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            ABOUT RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      IT’S SO GOOD TO BE BAD!

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

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

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

      RUNNING WITH THE DEVIL READING ORDER:

      Book 1: The Darkest Hour

      Book 2: Secrets Inside Her

      Book 3: Black Knight

      Book 4: Without Mercy

      Book 5: Hard Lessons

      Book 6: Courting Trouble

      Book 7: Shattered

      Book 8: Past Sins

      Book 9: Wild Card

      Book 10: Fallen Angel

      Book 11: Duplicity

      Book 12: House of Shadows

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hugo Marsden was a beast. He knew it and he embraced it. He loved everything about his life: his money, his freedom, the respect he garnered. And he was feeling fine tonight, at the Mirage, at a bar, not drunk. He didn’t do drunk, but smug, definitely smug, with a cold beer in his hand and another quarter-mil in his bank account thanks to his favourite mobster, Jack Creed. Yup, he lived a charmed life.

      Hugo was sitting on a bar stool, facing away from the counter, leaning his back against it as he scanned the tables, thinking about getting laid and wondering who the lucky girl would be tonight. The bar was quiet, but it was a Monday after all and a bit early for the hostiles to be out. Problem was that pickings were slim – a lot of couples, none looking interesting enough for Hugo to try to charm into a three-way. Besides he preferred two women fighting over him rather than fucking around with another guy in the room.

      He was just about to give up and take his business elsewhere when she strolled into the bar. Fuck if he didn’t almost fall off his stool. The woman of his dreams just walked into his life.  Thick, long unruly honey-blonde waves of hair tipped by pink, and blue eyes a man could drown in if he looked too deep. Cinnamon-painted lips and a generous mouth built for sucking his cock.

      She was tall, 5’8 or ‘9, with curves that didn’t quit. Beautiful firm breasts that bounced with each step she took, a soft belly and a slim waist flaring into hips that hinted at an exceptional ass and perfect cunt. Next to him, she’d be petite, but lusty and strong enough to give as good as she got. She was fucking perfect.  He wished she’d turn around so he could get a good look at her ass, but that would mean she was leaving, and the only fucking way she was going to leave the bar tonight was on his arm.

      She was wearing a fringed suede vest over a khaki green, figure hugging ribbed tank that exposed the creamy mounds of her ripe breasts. He dipped his eyes lower - faded blue jeans, tight enough to show every womanly asset she had and worn western boots with little bits of turquoise adorning the leather. Hugo imagined them on her as they were fucking. He thought of his opening line – did you lose your spurs on the last guy you took a ride on? Top all that off with an expression that said mind your own fucking business or I’ll mind it for you and he was in insta-love. Yup, they were in Vegas and if she’d have him, he’d marry her.

      She stopped a few feet inside the bar and ran her long fingers through her hair, pushing it off her face as she scanned the room. Every fucking male in the bar was scanning her back. Even the women were watching, some scowling, but some looking speculative, like they would switch teams if she gave any indication she might be interested. Her eyes flicked from man to man like she was looking for exactly the right cowboy to take back to her bunkhouse. Then those baby blues settled on Hugo, moved past, paused and came back. His heart skipped a beat and he ran a hand over his mouth trying to appear cool as her appraising eyes lingered on him.

      She said a couple of words to herself under her breath and then nodded in agreement. He loved that about her - she heard voices and talked back to them. The threesome was still on. Fucking perfect!

      She seemed to make up her mind and approached him boldly. The sway of her hips and the bounce of her breasts had him praying that when she reached him, she would throw her right arm around his neck and kiss him like she’d been on a seventeen-year man-drought. He put his beer down on the counter just in case.

      She stopped in front of him, just shy by a foot of being able to crawl into his lap and suck his face. He was disappointed. She tucked the tips of her fingers into the top of her jean pockets and flashed him a sexy smile. In a cool, sultry voice that stroked his cock and squeezed his balls, she said, “I’m Olivia West.”

      He grinned ferally. He knew how this night was going to end and so did his dick. “I’m Hugo Marsden.”

      “I know,” she replied. “I want you to find my husband.”

      Every fucking thing deflated. The universe was a prick.
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        I want you to find my husband.

