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Chapter One
Lilly
 
Ka-ching. If there's one sound that sums up Las Vegas, that's it. It's a Friday night in Fortuna, one of the city's most famous hotels and casinos. I’m engulfed in an exciting frenzy of flashing lights, jangling slot machines, and crowds of people. It’s bright. It’s loud. And it’s a little bit crazy. I watch an overweight Elvis impersonator go by in a skintight white jumpsuit, hand-in-hand with a busty Marilyn Monroe. I choke on my vodka-cranberry and cough furiously. Okay, it’s a lot crazy. 
“All good?” Deanna turns away briefly from the slot machine she’s playing to clap me on the back—hard. Her hazel eyes, shoulder-length brunette hair, and heart-shaped face mirror my own. My twin sister even shares my sprinkling of light freckles across the nose and cheeks. 
I nod, blinking back tears. She cocks an eyebrow and gives me a grin before turning back to the slot machine. She jabs at the multi-colored screen in front of her. It beeps and whirrs, playing a melody while the five boxes on the screen rapidly zip through a series of cartoon images. A king’s crown. A small pile of gold. A treasure chest. A four-leafed clover... The whirring slows. I watch as Deanna anxiously chews on her lip. In one hand, she’s got a rum and coke, in the other she holds a cigarette that is dangerously in need of an ashtray. 
“Uh, Deanna, your cigarette.” I nudge her.
“YES!” She shrieks and pumps her fist in the air, sending a sprinkling of ash down onto the carpeted floor. The screen in front of her is blinking furiously, with colored lights illuminating her face. The whirring has stopped and the screen now displays three identical images of a king’s crown. Jackpot. My heart thumps. Ka-ching. I’m not a gambler but even I can’t suppress the adrenaline rush that the moment brings. 
“Lilly, you are my lucky charm!” Deanna gives me a hug and a sloppy kiss on the cheek. “I knew this was the perfect way to celebrate our 25th birthday.” 
“You are having a good run,” I acknowledge cautiously. I don’t want to encourage Deanna too much. We’ve been playing the slots for only an hour and she’s already on her third drink. 
“Deanna, you crazy bitch! You hit another jackpot?!” Brian saunters over, cool and calm in comparison to Deanna’s frantic excitement. He looks like a celebrity, with his slight scruff, lean build, leather jacket, and sunglasses that never come off. Actually, he looks like the lead singer in a band. Like somebody whose picture I would have stuck on my wall as a teenager. 
“Yeah, you’re seriously on a roll!” Stacy—another one of Deanna’s Las Vegas friends—chirps. She unselfconsciously adjusts her tube top as she peers at Deanna’s screen. The scrap of fabric barely contains her voluminous breasts. She’s paired it with jean-shorts and platform heels, showing off her curves from top to bottom.
“Uh, Stacy, I think you’re about to have a wardrobe malfunction,” I feel compelled to point out. Las Vegas casinos seem to be pretty relaxed when it comes to the dress code but I’m not sure if Stacy flashing a nipple is a good idea. One of the security guys on the floor has circled a few times already, casting a keen eye at our small but rambunctious group.
“Oh, thanks doll.” She tugs the top up ever so slightly while giving me a wink. The blue glitter on her eyelids matches the glitter on her top. “Deanna, why didn’t you tell us your sister was such a sweetheart?”
“She’s the best,” Deanna says emphatically. Her eyes don’t leave the screen of the slot machine. 
“There’s no point telling Stacy her tits are about to bust out,” Brian drawls casually as he slowly reaches for the cigarette behind his ear and lights it. His eyes bore into mine as he says, “She loves it when guys stare at them.”
“Well, I paid enough for them!” Stacy replies with a giggle.
“Please, Stacy, we all know that you didn’t pay for them,” Blaire, the last fixture in Deanna’s crew cuts in. She’s playing the slot machine next to Deanna’s, likewise concentrated on her screen and largely oblivious to the rest of the world. Clad in a short black skirt, sky-high black stilettos and slinky black halter-top, her outfit is no less head-turning than Stacy’s. The miniskirt seems to be this town’s unofficial uniform. 
“Fine, fine, they were technically a gift from Oliver.”
“Is that your boyfriend?” I ask.
“Ha! He’s Stacy’s sugar daddy,” Blair says with an eye roll.
“I still can’t believe you let that old fart pay for your boob job,” Deanna remarks, taking another swig and draining her glass. 
Stacy protests with a giggle and a shimmy, “As a dancer, it was a solid business investment! My tips have doubled since I got these,” her boobs barely move despite the motion. I’d never seen fake breasts up close and personal until I came to Vegas. I’d never seen a lot of things until I came to Las Vegas. And I’ve only been here for about 12 hours. 
Deanna, my always-cooler sister, has been living here for about a year and already she knows her way around the Strip—the four-mile long stretch of South Las Vegas Boulevard where the premium hotels and casinos are concentrated. She’s got a job as a bartender and shares an apartment with Stacy and Blair—who also work in the nightlife scene. 
Stacy is a mere 5’4, but with an eye-popping hourglass shape and bottle-blonde hair that ensures she stands out in any room. Blair is no less of a showstopper, with her waist-length straight black hair, caramel skin, and piercing almond-shaped eyes that stop men in their tracks. She works as a bottle girl at one of the big Vegas clubs. From what I gather, the job is basically twenty-percent carrying bottles, and eighty-percent partying with the rich guys who order the bottles to the VIP tables. 
The fact that my sister Deanna not only knows people like this but is actually one of them is still mind-blowing to me. She fits right into their group…in her short red dress and matching heels. Her hair is loose and wild, while mine is pulled back into a low-slung ponytail. It’s one of the only ways to tell us apart physically. That, plus the fact that she’s got a piercing—a lone silver sparkle in her right nostril. And a tattoo—a tiny rose on the inside of her right wrist. These are additions she’s made since she left our hometown nine years ago. 
The only one out of place here is me, the visitor. The summer dress I have on seemed fun and flirty when I tried it on at home. The ruffle at the hem just grazes my knees and the V-neck shows the tiniest hint of cleavage. But compared to the Vegas crowd, I look like I’m straight out of “Little House on the Prairie.” I would never have the guts to dress like these girls. I just don’t have the figure for it. Or the attitude. I guess that’s where my sister and I are different.
