movements subsided until he was merely twitching. Blood pooled around his head and soaked into Isabelle’s lush white carpet.

      “Is he dead?” Isabelle’s voice was wispy and hollow. Michael glanced at her - her pale face, her dilated pupils. Her hands were shaking as she clutched at her remaining shoe, holding it close to her chest like a life vest.

      Michael stepped over to the Russian and examined him. Then he pointed his gun and put a bullet into Boris’s head.

      “He is now.” He crouched down beside the body and started rifling through the Russian’s pockets before looking up at Isabelle. “Do you want your shoe back?”

      Isabelle narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

      Michael grinned and turned his attention back to the Russian, taking his wallet, his gun, a knife from a holster on his ankle, and a set of keys. Then he repeated the exercise with the other body. As he stood up he assessed Isabelle, who was standing rigidly, the bruise on her face bright against her white pallor.

      “Who the fuck are you?” He heard the hint of fear in her whisper, the first since she’d walked into the living room. It annoyed him, but perversely also bolstered his ego, knowing that she was more terrified of him than the Russians.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me.” He tried to soothe her.

      “You just killed two men. Why would I not be afraid of you?”

      Michael considered the bodies. “Not to be a stickler for details, but, actually, I only killed one. You killed the other.”

      “No, I don’t think I killed him,” Isabelle protested, her voice still strained.

      “A knife, a carrot, or a four-inch heel all have the same effect when they are embedded in someone’s brain. They kill them.” Michael half-shrugged and tucked his hands into his pant pockets. “And maybe I should be asking the same question – who the fuck are you?” He watched her face closely because he was having a hard time believing she was just his beautiful next-door neighbour. Who had that kind of fearless composure when faced with such a deadly situation, unless they were well-trained in espionage? But Isabelle appeared to be an open book. Her eyes didn’t shutter, her expression was candid – if she was hiding anything, then she was better than Michael at bullshit. And in Michael’s experience, no one was better than him.

      Isabelle squared her shoulders at him, a little colour returning to her face. “Let’s look at the facts, Mr. Michael Black, if that’s even your real name. We walk into my living room and find two Russian assholes pointing a gun at us and mauling my treasures.” She glanced at her Ming vase and grimaced. “But they should have been in your living room, not mine, so they’re also idiots. They were obviously looking for you, not me. But they think I’m part of whatever you’re involved in by my dubious association with you. Then one of them tries to beat me up and I defend myself, with my shoe. But you… you pull out a gun, with a silencer on it I might add, and shoot the other Russian in cold blood. And then shoot my Russian in the head.”

      “I wanted to be sure he was dead and not still suffering from your rather crude method of dispatch,” Michael said dryly.

      Isabelle dropped her shoe and balled up her fists, holding them under her chin and tapping them against each other in agitation. “My choice of weapon was clearly chosen by circumstance. Your weapon, on the other hand, was a gun with a silencer on it, a concealed gun for god’s sake. I don’t exactly know my gun laws since I’ve never owned a gun, but I think that very few people in Canada are permitted to carry a concealed weapon with a silencer on their persons.”

      “I think you’re focusing on the wrong issue, Isabelle. Yes, I have a gun. No, I don’t have a permit. But you – you have two dead men in your living room. The circumstances under which they died will be difficult to explain to the police, especially that one.” Michael nodded to the Russian who died by high-heeled shoe. “And I am very good at disappearing, so by the time they arrive I’ll be long gone.”

      A flush swept across Isabelle’s face as her eyes registered anger, then hurt. “I was not suggesting we call the police, and really Michael, I didn’t think you were the kind of guy that would just abandon a helpless woman to clean up your mess.”

      “You are not a helpless woman, Isabelle, and also, you don’t really know me that well,” Michael retorted and then because he was annoyed at how Isabelle kept him at arm’s length these past few months, he added, “You’ve never taken the time to get to know me.”

      Isabelle glared. “Don’t make this all about you. I’m a busy woman, I have a demanding job and I don’t have time for boyfriends.”