      

      

      Hugo didn’t have many rules, but the few he did have served him well over his 36 years of hard-living. He didn’t get drunk, he didn’t do drugs, he didn’t borrow or lend money, he charged exorbitant prices for his services and made sure his clients got their money’s worth, and his most important rule, one learned the hard way, was he didn’t fucking do married women.

      “I don’t find husbands,” he snarled like a boy who just had his popcorn stolen from him. He swivelled to the bar, turned his back on Olivia-fucking-West and picked up his beer.

      “Jack said you’d be a prick about it.” She slid in beside him and casually motioned to the bartender with her hand. Another round. As she slapped a twenty onto the counter, Hugo took solace in the fact that at the very least he was going to get a free beer out of this.

      The bartender dropped the bottles in front of them and she picked up hers, brought it to her lips and took a deep swallow. He couldn’t help himself – married or not, she was a looker. He was entranced by the way she tipped her head back, the stretch of her neck, the bob as she swallowed, her full lush lips pressed against the rim of the bottle. He licked his lips. Maybe he would reconsider his rule just this once.

      She caught him looking and grinned as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “How much would you like?” she said. “I can pay you in money or fucks, or both if you want.”

      Hugo ignored her provocativeness. “Who the fuck gave you my name?”

      “Jack Creed.” She lowered her voice as she said this. Smart too.

      “Well he was mistaken.” He wanted to ask how the fuck she knew Creed, what the connection was but he didn’t want to engage further.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t need your money.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t have that much anyway.”

      He turned to her, a snarl on his lips. “Creed knows I don’t do charity cases.” The next time he saw Jack Creed he was going to have a talk with the mob boss about being a little more judicious when he was handing out Hugo’s calling card. It would be a nice talk – he tried not to bite the hands that fed him, but still there’d be some talking. He swallowed the last of his beer and set the bottle down on the counter with a bang.

      “Thanks for the beer,” he muttered as he got to his feet. She had fucking ruined his night.

      She stood up too. “Hugo… Mr. Marsden, I can’t do this on my own.” As she said his name, her voice cracked and he could see a savage vulnerability in the depth of her eyes. Just a brief flicker, a small loss of composure, before she slid her brazen mask back into place. But it was enough. Saucy, sexy and X-rated was one thing, but then add vulnerability to the mix and it seared him straight to the core. He was no boy scout. He wanted to rip her jeans off, fuck her ‘til she begged him to stop, then do it all over again. And he knew he could. He saw it in her eyes, even the shuttered ones. She’d already appraised him and found him worthy.

      But he was smart enough not to get mixed up with a blonde, married siren who would ultimately lead him around by his cock until the mister showed up unexpectedly and blew his head off. He looked her up and down, eyes lingering on her breasts, her pussy, then her face, waiting for a flush that didn’t come. “Sorry, Olivia-fucking-West, you’ll have to get some other asshole to find your husband. I’m busy.”

      He turned his back and stalked out of the bar. He hated the Mirage’s fucking nightclub, too noisy and smelled like sweat, but there were women there too. He’d find another. One that didn’t have problems or a husband.
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        Sorry, Olivia-fucking-West, you’ll have to get some other asshole to find your husband. I’m busy.

      

      

      Olivia watched as Hugo Marsden strode out of the bar, a small frown playing at her lips. She didn’t listen to her instincts, which were not always that good. They were telling her to follow him out, throw herself at him. He would capitulate. A man didn’t stare at a woman like he did at her without his cock doing some of the looking. But she resisted. Following him from one bar to another was more likely to irritate him and she needed his good will, not his anger.

      She sighed as she reseated herself on the bar stool and motioned to the bartender for another beer. It was a quiet night, he looked bored, intrigued, but not interested in Olivia in the least. As gay as a gay bird, she thought as he set the beer down in front of her.

      He leaned on the counter with his arms. “If it’s any consolation, if I didn’t have it as bad for Mr. Marsden as you do, I wouldn’t have turned you down.”

      Olivia smiled. Maybe she should have followed Hugo. Her instincts seemed to be somewhat on point. “Thanks. I thought he wouldn’t be able to resist me. Not too many men can. Got a name?”