“Come on, let’s go back to the roulette tables,” Brian nudges Deanna. “You’re on a streak. Put it to good use.”  He motions towards the middle of the room. The slots are lined along the side. In the center are the tables for blackjack, roulette, and other games I’ve never even heard of. Each table is manned by a smartly dressed dealer in a crisp white shirt and black bowtie. Marble floors encircle the carpeted island of tables in the center, creating a road that scantily clad cocktail waitresses and shooter girls click along as they pass trays, take orders, and clear glasses. 
“Fine, fine. Let me just call over an attendant so I can get my payday!” Deanna furiously jabs at the “attendant” button on the screen. Almost immediately, a casino employee appears by her side.
“Yeah, let’s make some real money,” Blair agrees. “Then we can get a VIP table later at Lush Club.” 
“Or Marquis!” Stacy chimes in. “I want to go dancing!” She tosses her head back and shakes her butt to an imaginary beat.
“Ladies, come on, I can get us a VIP at those clubs anytime,” Brian says, smoothly, his icy blue eyes gleaming. “I know all the big club owners,” he explains, locking eyes with me.
“That’s cool. Are you also in the club business? Like the girls?” I ask. 
“You could say that,” he responds. 
I wonder why Stacy and Blair are smirking in response to this answer. But before I can ask, Deanna links her arm in mine and pulls me away, dragging me across the marble floor and making a beeline for the tables in the room’s center. Today has been like an amusement park ride!
“Let’s roll!” She calls over her shoulder to her three friends. “Roulette it is!” She pounds her empty glass down onto the tray of a passing cocktail waitress, one of the many circulating the floor. The harried young woman almost drops the entire tray because Deanna slams her drink onto it with so much force.
“Careful!” I can’t help but say, feeling like the mom of the group. “You almost took the whole tray down.”
“No worries, Lilly. It’s part of her job. But wait…” She jerks to a stop and hurries after the cocktail waitress, dragging me with her since our arms are still linked. “Here.” She shoves a black chip—part of the day’s earlier winnings on the floor—into the girl’s face. The chip is emblazoned with a giant cursive F, the Fortuna Casino logo
“Thanks!” The girl, who barely looks old enough to drink herself, let alone serve drinks, quickly pockets the chip.
Blair’s voice comes from behind us as the others walk up. “What the fuck, Deanna, did you just tip that random cocktail waitress a hundred bucks?” 
“Ah, we’ve got loads more!” Deanna shrugs. “Plus, I’m about to double my winnings at roulette. Trust me.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I ask. Deanna is generous. She even paid for my ticket out here, insisting that we celebrate our birthday in style. But she’s also reckless, she’s always been that way. Those two traits can lead to trouble, especially when she’s in the mood to party.   
“She’ll be fine!” Stacy squeals. “You need to loosen up, Lilly! It’s your first night in Vegas. Let’s get shots!”
“No, I’m—”
“Yes! Shots! Shots! Shots!” Blair breaks in, any concern as to Deanna’s throwing a $100 chip at the cocktail waitress quickly forgotten. 
“One step ahead of you, ladies.” Brian has already managed to flag down a shooter girl carrying a huge tray and is thrusting some money in her hand. Vegas really is sin city. Every temptation you could possibly wish for seems to be within arm’s reach. 
He grabs a shot and raises the glass. I hesitantly take a pink-hued shot, thinking that it looks more fruity and probably less dangerous than the others. I’m not sure whether it’s the booze or the general ambience, but my head is already buzzing. 
“To our birthday babes!” Brian says, very casually, as if everything he experiences happens to him every day. I guess it does.
“Deanna and Lilly!” Stacy echoes him, sloshing her shot glass against mine as she gives me a squeeze.
“Cheers, girls!” Blair adds with a grin. 
      “Thank you so much,” I look at their excited faces with a smile. Deanna’s friends might be a little wild but they seem nice. Like her. I just arrived this morning and they’ve been nothing but welcoming. Stacy and Blair even accompanied Deanna to the airport to pick me up. I mean, Deanna couldn’t have driven to get me anyway. Apparently she lost her license because of a DUI a few months back, a secret that loose-lipped Stacy let slip while we were getting ready for our night out. But still. It was sweet of the girls to go through the trouble. 
“I still can’t get over how alike you two are.” Brian pauses after the shot, quietly analyzing my face and then Deanna’s.
“I told you she’s my identical twin! What did you expect?” Deana says. “Come on. Roulette awaits!” She dashes quickly ahead to the nearest table, the rest of us trotting after her. By the time we catch up, she’s already placed a hefty bet and won. 
Her victory shriek pierces the hubbub of murmuring voices and faint background music. It’s barely subsided before yet another smartly clad cocktail waitress appears behind us, a tray of glasses in hand. 
“Complimentary champagne for the winning lady and her friends?” The girl asks, an inviting smile dancing across her lips.
“Don’t mind if I do!” Deanna grabs a glass and her friends likewise eagerly reach for theirs. Not wanting to be the odd woman out, I also take a glass but resolve to just take a sip or two. That innocent looking pink shot wasn’t so innocent after all—I realize—because an unusually warm feeling has settled over me. 
“That’s nice of them,” I murmur to Stacy as we stand back and watch Deanna, who is bent over the table, concentrating fiercely. 
“What, the free booze? I guess.” Stacy smacks her gum and smiles. I don’t know how she’s managed to chew it the entire night without swallowing it by mistake. It probably takes a lot of practice to have shots with gum in your mouth!
“They’re just buttering us up,” Blair cuts in. When I don’t say anything, she responds to my confused look, “Casino managers send over drinks to winners. They want
them to get sloppy.”
“Like, drunk?” 
“Sure. A sloppy drunk means a sloppy player. Which means the house can win back some money.”
What looked like a generous gesture just mere seconds ago now seems cruel and tainted with some kind of cutthroat ill will.
“Yes!” Deanna’s shout interrupts my foreboding thoughts. 
“Black eighteen it is.” The dealer’s even, measured voice confirms another win for Deanna.
“Two-hundred-fucking-thousand dollars.” Deanna rakes the chips towards her. 
That’s a lot of money. “Deanna, what about taking a break.” I put a hand hesitantly on her shoulder and she turns ever so slightly towards me, her eyes blazing with excitement. “You have plenty already and maybe—”
“Congratulations again, miss. Champagne?” The cocktail waitress reappears as if from nowhere and deftly steps in front of me.