      Michael snorted. “I don’t even know what the fuck you do besides shop. And just so we’re clear, I don’t do long-term relationships either. But a good fuck every now and then would have been neighbourly, don’t you think?” He crossed his arms over his chest trying to maintain his composure. Fucking woman! She seemed to see right through him.

      “There is no such thing as a one-night-stand with the boy next door. The only way you can fuck ‘em and leave ‘em is if they’re complete strangers.” Isabelle waved her hands as she paced away from him. “Why are we talking about this anyway? We have two dead bodies in my living room and I’m well aware that we can’t go to the police. So, what do you propose, Einstein? We haul the bodies out of here and dump them somewhere?”

      Michael knew that he was not going to mollify Isabelle with his next words. “I propose we leave. There are a lot more Russians where they came from. They obviously know who I work for and where I live. There’s no point in me staying here waiting for the next wave to show up. And when they do show up, they won’t be happy that their comrades are dead. They’ll kill us both.”

      Isabelle narrowed her eyes. “Are you suggesting that we just leave these dead bodies in my condo? Are you kidding me? They’re going to decompose, they’ll start to smell, they’ll get maggoty…” She gagged on the last word and shuddered.

      “Isabelle, I need you to focus.” Michael stepped towards her, but her glare kept him from touching her. “I’ll get someone to come in and clean this up providing the cops don’t show up first. Who knows if the people below your condo heard anything and called 9-1-1. We’re sitting ducks up here on this floor if the police arrive. There are two ways in and out – the elevator and the stairs, and they’ll have both covered.”

      “No,” Isabelle protested, her eyes flicking over her collectibles. “I can’t just walk away from everything. I’ve worked too damn hard for all of this. There’s got to be another way.”

      Michael eyed her as she paced, her hands waving in agitation, her voice an octave higher than her usual cool, polished tone. He should just leave her; she’d be a liability anyway. Now that the Russians knew about him, they would try to hunt him down, get as much information from him as they could, and then kill him. He couldn’t call Jackman, not here, not yet. He couldn’t risk exposing the organization; didn’t have a handler because Vancouver was his home when he wasn’t on a job; and the only job he had besides keeping an eye on Anto Kharzin, who was deep undercover with the Russian mafia, was some personal business for Jackman. He was going to have to lay low for a while and it would be a whole lot easier to disappear without the gorgeous porcelain-skin beauty tagging along.

      “There is no other way, Isabelle,” Michael finally said. Despite what made logical sense, he knew there was no way he was going to leave Isabelle at the mercy of the Russians. Or vice versa, he thought grimly, as his eyes darted to the red shoe sticking out of Boris’s eye.

      Isabelle pursed her lips as her gaze swept her living room. “If I leave here, I might never be able to come back. All my things…” She pointed at an oil painting of a nude. “That’s an original Gerhard Richter.”

      “Isabelle, I need you to trust me.”

      Isabelle searched Michael’s face. “I obviously don’t know anything about you. How can I possibly trust you?”

      A flare of irritation seared through Michael. “Take a leap of faith. The bad guys are dead, and you’re not. If I were your enemy, the body count would be one higher and I’d already be gone.”

      Isabelle shivered. “Your logic is terrifying. But it makes a warped kind of sense.” She bit her lower lip as she regarded Michael. That simple gesture sent a bolt of lust racing through him. She was still terrified of him, he thought as he studied her, watching as she tucked a coil of hair behind her ear, then drew her fingers to her neck, then to her chest, where she rested the curl of her hand just above the swell of her breasts. The air between them felt charged. Her subtle fear of him made his heart race. He struggled against his instinct to take her, make her crazy with want for him, make her beg him to fuck her. Michael sucked in a breath at the image of her under him.

      She broke his reverie. “Should I pack a bag?”

      Michael blinked and then nodded, relieved and annoyed at the same time. But something had changed between them. A subtle shifting of power. She was relinquishing control to him. He couldn’t wait for the opportunity to exercise it with her. “I’ll stay with you while you do, then we’ll go to my place. Let’s get moving.”