      “Joe.” He held out his hand

      She reached out and shook it firmly. “Joe, the bartender. There’s a cliché. I’m Olivia-fucking-West, but you can call me Olivia.” She picked up the fresh bottle of beer and took a swig, then swiped at her lips with the back of her hand. She looked at Joe and added, “I’m fucked.”

      Joe grinned. “Not yet, but the night’s young.”

      “Maybe. But the only guy I want right now is Hugo Marsden, and not for the reasons we’re talking about. I can’t believe he walked away from me.”

      “Because you’re irresistible?”

      Uh yeah, Olivia thought. It was a certainty borne from experience. Men saw her, they wanted her, and many of the assholes expected her to give it up. “That’s exactly what I think, Joe.” She took another sip of beer, then set it down on the counter, her eyes challenging the bartender to disagree.

      Joe raised his eyebrows a fraction, then leaned toward Olivia, dropping his forearms on the bar. He grinned like he had a secret. “You know, you don’t always have to use sex to get what you want.”

      “You don’t think so? Even if I hadn’t used sex as bargaining chip, it would have still come up. It comes up every fucking time.”

      “Looks like you met your match.”

      Olivia scowled as she picked at the label on her beer bottle. “I have yet to meet my match, Joe.” She felt a little irritated that the bartender thought he could read her that easily so she added, “I don’t use sex to get what I want. I use sexual attraction. There’s a complete difference.”

      “Really?” Joe cocked his head to the side, stroking her with his eyes.

      “You doubt me, Joey-boy? If I fucked every man who wanted a go at me, I wouldn’t be able to stand up. My mother says that God gave me these gifts.” She waved her hand down the front of her. “To use, but not abuse. Sensibly, she says, or karma will get me.”

      “Hah! You don’t think karma will get you for being a tease?”

      Olivia considered this for a moment. She hadn’t thought herself a tease. She was who she was. She’d learned a long time ago that you didn’t have to be the prettiest girl in the room to be the most attractive. It’s how you entered a room, what you were wearing, the expression you wore on your face. She knew how to get what she needed, then tell the guy to fuck off in a way that made him thank her for being so understanding. Yeah, karma sometimes kicked her in the ass, okay a lot of the time, but she always thought that she was still working out the kinks from a previous life. “Perhaps,” she conceded. “It’s worked up ‘til now. I wouldn’t have thought someone like Hugo Marsden would care if I was married or not.”

      Joe shrugged as he straightened up. “I guess Mr. Marsden has his scruples.”

      “Fucking scruples,” Olivia muttered as she drained the last of her beer.

      “Another?”

      Olivia shook her head. The beer was making her fuzzy. Two bottles so close together and not enough food in her today. Plus, a little low on the cash. “I should go see if I can track down the tracker and try to convince him I’m worth the risk before I get shit-faced.”

      Joe picked up the empty bottle and gave the bar top in front of Olivia a swipe with his wet cloth. “I have a way you can get to Mr. Marsden without following him all over Vegas and interfering with his pick-up lines.”

      “You mean he’s out trolling for girls?” Olivia was uncharacteristically hurt by his rejection of her. She’d thrown herself at him and he’d found her wanting. Couldn’t be just because she was married, could it? Besides, she wasn’t technically married, but Hugo didn’t know that. Still, if this Hugo guy was associated with Jack Creed, he probably didn’t have very many lines he wouldn’t cross. Hard to believe one of them was married women.

      Joe nodded. “Mr. Marsden has his routines when he’s visiting Vegas. Likes the pretty girls, sometimes more than one. And the girls love him. From what I’ve heard, it’s justified.” He looked wistful. “Wish he swung both ways.”

      Olivia was annoyed, tapped her fingers on the bar top trying to think. “I get why you’re not getting some from him, but what the fuck’s wrong with me?”

      Joe grinned. “You gotta be a little more subtle with him I think. He likes to be the one calling the shots.”

      “Subtle is not exactly my strong suit. Not even sure I know what that word means.”

      Joe found that funny and laughed. Then he said, “I can solve your problem, Olivia.” He was leaning on the counter again, his head bent towards her, his words for her ears only. “$200 bucks and I can introduce you to a guy who will get you some alone time with Mr. Marsden.”