“Thanks!” Deanna gives the girl a black chip. “Don’t worry, Lilly,” she adds as an afterthought as she turns back to the table. 
“I’m fine.” I wave the girl off, gesturing to my full glass. I step away from the table, wanting to be free of the crowd. Deanna’s friends cluster around her with their backs to me.
“Why aren’t ya’ drinking yer drink, girly?” A much older man sidles over and slurs the words at me. He raises his glass to cheers me. 
“I’m not thirsty.” I squeak out the words as I feel my face flush. This is very unexpected. 
“Isss Vegas, babyyy,” the red-faced man goes on. One hand clutches his drink, with the other he strokes his oversized belly, which hangs over the belt of his pants. “Everyone’s thershty in Vegasss.” He leers at me, barely suppressing a belch as he peers at the neckline of my dress. “Thassa nice dress.”
“Thank you.” I don’t know what to say. I feel awkward and frozen. I cast a desperate look at the roulette table but the others still have their backs turned. From the cheers, I assume Deanna must be doing well. 
“Yer a good girl, ain’t ya? Hmm? Not alotta good girls in this town, lemme tell ya.” The man steps even closer. I see his arm leave his belly and come for me, as if he’s about to encircle my waist. I step back, my pulse racing. But before the man can get closer, a figure steps between us. 
“I think it’s time for you to leave,” it’s a man’s voice, deep and gravelly. All I can see is the broad shoulders and back of a perfectly tailored dark-grey suit jacket. Looking up, I see a close-cropped head of dark hair, peppered with the faintest flecks of grey at the temples. 
“Ahh c’mon buddy, I’s just talkin’ to Laura Ingalls here.” I have to admit, that’s kind of funny that he made the connection. I’d just thought the same thing about my dress. 
The mystery man standing between me and the red-faced drunk raises his arm slightly and for a horrifying moment, I think he’s about to punch the guy. “Wait!” I screech, grabbing the raised arm. A muscular bicep twitches under my grip. 
“What?” The man turns to me and looks down, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face. I gulp. The square-set jaw is tense, indicating clenched teeth, and one eyebrow is raised slightly. His eyes are stormy, so dark they’re nearly black. They’re looking at me as if I were a nuisance. 
“Don’t punch him.” I manage to croak out the words. “Please. I didn’t want to make trouble.”
The look of annoyance is replaced by one of surprise as the stern-looking man lets out a bellowing laugh. The corners of his eyes crinkle slightly. A gleaming smile, featuring perfectly white, straight teeth, crosses his face. “I was not about to punch him. I was simply getting security.”
He snaps his fingers, once, and then drops his arm. As if on cue, one of the men in dark suits whom I’ve spied roaming the casino floors throughout the evening suddenly appears. Without a word, the security guard takes the red-faced man by the elbow and walks him away. It all happens so fast, the man can barely open his mouth to protest. 
The man turns to face me. He still has a grin plastered on his face. “We try to avoid violence at Fortuna,” he says with a wink. “Are you alright?”
“Yes. Just a bruised ego.” I feel vaguely embarrassed that security got involved. I wish I could handle situations like that myself. But… I shrug.
“David.” The man sticks out his hand. 
“Lilly.” I slip my hand into his, noticing how cool and dry his palm is against my own hot sweaty one. 
A look of confusion flashes in his eyes. “Why did that guy call you Laura?” 
“Oh… uh.” I can’t help but giggle, slightly relieved that he didn’t catch the reference. “Laura Ingalls? She wrote those ‘Little House on the Prairie’ books for kids? About pioneer life?”
He still looks slightly quizzical.
“I think it’s because of my dress,” I go on, turning red as I feel myself babbling. “Because of the flowers. And I guess it’s a bit more um old-fashioned… I mean, it covers more than some other… It’s just that—”
“It’s a lovely dress,” David cuts in.. 
“Thank you.” I feel relief wash over me. “I just feel a bit out of place.”
“Well, if you want to stand out in Vegas, showing less skin instead of more is the way to go,” he acknowledges with a low chuckle and a shrug. “Did you just arrive?”
“This morning,” I nod. “I’m visiting my sister, Deanna.” I gesture towards her. Brian, Blair, and Stacy are clustered around her at the roulette table, egging her on. They’re so engrossed in the game, they haven’t even noticed my run-in with… What does this guy do anyway?
“You work here, I guess?” I cast back in my mind for some of the casino lingo I’ve been hearing Deanna and her friends use in conversation over the past hours. “As a pit boss?” I bite my lip, hoping I got it right. I think that's what Brian said. It’s the name of the person in charge of a defined section of casino floor. And this guy definitely seems to be in charge.
“You could say that,” David responds, his smile growing. “I wear many hats in my job. Sometimes that includes pit boss. In any case, you caught my eye. It seemed like you could use a hand.”
“Your timing was perfect. It was like you came out of nowhere.”
“That’s part of the job. If I’m doing it right, I’m like a ghost. There when you need me. And otherwise…invisible.” He shoves his fists, balled up, into the pocket of his slacks. 
I take a moment to appreciate how well-dressed he is. The dark charcoal grey suit fits him perfectly and a blue pocket square peeks out of one pocket. Underneath, he has a crisp white shirt, adorned with gold cufflinks, emblazoned with a single letter. F. His polished leather shoes gleam against the dark maroon carpet under our feet.
“Your sister is on quite a roll.” His words interrupt my outfit analysis.
“Yeah.” I turn my attention back to the table. 
He cranes his neck, presumably to assess the pile of chips Deanna has amassed. “Look like she’s up about $400,000.” 
“That’s a lot,” I say softly. “That’s an entire house. That could be two houses.” I gulp. It’s unreal to me that a stack of plastic is worth that much money. That’s more than I’ve ever seen! Or Deanna. Or our parents. Or anyone I know. 
“Maybe she should quit while she’s ahead,” David says, suddenly stern again. “Your sister’s riding high right now but that could all change very fast.”
“There’s no controlling her when she’s like this,” I respond, hoping he can’t hear how helpless I feel. I know that if Deanna loses this much money now, she’s going to have a total meltdown. 