      He followed Isabelle into her bedroom. It was the first time he’d crossed this threshold. He tucked his hands in his trouser pockets as he looked around. It was large and richly decorated – beautiful and highly feminine, a reflection of Isabelle. Original paintings and signed prints of nudes and flowers graced her walls, vintage perfume bottles rested on the top of a flawless antique vanity table, a lush burgundy duvet draped neatly across her queen-sized bed, and small vintage lamps stood on the Queen Anne night tables that framed the bed. An intoxicating woodsy scent lingered, underscored by the scent of roses.

      Isabelle watched him as he surveyed the room. “What do you think?” She walked into her large walk-in closet without waiting for his answer.

      “I like the way it smells.”

      Isabelle poked her head out of the closet. “Jesus, you really are a predator, aren’t you?”

      He bared his teeth as he grinned. “You have no idea.”

      He leaned against the door frame for another minute or two, taking in Isabelle’s bedroom and all the promise it held before forcing his thoughts to the current situation, considering what they needed to do next. Pack up, call his cleaners, stock up on weapons, change his ID, swap his phone for a burner cell, and then leave. Head to West Georgia Street to the Rosewood, book a room, rip Isabelle’s clothes off and show her what she’d been missing out on. Then order some room service.

      He left Isabelle to finish packing and re-entered the living room, sparing an indifferent glance at the dead Russians as he made his way over to the liquor cabinet. Several expensive reds and whites, top-of-the-line liquors, bourbon, whiskey, scotch, rum, and vodka. Anything a heart desired. He wondered why she was so well-stocked – he’d never once heard her entertaining. He picked up the bottle of scotch and poured a generous measure into one of the fine crystal tumblers on the bar top. He took a drink as he surveyed the scene in front of him. The bodies, lying on the floor, blood soaking into the plush white carpet. That would be tricky to get out. The large window, drapes opened, night fully settled in. But Vancouver was never dark, and a palette of colour leaked through the sheets of snow, smudged by its wetness.

      “Did you pour me a drink?” Isabelle strolled into the room in a pair of 4-inch black pumps. She’d changed her clothes from a small black skirt that hugged her gorgeous curvy hips and showed off her beautiful strong, long legs to a small grey one that had exactly the same effect. He wondered if her stockings were held up by a garter, wondered what her panties looked like, what colour they were, whether they were lacy or crotchless. A tingle of heat stroked his cock as he looked at her breasts, partly exposed by a silky sapphire blue blouse that matched the earrings that graced her beautifully-shaped ears. Her swan-like neck was wreathed in a single strand of pearls, long enough for her to wrap around her throat a couple of times with the leftover pearls tumbling down between her breasts. She’d swept her auburn waves into a tight bun, which revealed her face, emphasizing its angularity, and gave her high cheekbones more prominence. Her makeup was perfect again, her mouth painted a kissable glossy red, her dark eyelashes long and sweeping, standing out against her flawless skin. Her moss green eyes gazed at him, her heels giving her the extra inches to look almost directly into his eyes without having to crane her neck.

      He swallowed the urge to pull her into his arms and ravish her painted mouth, to wrap his fingers through her pearls and use them as a bridle while he fucked her from behind. He cleared his throat, tried to sound normal, but wasn’t sure if he succeeded. “I did not. I thought one of us should be clear-headed.”

      “Not me.” She reached past him, pulling a tumbler towards herself and picking up the bottle of scotch. Her nearness brushed at his senses, challenged his fragile control. She smelled like her bedroom, her hair just inches from his nose. He could just kiss her, he thought. Just a kiss. But could he stop at just a kiss? Probably not. And it would be wrong to fuck her right now, with the dead Russians lying there. Or would it? No. Nope, it would be wrong.

      Isabelle knocked her drink back, downing it all at once, and then poured another. “You shouldn’t drink alone, cowboy.” The scotch gave her voice a huskiness that sent his testosterone into overdrive. She pointed the bottle towards his glass and almost imperceptibly raised an eyebrow. He brought his tumbler under the lip of the bottle and she poured him another shot. As she replaced the bottle on the bar, she clinked his glass with his.

      “To the Russians.” He raised his glass and glanced away from her. It helped not to look at her.