      Olivia took a long look at the bartender trying to get her bullshit meter to kick into high gear. “$200 bucks, Joe? That’s a lot of money. What’s he gonna do? Tie the guy up and put him in the trunk of my car?”

      Joe laughed. “Not that I wouldn’t love to see Mr. Marsden all tied up, but it would probably take about a dozen of us to bring the big guy down.”

      Olivia twisted her lips. Joe was right about that. Hugo Marsden had to be at least 6’4” and solid granite by the way his T-shirt squeezed his biceps and his jeans hugged his thighs. “Yeah, besides I don’t have a trunk to put him in.”

      Joe glanced over at a group of four who had just come in the door. “Got a table to see to. Are you interested?”

      Olivia followed his gaze. Four young, pretty women, looking around at the pickings, out for a little action. Right up Hugo’s alley, she thought with a frown. “I’m listening.”

      “$200 Olivia. $100 for my buddy, $100 for me.”

      Olivia glanced at the women again then back to Joe. “Fine,” she muttered as she reached to pull her wallet out of her vest pocket.

      Joe stopped her with a hand to her forearm. “Not now. I have a break in a half-hour. Meet me in the lobby. I’ll introduce you to my friend.”

      As the bartender straightened up, Olivia stood. “Don’t be fucking with me, Joe. My heart can’t take it.”

      Joe grinned. “I wouldn’t, Olivia. I’m a romantic. The sparks were flying between you and Mr. Marsden. I’ve never seen him look so disappointed in my life.”
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      The redhead in Hugo’s arms was practically shredding his T-shirt with her one-inch, pointy, pretty-pink fingernails. They were in the Mirage, in the hotel, in the hall in front of his room. Hugo had his tongue down the woman’s throat, one arm wrapped around her waist, his other groping past his erection trying to pry the fucking hotel room key from his pocket.

      This one was lusty, her tongue competing with his, her fingers fighting with the button on his jeans. He held on tight as she pressed him up against the door with her generous breasts. A groan slipped from his lips as he finally got a grip on the key card and pulled it out along with a foil-wrapped condom, which fell to the floor. He was trying for a back-handed swipe as her hand groped his dick through the fabric of his jeans making him grunt as she squeezed, and then a little louder as the key card took and he fumbled with the handle. The door flew open with a bang and they slammed into the dark room.

      “Fuck, Sherry.” He pulled her away from the door and shoved it closed with his foot. He thrust his hands under the hem of her dress, trying to push it up out of his way so he could get to her pussy.

      “It’s Sheila,” she mumbled against his throat as she got enough grip on the T-shirt to pull it up over his head. He let the dress go momentarily to draw his arms up in the air as she pulled it off him. Then she was on him again, biting at his neck, her hands pawing at his chest. “God, you have muscles!” Her voice was muffled as his lips found hers again and sucked at her tongue like it was a candy cane.

      But the dress was eluding him. Hugo couldn’t figure out how to get the fucking thing off so when they came up for air, he grabbed the collar and ripped the front of it open to her delighted shriek. He shoved his face into the hollow of her breasts and inhaled. She smelled like smoke, vodka and woman.

      She finally got his jeans unbuttoned and was fumbling at the fly, trying to get it past his erection when the desk-lamp flicked on.

      Hugo froze as Sherry/Sheila screamed and jumped back. He spun towards the light reaching for a gun that wasn’t there. Fuck and double-fuck. Blondie with the pink-tipped hair was sitting in the chair in the corner of his room, forearm leaning on the table, legs crossed, boot swinging, wearing a smug smile.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” Hugo snarled, his breathing uneven, his cock still half-hard, one of his hands tangled in Sherry/Sheila’s dress.

      “Don’t mind me, Mr. Marsden,” Olivia said, seemingly oblivious to the tension rolling off him. “I can wait. Finish what you were doing.”

      The redhead was all but forgotten as Hugo’s temper erupted. “You didn’t answer my fucking question!” He untangled himself from Red and took two paces forward, looming over Olivia, fists clenched at his sides, pissed enough that he might use them. Nobody fucking invaded his privacy. His mind flitted to a couple of weeks ago when he’d had an unexpected visit from Mr. Mafia looking for his lawyer. Okay, except Jack Creed. But nobody fucking else!