“Okay, well. I tried to warn you.” He gives the table a last glance before motioning to the cocktail waitress. It’s the same one who keeps plying us all with champagne. “Take special care of this group, Marissa.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Milner.” She nods smartly. “Our high-rollers are top priority, of course.”
“High rollers?” I squeak out the words.
David, already preparing to turn away, pauses and looks back at me. He flashes that smile, running his eyes over me from head to toe. It’s like he’s taking my dress off with his look. I feel my palms get sweaty again. 
“Just remember. The house always wins in the end.” He says. And then he turns to walk away. 
“Wait!” I call after him. One last question is bugging me and I want the answer before this mystery man disappears. I doubt I’ll see him again. 
“Yes, Lilly?” Hearing him say my gives me a start. I pause in surprise before I go on.
“How did you know I needed help? I mean, you weren’t even standing at the table when that guy started talking to me. Sure, you said you’re like a ghost but…you can’t show up out of thin air.” I smirk at the last part, feeling sly.
“True. I haven’t mastered that trick yet.” He matches my smile with a wry grin of his own. “Like I told you, you caught my eye,” he pauses, registering my blank expression before going on, “the House has eyes everywhere. Even in the sky.” He raises an eyebrow and jerks his chin quickly upwards, his piercing gaze targeting the area above my head. 
I crane my neck back, looking up to see a small black dome jutting out of the ceiling. Looking further, I see that these tiny, black half-spheres are all
over the ceiling, evenly spaced throughout the entire place. Cameras. Everywhere. How did I miss that? I’d been so overwhelmed by the sights on the floor in front of me, I hadn’t looked up once since I’d set foot in the casino a couple of hours earlier.
I feel my mouth drop open in surprise and snap it quickly shut before looking back down. I don’t want him to see the shock on my face, giving away my utter naiveté. Stupidity, some might call it. 
He’s looking at me with a sly smile. Before I can get out another word, he glides off, his broad back disappearing into the crowded sea of casino revelers. I watch him go. The pit boss. Invisible. A ghost. And with eyes everywhere.



Chapter Two
David
 
“Keep an eye on the group at table nineteen. That girl on the roulette table is running it up. The sister says her name is Deanna. Keep their drinks flowing.”
“Got it, boss.” Terry gives a curt nod. 
“And get a still off the cameras of the gentleman we just 86’d. Make sure all security has a copy. We don’t want him back in here. Not tonight.”
“Temporary or permanent?”
“Temporary 86. Just for tonight. He can barely stand and he’s hassling other clientele. Too deep in his cups.”
“Of course.” Terry doesn’t miss a beat, he’s already making his way to the far side of the control room to consult with one of our security camera technicians. He’s the best floor manager in all of Las Vegas. That’s why I pay him double the average floor manager’s salary. Worth every fucking penny. He oversees a vast team of pit bosses. And each one of those pit bosses supervises a pool of floor personnel and dealers, ensuring gamers in their pit are happy. Happy people bet big. Our pit bosses also monitor credit markers and dispense comps…at their discretion. Terry compiles their end-of-shift reports and presents them all to me. I review every detail. Because I’m not technically a pit boss. I’m the boss. 
I own Fortuna Hotel and Casino. And the establishment’s sister property, Destino. These aren’t low-roller spots. They’re both carpet joints, casinos that cater to high rollers. Between the two of them, billions of dollars come through every year. More than one man can track himself. That’s why I rely on trusted personnel, like Terry. 
“Another win on Table nineteen’s up-and-up high roller, sir.” Paul, one of my security camera monitors remarks. I shift my eyes to the screen. Four images give me a view of everything I need to see. A top-down birds-eye-view of the table, including the croupier—the guy at the roulette table who gathers the chips and drops the ball on the wheel. Angled shots let me see people clustered around the table…including the girl in the flowered dress.
Lilly. Fitting. A floral name for the fresh-faced girl in her floral dress. Even the faint hint of perfume she was wearing had some kind of delicate, flowery aroma to it. Lilly. She’s a human flower from top to bottom, just as her name would suggest. I grin, watching her now. Uncomfortable as hell. A flower removed from its usual garden. We get all kinds of people here of course, from all over. But Lilly stands out like a sore thumb. More than usual. I watch her swirl her barely touched glass of champagne uncertainly. Her face is drawn tight with concern as she watches her sister on the table. She has good reason to be worried.
“Still making even money?” I ask Paul.
“Looks like it, yeah. One-to-one. Her pile's growing though.”
“What do you think, sir?” Terry comes up from behind me, having quickly taken care of the security task. He takes off his round glasses and polishes them with a handkerchief, blinking quickly. He stares at the screen for a second before turning to me. “Want to move that money off the main floor?”
“Let her hit half-a-mil. Then let’s get a plant down there. I want her on the high-stakes poker game at the back. What else do we know about Miss Roulette? Deanna.”
“Already checked her out. She’s a local. Deanna Marie Madison.”
“Not a hotel guest? Her sister is an out-of-towner for sure. Just had a chat on the floor.”
Terry gives me a sharp look. He knows I rarely make an appearance on the floor myself. “Nah. The girl playing lives in the area. One of our shooter girls knows her from the scene. Twin sister is here celebrating their birthday. They’ve been ordering shots all evening.”
“Hm. Where’s the local one working?”
“The Circus Lounge. Bartender.”
“And her friends?”
“All got nightlife gigs. The usual Vegas riffraff. The guy is a small-time drug dealer. But he seems to be taking the night off.”
“Good. I don’t want that shit in our houses. 86 him if you see any hint of activity.”
I don’t ask Terry how he’s gotten all this info about Deanna and her friends. He could probably tell me Deanna’s social security number if I asked. Las Vegas might seem big to outsiders but it’s got a small-town feel to it if you work here. Everybody knows everybody. Part of Terry’s job is knowing everything about everyone. He no doubt started digging for information about Deanna as soon as she passed the $250k mark on winnings.
“I’ll go ahead and let Jerry know,” Terry says shortly and walks off. Jerry is the pit boss for the section of the floor Deanna is playing in. He’ll send a mole to wrangle Deanna into the poker game, someone friendly and charming who can dangle the prospect of even bigger winnings in front of her nose. 
“Terry.” I stop him short. “I don’t want the friends back there. Too out of control. Just her and the sister.”