      “Salud,” she said in Spanish. To your health.

      Michael considered the Russians. “Too late for that.” He tossed back the last of his scotch and turned to Isabelle, inhaling her scent deeply, trying to keep his lust in check. She was so fucking gorgeous. She smelled so fucking incredible. Then a small thought helped to dampen his desire. He hoped she wasn’t playing him, hoped she didn’t belong to some law enforcement agency trying to get close to him. Hoped he didn’t have to kill her. If she were the law, it might explain her denial of him. He couldn’t really fathom any other reason she would resist him. He hadn’t yet met a woman who could.

      She pointed her glass at the Russian who had died by red shoe. “He’s on top of my new coat. Providing he hasn’t wrecked it, I wouldn’t mind wearing it.”

      “Are you asking me to get it for you?”

      Isabelle nodded. “If you don’t mind.”

      Michael sighed and put down his glass. “I do mind a little bit, Isabelle. I don’t like getting my hands dirty any more than you do.” He stepped towards the body and carefully pulled Isabelle’s shopping bags out from under it.

      “You mean literally, right?”

      “Of course.” Michael picked up the largest bag. It had several blood splotches on it. “This one?”

      “Yes. Open it please and look inside.” She’s fucking bossy, Michael thought. I hope she’s not so bossy in bed. But he did as she asked, pulling the bag open and peering at a bright white coat with fur cuffs and collar.

      “Not real fur, I hope.” He pulled it out of the bag and inspected it for blood.

      “No, it’s a Max Mara wool-blend flared trench.” She said in reverence and held her hands out for it like she was reaching for her baby.

      “Ah,” Michael replied, as if that cleared up everything. He passed her the coat and she ripped the tags off and drew it on. Michael eyed her. Indeed, it was a flared trench. He cleared his throat, trying to bite down on the desire stabbing through him.

      “What do you think?” Isabelle sashayed from left to right, long slender fingers splayed at her hips, the red polish on her fingernails bright against the white of the coat.

      What did he think? Jesus, what a fucking loaded question. He could barely think with this breathtaking, elegant goddess standing in front of him. But he swallowed the provocative words that were hammering at his lips and instead said, in true Michael Black form, “Isabelle, you could wear a burlap sack and still be breathtaking.”

      Isabelle threw him a small wry grin. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      Her comment threw Michael off-balance, it was so sharply honed. “I do actually,” he admitted. “But strangely enough, I’m being quite sincere with you.”

      Isabelle flashed a pearly smile. “Thank you for that, Michael. I’m not sure I believe you, but thank you anyway.”

      “Ready then?”

      “I just need to get a pair of gloves. Your place next?”

      Michael nodded. He walked past the bodies to the window, taking one last look at the white-spattered night before closing the drapes tightly.
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      Isabelle followed Michael to his penthouse suite. As she stepped inside, a surge of anticipation slid up her spine. She’d never actually crossed Michael’s forbidden threshold before. He’d been in her apartment many times. Always hers though. He never invited her into his, and the few times she’d needed to knock on his door, he stepped into the hall, closing his door behind him. This was her chance to see his mysterious den of iniquity, though she wished it wasn’t under such grim circumstances. As Michael turned towards his bedroom, she strolled through his kitchen and living room, looking around curiously.

      His penthouse was masculine, the furniture spare. All the trappings of comfort, but no real effort to make it inviting or interesting. Not what she’d expected at all. Not his home. Her gaze landed on a soft dark brown leather love-seat and she considered dropping her tired body onto it. Now that the fear and adrenaline had ebbed, she felt like she’d just run a half-marathon.

      But she was still feeling vulnerable and didn’t want to be alone, even if her options for comfort were limited. Her fear spiked again as she realized how truly alone she was. She had no one to turn to except for Michael, and she’d just watched as he shot a man in the head with no more emotion than one would show watching paint dry.