      “It seemed like you didn’t want to do business in the bar, so I thought I would come up here and wait for you, where we could talk privately.” Olivia widened her bright blue eyes, trying for innocent but didn’t quite pull it off because of the self-satisfied little smile playing at her lips.

      “Who is she, Hugo?” Sherry/Sheila demanded, standing behind his huge frame and peeking around him.

      Olivia flashed her teeth, shifted so she could see around Hugo’s large body, which was blocking her view of the redhead. “His wife.”

      “You’re married?” The redhead’s forehead creased in consternation.

      “I’m not fucking married,” Hugo growled.

      “You know, if you keep furrowing your forehead that way, it will go prematurely wrinkled,” Olivia said to Sherry/Sheila.

      “I should go.” Sherry/Sheila backed towards the door.

      Hugo’d had enough. To the redhead he shouted, “You, stay!” And to Olivia, he bellowed, “You, out!”

      Sherry/Sheila clutched the front of her dress together and fled the room. Olivia didn’t move. As the door banged shut, Hugo turned to her. “I should throw you off the balcony.”

      “But you won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’d regret killing me before you had a chance to fuck me.”
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      One of Olivia’s biggest problems was that she didn’t know where the line was. She often used her sexuality to get what she wanted. It was naturally built into her genes. That’s what Olivia’s mother told her anyway. Gwen also said that Olivia had bad instincts and never knew when it was time to back off. She was fucking right even if most of her advice was garbage. And Olivia’s shitty instincts often got her into it, knee deep.

      Like now, when she should have said, “Please, Mr. Marsden. Just hear me out.” But instead said, “Because you’d regret killing me before you had a chance to fuck me.”

      Hugo grabbed her almost before the words were out of her mouth, yanked her to her feet and spun her around throwing her on the bed, then hurling himself on top of her. He shoved his hips between her thighs, one hand tangled in her long hair, and the other heaved up under her tank, squeezing her breast. His lips were inches from hers as he snarled, “I’m going to make an exception to my no-fucking-married-women rule and take you up on your offer.”

      Olivia was stunned, caught off-guard and also maybe just a little turned on. But mostly stunned. “Get off me,” she shrieked, bucking her body, her pelvis slamming up against his erection. As she felt it, she got fully pissed, because he was just swapping her out for the redhead. That’s another thing her mom said to her and she was right again. Women are interchangeable. Red was gone, Hugo was horny. Olivia would do.

      He pulled his head back from her face, letting more of his weight settle on her, his hard body pressing into her, his chest, rock-solid, mashing her breasts painfully. “Get off you?” He was shouting. “Get off you? You just offered to fuck me, Mrs. West. So what’s it gonna be? Throw you out of my room the hard way or you spread your legs like a good little housewife and show me what you’re made of.”

      Olivia snarled as she brought her fists up and pummelled his back like he was a cement-filled punching bag. She slapped, pinched, yanked his hair with her hands, and bit his shoulder. He tried grabbing at her hands, tried restraining them between his large paws as she bucked. The fucking prick. Tears sparked in her eyes giving her the thumbs up to head slam him, which she almost did, but he managed to dodge at the last second.

      The wrestling was manic, Olivia doing her very best to extract herself from under him, Hugo trying very hard to avoid her flying fists, limbs, teeth, feet, head. She almost succeeded throwing him off as she bucked her body upwards, slammed her pelvis into his groin and then twisted to her side. Almost, as she heard his grunt of pain when her hip connected with his dick. Then they rolled off the bed, a tangled mass of fury, and slammed hard onto the carpet.

      Olivia landed on her back, her head bouncing off the carpet, stunning her momentarily. Hugo fell on top of her, body slamming the fucking wind right out of her. The lamp on the bedside table toppled and crashed into his head, knocking it sideways, almost catching Olivia in the face as the lightbulb shattered on the floor. “Get off me,” Olivia gasped between shallow non-breaths. “Can’t breathe.”

      “Give me a fucking minute.” Hugo’s voice was muffled, his head was mashed between the night table and the bed frame. “I think I have a concussion.”