“Sure thing.”
      “And make sure there’s a spot for me at the table.” I scan Lilly’s face on the security screen. She’s peering directly up at the eye-in-the-sky, a look of slight wonder on her face. “I think I’ll play tonight.”
“You got it.”
I tear my eyes away from Lilly’s face on the screen and step back. I have other areas to check on. I slowly make my way around our security hub. The carpeted section of tables in the casino’s center could be called the heart of the casino. This is the brain of the casino. And this is where I spend a good portion of my days. The massive windowless room requires two levels of security to enter. The first door requires a pin code that changes daily. This is followed by a fingerprint scan. The only part of the casino with more stringent security measures is the cage, where the actual money is kept. 
Rows and rows of screens are laid out in front of me. Each one is showing a live feed, relaying valuable information about what’s happening on the floor. Paul is just one of the many security camera monitors in the room. Each one is attuned to his or her own cluster of screens. Buttons and dials on the control panels in front of them allow them to zoom in and out, catching every nuance. They are a source of information, relaying details to Terry about potential high rollers, brewing altercations, and, of course, possible cheaters. In a casino, as elsewhere, knowledge is power. Terry then communicates with pit bosses, located on the floor, giving them intel and instructions. When Terry isn’t on the job, I’m the one giving orders.   
“Sir?” Paul, the young, baby-faced security camera monitor raises his hand tentatively, as if he were a schoolboy asking to go the bathroom. I stifle a grin and resist the urge to call the kid out. He’s new. 
“News?” I step towards him. 
“The fish at Table nineteen hit a half-mil. The mole is wrangling her now.” Fish. Slang for a novice gambler. Even Paul can recognize that Deanna isn’t a pro but just a girl having an exceptionally lucky night. The luckiest I’ve seen in a while.
“Good.” I straighten the collar of my shirt and check my cufflinks. The gold glints back at me. Each one is emblazoned with Fortuna’s signature F, matching the one that appears on the casino’s chips. 
“Terry! Table ready for me?”
“All yours, boss.” Although he’s worked for me for more than a decade, Terry has never once broken the formal employer-employee boundary between us, a fact that I appreciate. I glance back at the security monitor one more time. Our mole has done his job. Paul has zoomed in on the shot. Good job, newbie, I think to myself. He’s showing Deanna nodding enthusiastically and grabbing a hesitant-looking Lilly by the arm. Even on the tiny screen, I can see a thin line of worry etched across Lilly’s forehead.
I head to the door and punch in the security code to exit. Before leaving, I turn back to Terry. “I may not be back tonight if this poker game is hot.” 
“No problem. It’s a quiet night.” Terry allows himself a rare grin, his teeth flashing white against his dark skin. He well knows that a “quiet night” in Fortuna would be intimidating as hell to plenty of other floor managers. “I’ve got it under control here.” 
“I figured.” I shoot him back a smile. Without another look back, I exit the security hub. I’m released into the tiled hallways of the casino’s backroom operations. This maze of corridors is for employees only. This is where all the behind-the-scenes action takes place. It’s also the fastest way to get where I need to go—the private poker suites. Fortuna is a massive property. 3,000 rooms. 14 restaurants. 3 pools. A massive greenhouse with full-grown palm trees. An in-house aquarium. And 100,000 square feet of gaming space. But right now, none of that matters.
“’Evening, boss.” The gruff security guards standing outside the entranceway to the private poker room greet me with surly faces. 
“Gentlemen.” I nod as I pass them. 
“Mr. Milner, how are you?” Tessa, the room’s svelte blonde hostess, greets me with a smile and snaps to the young cocktail waitress behind her. I’m immediately presented with a tray holding a single glass of scotch, neat. No ice. “We’ve been expecting you.” Tessa smiles. I nod. This is typical. I work hard and I hire the best so that Fortuna runs like a well-oiled machine.
I take my drink, down it, and head through the red velvet curtains to the green-topped table behind. Already, a small group of men is seated. Each one has a pile of chips in front of him. I recognize Mr. Hayashi, a Japanese businessman who frequents our establishment, and Jeremy Ainsworth, the son of a prominent New York City hedge fund manager. Jeremy is steadily chiseling away at his trust fund by playing in games like these, confident in the fact that his massive fortune will never run dry. Finally, there’s Maurice, a notorious whale who flies in occasionally from Monaco. The men nod in greeting. 
“Is the big boss joining us tonight?” Maurice asks coolly, his eyebrows twitching. 
“As an exception.”
“Thought the House never plays.”
“I play with my own money.” I shrug. “There’s me and then there’s the House. And there’s my money and then there’s the House’s money. I play for me.” Without another word, I take a promissory note out of my pocket and hand it the dealer. What I said was true, there’s my money, and then there’s the casino’s money. 
“Changing 250,000,” he announces the figure to the room and then slides over a pile of silver chips. These color chips aren’t seen out on the floor, where the max is the $5,000 brown chip. You only see silver in the private rooms. Each chip is worth $25,000. 
“We’re waiting on one more player,” I tell the men as I sit down.
The dealer is alert. Only our best are allowed to work the back rooms. If he does a good job tonight—and if the pot gets as big as I’m planning—he will easily walk away with a six-figure tip.
Other than the dealer, the room is serviced by Tessa and two cocktail waitresses. A private bar manned by a bartender is set up in the corner. In addition to the two security guards at the door, we have two men in the room. With this much money on the table, you don’t take any chances in terms of security.
“Shit! This is a fucking step above. I wish the rest of the crew could see this.” A female voice slurs from the other side of the red curtain that separates off the table from the room’s entrance. 
“Good evening, miss.” Tessa’s pleasant voice comes through. “What would you like to drink?” For a moment, I think Deanna came alone. I feel a prick of annoyance, which I cover by signaling to one of the cocktail waitresses for another scotch. One more and then all my focus has to be on the game. I keep myself to a two-scotch limit for all gaming. It’s a rule I’ve never broken.
“Alright boys, ready to see what a lady can do?” Deanna bursts through the curtain. I force myself to pause before looking up at her and feel some relief when I see Lilly a step behind. Compared to Deanna’s bravado, Lilly made such a quiet entrance, it’s like she wasn’t there at all.