      But he was all she had, and she needed to be near him right now. She traced his steps to his bedroom. The door was open and as she entered the room, she caught Michael in a state of undress. He was standing by the bed, partly turned towards the door, naked except for black boxer briefs that fit snug around his hairy muscular thighs and exceptional ass. She felt the same thrill of desire she felt every fucking time he came close to her. Sexy, charming, intense. She had enough experience to know how damaging a relationship with him would be, and yet that didn’t stop her from imagining what it would be like to be with him. It was only through sheer will power that she’d kept her hands to herself these past few months. And now he was standing in front of her, practically naked and physically flawless.

      “You know,” she said as she leaned against the door frame. Her eyes raked him, his strong biceps, his broad muscular chest, his well-hewn six pack, then fixated on the very generous bulge in his underwear. “If you had come to my door wearing that, I probably would have done the deed.”

      Michael immodestly turned more fully towards her. “Are you telling me that if I had showed up in my underwear, I would have broken through your defences?”

      Isabelle shrugged, still gazing openly at all his man-parts. “Hmm, maybe.” Keep it together girl, he doesn’t need to know what your heart… no… loin… desires.

      He peered at her. “There’s nothing you’re seeing now that isn’t clearly evident in the cut of my clothes. This,” he informed her as he waved his hand up and down the length of his breathtaking masculine body, “when finely dressed, draws unending female attention.”

      Isabelle couldn’t help but smile. “Not a humble bone in your body, is there?”

      “Humility, guilt, regret, love – all useless emotions.” Michael shrugged before turning back to his packing.

      Isabelle frowned at his back. “And that’s why we’ve never slept together.”

      He looked up at her sharply. She thought for a moment he was going to stalk over to her, maybe toss her on his bed. Would she mind? Probably not. But he didn’t.

      “You’re cute, Isabelle, thinking there’d be sleeping involved.” He stepped into his closet and then back out, holding two pairs of fine leather shoes, one pair brown, the other black. “The fact is, we’ve never slept together because I’ve never pressed the issue.”

      “I see.” Isabelle crossed her arms. “What you’re saying is that if you’d tried to seduce me, I would have fallen on my knees and begged you to take me.”

      Michael packed the shoes in his bag and tugged some finely woven cotton dress shirts around them. “Yes,” he responded as he slid flawlessly tailored trousers over his perfectly shaped ass. “When I want a woman, I have her.”

      Isabelle hugged her arms tighter to her, a slight jab of hurt rippling through her. “Then why haven’t you pressed the issue?”

      Michael stopped his packing and swivelled his head towards her, his black eyes searing her body from head to toe and then back up to her chest, lingering for a moment before landing on her face. “I wouldn’t have thought you so insecure.”

      Fuck him, Isabelle thought, feeling heat rise to her face. “It doesn’t appear that you’ve thought about me much at all.” Damn! Just proved his point!

      He regarded her as he shrugged on a dark blue dress shirt that complemented the charcoal suit jacket laying on the bed. As he buttoned up the shirt he threw her words back at her. “It’s never wise to tap the girl next door. Makes things awkward the next morning.”

      “As if I’d let you spend the night.”

      Michael chuckled as he walked past her into his bathroom. “You would, Isabelle. Trust me, you would.”

      “Arrogant asshole,” she muttered at his back. Then she thought she should stop the direction of this conversation. The truth was, she knew he was as taken with her as she was with him; it was obvious by the way he looked at her. His eyes drank her up like fine brandy, his nose inhaled her scent deeply when he was near her. She knew he wanted her, but he’d never pursued her, other than little exchanges of banter that they would engage in from time to time. She doubted very much that it had anything to do with fear of her rejection. Michael was the most self-possessed man she’d ever met – if she said no to his advances, she suspected he would either walk away or push until she said yes. She thought it depended on how interested he was and she also thought, jealousy pricking at her, that very few women would say no to him. He confused her. She didn’t quite know why he never made an advance toward her. Maybe he saw through her defences, saw the damaged woman within, or maybe it truly was as simple as the don’t-fuck-your-neighbour rule.