      Olivia tried her best to stay calm. He was too heavy and he wasn’t moving at all anymore. A sliver of ice raced up her spine. “Are you dead?” Her voice sounded hollow, the fear of being stuck under his massive body while he decayed almost causing her to vomit. But then, she’d die anyway, from being pressed by him. Why the fuck was he so huge anyway? Why wasn’t he normal-sized like most men, her husband included?

      “I’m not fucking dead,” he said, his voice still muffled. “My head’s stuck. You need to move to the side a little bit so I can shove the night table over.”

      Olivia groaned and said between gritted teeth. “I can’t move. You’re too heavy and I’m going to pass out in a minute from lack of air.” All this was said as Olivia took shallow breaths, trying desperately to draw air into her lungs. Oh fuck! She stretched her neck back a little so she could get a view of the night table, then reached up with her one free arm and tried to shift it over. This elicited a muffled yowl from Hugo.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Trying to shift the table!” Olivia was losing her patience as black dots swam in front of her eyes. “Why the hell are you so heavy?” She cried out in frustration.

      “Push the bed away instead.”

      “I only have my right arm free.” But she slung it over his broad back and gave the bed a feeble push with her fingertips. “I can’t get enough leverage.”

      Then there was a knock at the door. A tentative voice, male, floating into the room. “Mr. Marsden?”

      “Shhhh. Don’t say anything,” he whispered to her.

      “Are you kidding me?” Olivia said. “How else are we going to get out of this?”

      The voice again. “Mr. Marsden, we had a couple of calls from guests on this floor. And below. Mr. Marsden, are you okay?”

      “Fuck,” Hugo groaned.

      “Mr. Marsden, I’m coming in.”

      “Don’t come in!” Hugo tried to shout from his position on the floor, but his voice was so muffled the sound didn’t carry and it was too late anyway. The key card was swiped and the door opened. Then a porter and two tough-looking security men were looking down at Olivia and Hugo. Hugo couldn’t see them of course, but she felt him stiffen on top of her. His body, not his cock. He obviously was not happy with the vulnerability of his situation. Olivia felt his pain.

      She gave a small wave with her free hand and a pale flicker of a smile to their would-be rescuers.
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      The security guards who had come to check on Hugo quickly and efficiently assessed the situation and carefully moved the bed over a few inches, enough to allow Hugo to extricate his head. They helped him off Olivia, which wasn’t an easy task given his size and bulk. But the only way Olivia was going to come out of it relatively unscathed was if they literally picked him straight up off her. Even the porter had to lend a hand.

      Once he was steady on his legs, he threw Olivia under the bus, accusing her of being impatient and too excitable. “Couldn’t wait to get our clothes off.” He winked at the security guards. “You know how it is.”

      The guards scrutinized Olivia, who was still laying on the floor pulling deep breaths into her lungs. The expressions on their faces told him that neither of them knew how it was. He looked at Olivia through their eyes and got rock hard again. Her hair was wild, flowing in all different directions against the back drop of the brown carpet, her eyes were dilated from lack of oxygen so that her pupils were huge and ringed with a startling-blue that radiated against her pale face. Her tank was pulled down in the front exposing most of her breasts because her front-closing lacy black bra had popped open at some point during their struggles. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly, each breath giving the nipple on her right breast leave to slip out a little more as she exhaled. He was pretty sure the only one in the room not sporting an erection was Olivia herself.

      He ushered the porter and security guards out, bought their silence with the remaining cash in his pocket, then returned to Olivia, who was still on the floor, her hands on her stomach, her eyes squeezed shut. “Time to be on your way, Mrs. West,” Hugo said but the fight had gone out of his voice. He was starting to waver and thought maybe the least he could do was hear her out.

      She opened her eyes and as if sensing that she was wearing him down, said, “Could I just tell you my story, please?”

      “Get up,” he said flatly, then went to the bathroom to take a piss. When he came out, she was seated in the chair she’d been in previously, bra done up, clothing adjusted, colour back in her face. But her features were soft and she looked contrite, enough so that he didn’t kick her ass to the curb. Instead, he sat in the chair on the opposite side of the table.