“Gentlemen. Meet Deanna Madison,” Tessa smoothly introduces the raucous addition to our game. Clearly, Terry briefed her fully in the short space of time it took for me to make it from the security hub to here.
“Please,” I stand and gesture to the empty chair across the table. “Deanna, meet Maurice Johnston, Jeremy Ainsworth, and Mr. Takao Hayashi.” The other two men simply give her a cool nod while Mr. Hayashi, unfailingly polite, stands up and bows to her deeply. “And I’m—”
“David.” Lilly says my name at the same time as I do. Her eyes are round, staring at me. 
“David Milner.” 
“He works at the casino,” Lilly murmurs to Deanna, her eyes wide. “He’s a pit boss. I met him earlier.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Maurice give a start of confusion. Jeremy has an obnoxious smirk plastered across his face. Even Mr. Hayashi is carefully looking down to hide a slight smile, amused by Lilly’s inadvertent faux pas. I don’t have the heart to correct her in front of them.  
“Well, shit. This really is the high-roller table, huh?” Deanna plops down in her seat, seemingly unimpressed. She has no clue what kind of money she’s sitting with, I realize with grim resignation. Well…either no clue or too drunk to care. Meanwhile, Lilly has retreated to the far side of the room, hovering near the bartender. Her thin fingers clutch her champagne flute. I notice that she’s holding it by the actual glass—not the stem like you’re supposed to, to keep it from getting warm. 
“We playing or what, David?” Jeremy calls my attention back to the table. Entitled little prick. I hate trust fund kids. Men like Maurice and Mr. Hayashi have worked for what they’ve got. Just like I had to. Kids like Jeremy though…they’ll never work a day in their lives. 
“Let’s play.” I give a node of assent to the dealer, who’s eyeing me expectantly. 
“Texas Hold’em. Buy-in is $25,000.” I hear a gasp from Lilly's side of the room at this remark. With five players, that’s a starting pot of $125,000. “Pot limit,” the dealer concludes.
“What’s that mean?” I hear Lilly’s slight whisper under the clicking of chips. Tessa, clearly recognizing Lilly as a fish out of water, has kindly stationed herself next to the young girl and is explaining that this means the maximum raise can't exceed the size of the pot.
I take one last look at Lilly’s flouncy floral dress, noting the ruffle stopping just above her knee. Then I turn my attention back to the table. Deanna’s eyes are fixed on me and she raises one eyebrow briefly. 
“Like what you see?” She remarks. Clearly, she saw me scoping out her sister. I ignore her and reach for my cards. The hand has been dealt. Let the chips fall where they may. I only need to glance at my cards to see my hand is useless. I'll bluff and let myself get taken early on. I want Deanna to see me lose. Build up her confidence. And then take her down.
“Check or bet.” The dealer's voice cuts into my thoughts. 
“Check.” 
“Check,” Mr. Hayashi echoes me. 
“Bet.” Jeremy ups the stakes and shoves a fresh $25,000 chip onto the table, as bored as if it were a mere $25.
“Call.” Deanna throws her own $25,000chip on the table before the dealer can get a word in edgewise. 
Soon enough, Deanna is owning the table. She takes the first few hands. I have to admit she’s better than I expected. More calculating then I anticipated. And more observant. Every time I cast a glance at Lilly, Deanna seems to notice. 
A new hand is dealt. I check my cards. The ten of hearts and a four of clubs. Not looking too promising. I glance around the table but the others' faces are impassive. As the dealer goes around the table and the others place their bets I glance again at Lilly. She's fidgeting, nervously shifting her weight from one foot to the other. I think she's totally oblivious to me but suddenly she turns in my direction, locking eyes with me. Catching me staring, she looks quickly away. 
I return my attention to the game. A king of clubs is on the table. A five of clubs is added. I consider folding. But then I get a lucky break; a four of hearts. Still, a pair of fours is no match for the four-of-a-kind that Deanna has managed to come up with. I grit my teeth in annoyance.
“Boy, ya don’t like losing, huh?” Deanna grins as she scoops up the pot. “Maybe you’d do better if you could keep your eyes off my sister and concentrate on the game.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t get too cocky,” I respond. But I can’t help flicking my eyes in Lilly’s direction. Her cheeks have gone pink at Deanna’s words.
“Pride comes before the fall,” Maurice mutters to himself, his words barely audible. His eyes meet mine. Maurice is no first-timer. He knows what I’m up to, letting Deanna take hand after hand like this. I’ve noticed he’s been folding more frequently than he normally would. Clearly, he’s just watching the show go down.
My cards aren’t looking much better on the next hand. Normally I’d fold but again, I decide to stay in the game and feed Deanna’s confidence.
This time I'm dealt a two of diamonds and a queen of clubs to start. A two of clubs and a two of spades ensure that I'll at least be able to claim three-of-a-kind. Finally, a six of hearts rounds out the flop. Useless. 
“Close but still not good enough,” Deanna coos. She likewise landed three-of-a-kind, but her cards were sevens. A higher rank.
Although Deanna is doing well, Lilly appears to be getting more and more nervous. After first peppering Tessa with questions, she eventually falls silent. She pulls anxiously on her low-slung ponytail and whenever her eyes meet mine, they are filled with fear. But there’s also a spark of awe. 
Before long, Deanna is sitting on $650,000. She’s enjoying her ride sitting at the big boys’ table. I push thoughts of Lilly to the side and focus on my newly dealt hand. Finally. Something I can work with. 
Deanna has done well but like any non-professional poker player, she has tells, signs that show she’s bluffing. I’ve seen her gently scratch her wrist, right above the small rose tattoo, twice. Both times she’s been bluffing. It’s a nervous tick. Something she can’t control and probably doesn’t notice herself. But I’ve picked it up. I have no doubt Maurice and Mr. Hayashi have noticed as well. Jeremy’s too dumb and careless to bother looking for other people’s tells. He’s just in this for the lifestyle, not the art of the game. 
“This is too rich for my blood,” Maurice remarks delicately. He folds. 
      Jeremy likewise is out of the game. He must have an awful hand or he’d never forego the chance to get in on this action. 
Mr. Hayashi, impassive as ever, folds without comment. 
I call the pot and level my gaze on Deanna. It’s just the two of us. She’s got a smile on her face but her eyes are red and bleary. She’s had two more rum and cokes since sitting down. And then she makes her fateful move, declaring “All in.”