      She returned to the love seat in his living room, sitting down and crossing her legs. She listened to Michael moving around his bedroom and in his bathroom and her nipples hardened as a desperate wave of desire hit her. New for her, and she closed her eyes, letting it wash over her, riding it, revelling in it. It was crazy to think that she hungered for this inscrutable man; part of her thought it was because if he knew her, he would understand her. He was no saint; something in his past led him to be the man he was today. Just like her – a twisted history, painful memories that made her strong and fearless. Would he share his story with her? Probably not. Would she? Maybe, maybe not. She was neither ashamed nor embarrassed by her past – it gave her the strength to be Isabelle Sterling. But it also isolated her. She couldn’t be a woman without a past and she couldn’t invent a different history. It wouldn’t explain how she came to be today. And anyone who knew her story would either pity or judge her. Except Michael Black. He had neither empathy nor self-righteousness.

      The man haunting her thoughts entered the living room, speaking into a cell phone tucked to his ear. She popped her eyes open to see him freeze when he saw her, dropping his words mid-sentence. His gaze stroked her legs, caressing her calves, touching her knees and fondling her thighs before settling on her pussy, raking it, stoking her heat and causing her desire to pool in her panties. She flushed under his scrutiny, then his eyes met hers, a dark smouldering stare that seared through her.

      “Just a minute,” he said into the cell as he placed it on the table. He strode over to her, taking her hands in his and pulling her up off the couch. Then he buttoned her coat. “Isabelle, I need to keep my mind on the task at hand. You have to stop distracting me with your legs.”

      Isabelle frowned. “I can’t do anything about my legs. They’re one of my best features.”

      “You don’t have a bad feature.” Michael turned from her and pick up his cell phone. “Yeah, the carpet’s white as snow. You’ll need to pull it up and replace it. Make sure you scrub the floor under it.” He walked over to the bar as he listened to the speaker on the other end of the line.

      “Cost’s not an issue. Make it perfect.” He crouched down and opened a bottom cabinet full of liquor bottles, excessive in Isabelle’s opinion. He proceeded to move the bottles from the cabinet to the floor, not glancing at them. “Yeah, tonight. Keep your heads up in case you get more company. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He ended the call and dropped the phone in his shirt pocket.

      “What are you looking for?” Isabelle asked curiously. And then added, “Oh,” as he lifted a false bottom in the cupboard and pulled out a small portable safe.

      “Money, ID,” he explained as he hauled the safe to the dining room table and opened it. Not even locked, Isabelle observed as she walked over and stood next to him, curious of the contents. There were bundles of $100 bills along with several passports. He pulled out one of the passports and flipped it open. Inside were credit cards and a driver’s licence with Michael’s picture but not his name.

      “Wow,” Isabelle murmured, feeling like she was in a spy movie.

      Michael replaced the passport and pulled out a different one. “Ryan Hamilton. I think that’ll work. What do you think?”

      “It suits you.” Isabelle felt both fire and ice. His dangerous aura attracting and repelling her. Lust and fear were hard to reconcile and yet here she was doing it.

      “You’ll have to remember to call me Ryan, not Michael.”

      “Is Ryan your real name?”

      He furrowed his brow at her as if she’d just asked a stupid question. “No, it’s Michael.” He took out his wallet and dropped his Michael identification into the safe and replaced it with Ryan’s credit cards and driver’s licence. He slid the passport inside his jacket.

      “I see,” Isabelle lied. “Mr. Hamilton, where exactly do you hail from?”

      “New York, Mrs. Isabelle Hamilton. We both do. We’re in town for a second honeymoon, celebrating five years of married bliss.”

      Isabelle gagged. “Except for all the women you’ve cheated on me with.”

      Michael grinned as he took her right hand, pulling her large octagon-shaped sapphire ring from her index finger and transferring it to her left hand, nudging it up her ring finger. He grinned as he admired it. Then he made Isabelle’s heart flutter as he brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the back of it softly and intimately. “Forgive me my trespasses, my darling, and I will forgive you yours.”

      Isabelle suppressed a shiver as he stroked her hand between his before letting it go. “I suspect have far fewer trespasses than you.”

      Michael’s attention strayed to the safe as he picked up a bundle of the cash, dropping it on the table. “If I promise to stay faithful from this day forward, will you return that promise?”

      “Promises are meaningless, Michael… er… Ryan.”