      As the silence stretched between them, he considered his hotel room. Why the fuck did he always come back to the Mirage, always stay in this shithole room? He could do whatever he wanted. No ties, no boss, no organization he owed his loyalty to. He had enough money to keep him comfortable over several lifetimes. So why did he do this? Play games with dangerous men, ask for outrageous payment for small things. Like a quarter-mil for a single name.

      He looked over at Olivia who was gazing at her hands, waiting, he supposed, for him to say something. Start the conversation. Why didn’t he get himself a beautiful blonde like her, buy a walled estate overlooking the ocean in Greece or Cyprus? Sail, dive, fuck all day? Eat gyros, eat dates, eat pussy?

      But he knew the answer. He didn’t want to hide behind walls. He wanted the thrill of living and was fully aware that living meant risk. It’s why mountain climbers scaled Everest, it’s why astronauts went to the moon. It wasn’t an adrenaline rush, but each day was an adventure. A reason for waking up. Not knowing what was next, relishing the mystery of the day. It’s why he never married, why he didn’t own a house. When he got tired of the chase, he squirrelled himself away for a few months, on his boat or on some remote southern island where he could drink beer, lie in the sun and fuck the native girls. He had never met a single soul in the world that made him rethink who he was and what he wanted in life.

      Until tonight.

      Until Olivia-fucking-West walked into his bar and his life, shattering his illusion of an untroubled uncommitted life. Because she was trouble with a capital T. And worse than that, he was in trouble. Well, not yet. But soon. When the guards and the porter were looking at her, their gazes darkening, he would have shot them all if he had a gun. If he sent the blonde on her way tonight, he wouldn’t get another fucking good night’s sleep for the rest of his life.

      Yep, he was going to help her find her husband. Then kill him. Then keep Olivia. It was that simple.

      “I’m sorry.” The source of his thoughts intruded on them.  “I just need you to listen to me, please. Then if you can’t help, I’ll go.”

      He gazed at her impassively. “You lack boundaries.”

      Olivia sighed and shifted her curvy ass in the hotel room chair. “I know. It’s what my mother always tells me. That I don’t understand where the line is. I’m sorry though. I’m pretty good most of the time.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.” Hugo was still bare-chested though he’d had the good grace to zip himself back into his jeans. As she talked, her eyes raked his chest and the blue in her irises got a little smoky. He almost preened like a peacock. Maybe she wasn’t all talk. Maybe there’d still be some action. But not now. Now he was hungry. He stood, picked his T-shirt up off the floor and slid it over his head. “Eaten yet?”

      Olivia shook her head. “No. I could eat.”

      “Good, cause you’re buying.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia sat next to Hugo in a booth at The Pantry. She started to say something, but Hugo stopped her by flipping up his hand, towards her as he stabbed a piece of steak with his fork. She swallowed her words. She was sitting next to him because he’d insisted, not across the booth, which is what she’d first attempted to do. But he wasn’t having any of that. She wasn’t getting a chance to escape until he was through with her. He made her slide in on his side and then slid in next to her. The booth was small enough that their thighs brushed when they shifted. It caused a pucker in his pants each time it happened. He was such a goddamned fucking adolescent.

      She was on her 3rd bowl of chicken soup. He couldn’t fathom it. It was all she ordered - the chicken soup and a glass of water. Each time she emptied the bowl, she’d ask for another. Who loves chicken soup that much? She was behaving herself for the first time since she stepped into his life and he just wanted a few more minutes of quiet and a couple more bites of steak before he let her launch into the woeful tale of the missing husband.

      Hugo waited until Olivia emptied her bowl of soup and clattered the spoon against the ceramic of the bowl. The waitress came by, smiling at Hugo. Pretty, he thought. His eyes picked up the little beauty mark on her left cheek just under the curve of it and he remembered. They knew each other, well carnally anyway. “Beth, isn’t it?” he said.

      “Beatrix,” she corrected.

      Hugo nodded. “Right.” It was a little awkward because Beth/Beatrix hovered, waiting for something. What? She could clearly see that he already had the most beautiful woman in the world sitting next to him eating soup. Did she think they were going to have a threesome? He thought back several months, his brain tapping at his memory. Yup. That’s exactly what she thought. “How’s Fiona?” he asked.

      “Freya’s fine. Doesn’t work here anymore.”