“Deanna!” Lilly lets the word escape, louder than anything else she’s said all night, and then turns bright pink. She’s been inching closer and closer to the table as she’s become more entranced by the action. Shaking off her embarrassment, she gives me a defiant look before touching Deanna’s shoulder gently. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“Trust me, Lilly.” Deanna shrugs her sister’s hand off of her shoulder. “It’s not like this is my first time,” she adds, giving Lilly a pointed look. “How do you think I got the money to fly you out here?”
Chastised, Lilly steps back into the shadows, her eyes fixed on mine, pleading. As if I could do anything to help her sister now. As if any of us could. She's not just a railbird, a spectator watching the action for entertainment. She cares about the outcome because she cares about her sister. That much is clear.
Deanna looks at me. Although she and Lilly are nearly identical, their eyes are distinct. Deanna’s have a hardness to them, something Lilly’s are lacking. “You might be able to fool these clowns,” she spits the words out. “But not me. I’m all in. You’re going down.”
I nod. If I’ve read her bluff wrong, I’ll lose money. Sure. But it’s money I can afford to lose. I doubt Deanna can say the same. I’ve seen grown men cry after smaller losses than what Deanna is about to potentially throw away. We're only waiting on the river, the final of the community cards dealt open-faced on the table, to be played. As things stand, I have a queen and a nine in my hand. With the two queens on the table, that’s already three-of-a-kind. Enough to beat Deanna, if she's bluffing. If another nine is played, I'll have a full house. That may well be enough to beat her even if she isn’t bluffing. But from the way she’s scratching at her wrist, I think even a simple pair would put her out of the game now.
The dealer clears his throat. Mr. Hayashi is sitting forward in his chair, eagerly waiting for the big reveal. Maurice has stopped smoking his cigar and is just chomping on the end, also anticipating the result. Even Jeremy seems to be shaken out of his usual bored rich kid stupor. His eyes are fixed on the dealer’s hands. From the corner of my eye I see Lilly clasp her hands, pressing them tightly together as she stares at the dealer and then again at me, almost reproachfully. I can only hold her stare for a second before I look away. There’s no room for guilt in gambling. We’ve all made our moves and told our tales. Now, it’s up to the cards to tell the truth.  
 



Chapter Three
Lilly
 
I don’t know much about poker. I’ve seen the old guys back home play on occasion, at the diner or the local bar. So I’ve got a vague idea of how this all works and what makes for a good hand. But the kind of poker played back home is very different from what’s unfolding in front of me here. Back home the cards come with a side of cheap draft beer and maybe some stale peanuts. But the private poker room at the Fortuna looks like it’s straight out of a James Bond movie. The problem is, I’m not sure who’s 007 and who’s the villain. 
I’m thankful that Tessa, who seems to be some kind of hostess, has been standing by me all night, answering my whispered questions. I think David somehow told her to take care of me. He didn’t actually say anything to her. I just caught him giving a slight nod towards me when they exchanged looks. Whatever message he sent with his eyes, she received it. 
But now, David’s eyes are on me. It’s not the first time I’ve caught him staring tonight. And it’s not the first time he’s caught me looking back. 
“Nine of clubs,” the dealer’s solemn voice announces the final card as he turns it over. “Showdown, please.” He looks expectantly at David and Deanna. 
Without a word, David turns over the two cards he’s had hidden to himself throughout the game. A queen and the nine of hearts. I hear Tessa breathe in sharply next to me. “A full house,” she whispers to me when I shoot her a questioning look. “Three of a kind and a pair. It’s a strong hand.”
The dealer is looking expectantly at Deanna, waiting for her to show her hand. Standing behind her, I can’t see her face. Can she beat the full house? 
“Miss?” The dealer prompts her. And with that simple word, Deanna seems to snap.
“Fuck this!” The words are crisp and clear, and she’s staring directly at David as she says them. She throws down her cards. I don’t have to look at them to know that she’s lost. 
“Shit,” Tessa whispers next to me, apparently shocked herself. “She was bluffing.”
“Full house takes it.” The dealer needlessly announces, reaching forward to clear the table of cards. David reaches for the massive pile of chips in the middle of the table.
“No!” Deanna screeches and I hear the sharp slap
of her hand beating his away.
“Miss, the pot goes to the winner,” the dealer sternly admonishes her. Meanwhile, the hulking security guards in the corners of the room have stepped forward. One of them gives David an expectant look. I can’t move. I can barely breathe, to be honest. 
“It’s fine, guys. Stand down.” David shakes his head at the security team. For a guy who just got smacked, he’s shockingly unfazed. He draws his hand away from the pile of chips and leans back in his chair, carefully adjusting the glittering, gold cuff-links at the ends of his sleeves. “Those are my winnings, Deanna.” He motions to the table with an open hand.
“They would be. If you didn’t cheat,” she spits back. Her voice is slurring and I can feel my cheeks getting warm, blushing in embarrassment on her behalf. 
“Oh shiiiiit!” The young guy named Jeremy seems to wake up out of his haze, giving Deanna a double take. 
“That’s a very serious allegation, young lady,” the big man with the cigar—I think David introduced him as Maurice—says. 
The Japanese gentleman is sitting calmly, his eyes on his own pile of chips in front of him. Meanwhile the staff in the room is transfixed, all of them staring at David. 
“It’s not an allegation. It’s the truth!” Deanna is completely oblivious to anything but her own anger at losing. “You work at this goddamn casino, right?” 
David nods briefly. 
“I’m sure you’ve got all kinds of fucking tricks up your sleeve,” she hurtles on. She’s up out of her seat and I cringe as I see that her short red dress has ridden up and is barely concealing her butt. I want to run over, pull it down, and drag her out of here but I’m scared to take a step thanks to the security guys standing at the ready. And Deanna clearly isn’t ready to go. “You probably have the dealer rig this shit so you win every time, huh? Is that how you get your kicks? Inviting guests to the ‘high roller’ back room and then cheating them out of their hard-earned cash?” Deanna swats at the pile of chips as she’s speaking, spraying them in his direction.
“I can assure you that is not the case.” David’s voice is calm but his hands are jammed into his pockets, as if he’s itching to take action and holding himself back. 