      He walked to the love-seat and picked up Isabelle’s purse, bringing it over to the table where he opened it and drew out her leather wallet. From it, he took her credit cards, her loyalty cards, and her driver’s licence, dropping them all into the safe. Her entire identity in his hands – it was terrifying but also, perversely, liberating. He picked up a handful of the bills and slipped them into the wallet, then replaced it in her purse. He looked into her eyes as he handed it over to her. “Promise me anyway, Isabelle.” His words were hard, his coal black eyes deadly with expectation.

      A tremor of anxiety slid up Isabelle’s spine. But she didn’t want him to know how unsettled he made her. “I promise you, my dear philandering husband,” she said lightly.

      Michael’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “From this day forward, my dear Isabelle.”

      “Right.” Isabelle ran her tongue across her lower lip and then changed the subject. “Are we done here?”

      Michael slipped some bills into a money clip and slid it into the front pocket of his trousers. “Not yet. Put the liquor cabinet back together. False bottom, then the bottles. Close it up so it looks exactly the way it did when you walked in here.” He left the room before Isabelle could protest.

      “Who the fuck does he think he is?” she muttered as she surveyed the cabinet. She sure as hell was not going to risk ruining her stockings by kneeling on the Berber carpet. She spied Michael’s coat, hanging on the back of a dining room chair. That will work, she thought as she grabbed it and laid it out on the floor in front of the cabinet, then carefully knelt in front. Her skirt stretched tightly across her ass as she forced her feet out behind her. What an asshole he was, she simmered. One simply did not kneel in high-heeled shoes and pencil skirts.

      She picked up the false bottom gingerly and tried to insert it back into the cabinet.  He’s so damned bossy, she fumed as she struggled to maneuver the large square shelf into the cabinet opening. It was like trying to stuff a baby back into its mother’s vagina. Finally, after several tries, she wrestled the shelf into the cabinet and guided it down. As she let it drop, it caught the right fingernail of her pinky, painfully breaking it.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Isabelle cried out as the shelf slammed into place. She yanked back her hands and hugged her right hand with her left, dropping them to her lap and rocking with pain. Michael ran into the room, his gun drawn, his eyes alert.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice intense and aggressive. He holstered his gun as he looked around the living room. Isabelle was alone.

      “Thanks to you, I broke a fucking nail,” she groaned, raising her pinky to her mouth and sucking on it, trying to ease the pain.

      “You broke a nail? That’s why you’re howling like a banshee?” But his voice was thick, his eyes glued to her mouth, watching her suck at her finger.

      “Have you ever broken a nail?” Isabelle retorted, glaring at him. “It’s worse than getting a Brazilian wax.”

      Michael’s expression shifted from desire to impatience. He sighed heavily. “Put the liquor bottles back in place. We need to go. And get my coat off the goddamn floor!”
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      Michael and Isabelle rode the elevator down to the garage in silence, both occupied by their own thoughts, a certain gravity of their circumstance weighing on them. She was dragging her wheeled suitcase and holding her purse and Michael’s briefcase. Michael carried his suitcase and the safe. As they exited the elevator, the chill of the stormy night clutched viciously at them. Michael shivered. He hated this fucking weather. He headed towards his Mercedes expecting Isabelle to follow. She stopped instead.

      “Wait, Michael. We should take mine.”

      He turned to her, his irritation rising. He needed a shower, a good fuck and some sleep, in that order. What he didn’t need right now was Isabelle making decisions on what to do next. “Why should we take yours?” he growled.

      Isabelle threw him a narrow glance. “Because my Audi is bigger, less flashy and will handle the snowy roads better than your Benz. And the Russians are looking for you, not me. No connection to my licence plate.”

      Michael thought he might slap her. Her tone was that of a patient grown-up explaining logic to a child. But even more than that, she was right, which made him wrong. And being wrong pissed him off. He reined in his anger. “Right.” He turned abruptly heading for her car; she followed, her heels clacking loudly on the concrete.

      As they neared the car, she flipped the locks and opened the trunk with her fob. Michael heaved his suitcase into the
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