      Hugo nodded.

      Olivia cleared her throat. “I wouldn’t mind another bowl of the soup.” Beth/Beatrix looked speculatively at her. She too was wondering how someone could eat that much chicken soup.

      “Catching a cold?” Hugo asked after the waitress cleared the empty dishes.

      Olivia shrugged. “No, just feel like chicken soup.”

      Fresh bowl of soup in front of Olivia, fresh bottle of beer in front of him, he was ready to talk. “How d’ya know Jack?” Good question #1 he thought, watching her hand shake as she was raising the spoon to her mouth. She placed it carefully back in the bowl and dropped her hands to her lap, folding them together.

      “Jack Creed wouldn’t like it if I discussed his business with you.”

      He shrugged. “Well this was the shortest fucking conversation I’ve ever had.” He made a move to stand up and she stopped him with a hand to his forearm. She was going to have to quit touching him or he was going to bend her over the table and fuck her right here in front of Beth/Beatrix and everyone else.

      “Please, you know I can’t talk to you about Jack.”

      “I try not to tie myself down with friends, but I got a couple of guys here and there who I would go golfing with, you know what I mean?”

      Olivia shook her head. “Is golf a euphemism for something?”

      Hugo sighed and sipped at his beer. “Jack Creed’s one of them.” He turned to her as the waitress came by to pick up the empty bowl.

      “Do you want another?” she asked. Olivia opened her mouth to say something but Hugo jumped in.

      “No, she’s had enough fucking soup!” To Olivia he said, “How can you even eat that much?”

      “Wow. Things not to say on a first date!”

      “Wow. Things not to do on a first date. Eat five fucking bowls of chicken soup!”

      “Four, it was just four!” Olivia crossed her arms in front of her chest but had the good grace to look embarrassed.

      “Off you go, Beth.” Hugo waved his hand at her.

      “It’s Beatrix.” Her voice floated back to him as she stomped away.

      Hugo turned back to Olivia, pinning her with a glare. “My fucking point is I know a lot about Jack’s business and I don’t know about you. You’re too old to be his love-child, too blonde to be his girlfriend and too fucked up to be his accountant. So what are you to Jack Creed that he would pass my name along to you?”

      Olivia hesitated. “I’m under his protection.”

      “You’re not under his protection!” Hugo was losing patience with her. She was a shitty liar, and her last words had to sound feeble even to her ears.

      “How do you know?”

      He leaned into her, crowding her, forcing her to shift against the wall of the booth to avoid being pressed by him. “Because he’s a golfing buddy of mine.” Then his patience snapped. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and unlocked it. She grabbed his wrist, circled it with her slender fingers, pulling it away from the phone.

      “Don’t,” she said. Her composure cracked and he saw a sheen of tears in her eyes. “Don’t call him.” Then she blinked, dropped his wrist and looked away, toward the other diners, trying unsuccessfully to slip her carefree, sexy mask back into place.

      Hugo grimaced as he put his phone down. He should have had this conversation upstairs, not here. He thought it would be better on neutral territory, but she was afraid of Creed, which made Hugo afraid for her.  He steeled his voice. “Start talking, Blondie. You aren’t going to drag me into a fucking thing until I have all the facts.”

      Olivia turned towards Hugo and studied him. He wondered what she saw. Big guy, craggy features, three days of whiskers, in bad need of a haircut. She said a couple of words under her breath that he didn’t catch and then she nodded. Talking to herself again.

      “I helped Jack out with a problem a while ago.” She paused, assessing him.

      Did she think he might tell Jack she shared his private business? “Jack and I aren’t that good of friends that we trade confidences. If he has a question, he usually asks. I tell him how much for the answer. He gives me the cash, I give him the answer. It’s that simple. I’m not going to talk to him about your business.”

      She gave a couple of small nods and took a sip of water. He thought he should order her a beer but then remembered that she was buying. Decided he shouldn’t run up the tab on her.

      “He needed to get to a guy that he couldn’t, so he asked me to do it.” Olivia flicked her eyes to him, like she was looking for his approval.

      Hugo cocked his head. “And did you?”

      “Yeah, I got the guy out in the open so Jack and his brother could get at him.”

      “Where’s he now
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