“Or do you have these little cocktail girlies reading my cards and sending you secret signals, huh?” She whirls to face one of the waitresses in the corner, who looks totally mortified to be dragged into this mess. I can’t blame her. “Or your hostess lady over here, huh? She’s been standing behind me the whole time, hasn’t she?”
“Deanna!” I step forward slightly, finally finding some strength. “She’s just been explaining the game to me. That’s all.”
“Whatever, Lilly! He’s been looking back there the entire time. I’ve seen it! I thought he was just checking you out but now I’m not so sure.”
I look back to David and see him signal to the bouncers. They advance on Deanna, who is quivering with anger. “This is bullshit!” She explodes as one of the muscled men takes her arm. 
“Hey! You don’t have to touch her,” I step forward, hoping the others in the room will ignore the quiver in my voice. “Please.” I turn towards David. He was so nice earlier. Surely he can help. “She didn’t mean to offend you. I think this is just a misunderstanding.” 
“It’s not a fucking misunderstanding, it’s a fucking scam!” Deanna’s shrill voice interrupts me. She jerks her arm out of the security guy’s grip and gives him a shove. “I’m not leaving here without my money!” She stamps her foot in rage, nearly losing her balance. Suddenly, the security guard has gone from grabbing her arm to supporting her, making sure she doesn’t drunkenly tip over in her heels. 
“Deanna, please! Calm down.” I look back to David. “Is there maybe a manager we could speak to? Someone more…senior?” I have no idea how casino job rankings work and don’t want to offend him. The words are barely out of my mouth before the room erupts into laughter.
“Damnnn, yeah Milner, show us your supervisor,” the younger guy, Jeremy, says with a grin.
Meanwhile the guy called Maurice is speechless with chortling laughter. The bartender is looking down but I can hear him snorting as he tries to contain himself and even the cocktail girls are failing to suppress giggles. Mr. Hayashi has turned his back to me, politely trying to hide his mirth, but his shoulders are shaking with hilarity. I turn to look at Tessa, who is kindly hiding her smile behind her hands. 
Everyone in the room seems to be in on the joke. Everyone except for me and Deanna. I look at David, the only other person in the room not laughing. 
“I’m the most senior you’re going to get.” His voice is steely. “I own this place.” I feel my legs wobble slightly. 
“I thought you said… You said you were a pit boss.” My own voice sounds distant, as if I’m watching myself in a dream. Stupid, Lilly. The comment sets off a fresh burst of hilarity among the others in the room. 
“Like I said, I wear many hats in my job.” 
“Oh.” I can’t get out any other word beyond that sound. Technically, he didn’t lie. But a stinging feeling of deceit still runs through me. Deanna must see the shadow of disappointment that crosses my face because her rage is fueled with a fresh fire.
“So you even had to scam Lilly in the process, huh? Telling lies about your identity?”
“That’s not exactly what happened.” David says. “She’ll tell you so herself.”
“Whatever. I’m going to report you to the gaming commission. This is some shady bullshit and you know it.”
“Deanna, let’s go.” 
“No. Not until he gives me a chance to win back my money.”
“Chasing your losses is never an advisable course of action,” David says quietly. 
“I’m not chasing losses. I’m getting what I’m due,” Deanna snaps at him. “Double or nothing. Just you and me.”
“You’re going to be into me for $1.3 mil if you lose.” 
I feel my heart drop. Deanna doesn’t have that kind of money. I don’t have that kind of money. Nobody we know has that kind of money. A hundred grand would have been amazing to walk away with tonight. It would have been life changing. What the hell is she doing? 
“Deanna,” I put a hand on her arm. “We don’t have that.”
“We can use collateral,” she brushes me off briskly. “Right?” She looks to David. 
“What do you have to offer?” He sits back down and looks at her expectantly, leaning back casually. The rest of the room is transfixed by this unexpected turn. 
“I’ve got some Louis Vuitton purses.”
David snorts. “What are those even worth?” He looks expectantly to Tessa. 
“Could be as much as 20k, easy,” she quickly chimes in.
“Fine. What else do you have other than purses?”
“My car. BMW 3 series. It’s only five years old. Not a lot of mileage.” What with Deanna’s DUI, she really doesn’t have use for a car anymore. So I bite my tongue and don’t protest.
“So that’s, what? 40 to 50k depending on the trimmings.” Maurice and Jeremy are nodding in agreement and I even catch one of the security dudes giving an affirmative jerk of the head. Everybody has suddenly become invested in Deanna’s mission.
“Anything else?”
“I have like 5k in savings. Lilly, what do you have?” Deanna whirls on me suddenly.
“Uh…like 20k.” I stammer out the words. 
“Shit, really?!” Deanna pauses and looks at me incredulously. “I guess it’s easy to save up when you’re still living at home with Mom and Dad.” I know she doesn’t mean the words as an insult but they hit like a hammer, especially when punctuated with a derisive snort from that Jeremy guy. 
“You’re barely hitting 100k worth of assets between you and your sister,” David says. “Nowhere near the $1.3 mil worth of collateral you’d need for a double-or-nothing final round.” 
Deanna’s shoulders are already slumped in defeat. The fight is going out of her. And I have nothing else to offer. 
“I think it’s time for the two of you to go.” David’s dark eyes settle on me, running over me. “Unless…” He pauses.
Deanna perks up, hearing the hint of hope.
“Unless you want to offer up your sister as collateral,” David goes on.
“What the fuck?” For once, Deanna’s rough choice of words is, in my opinion, perfect. “What, like you want to marry her?” 
“I wasn’t thinking of such a long-term commitment.” A smile twitches at the corners of David’s mouth. “How much longer are you supposed to stay in Las Vegas?” He turns towards me, his tone commanding. 
I’m too stunned to do anything but answer. “One week. I’m here for six nights total.”
“So, six nights it is.” His jaw is set firmly. “Double or nothing. One game. If you lose, Lilly is mine. For six nights.”
Logically, I know this is pure insanity. But that stormy darkness of David’s eyes has me frozen. I can hear the blood rushing in my ears and feel a shudder from my head to my toes as he rakes his gaze over me again. I notice his hands, large, strong and firm, resting calmly on the table. I remember the feel of my own slim fingers in his grip when we first met, when I thought he was still the white knight in shining armor—not the dark knight I see before me now. But I see his hand twitch ever so slightly as he stares at me and I can’t help but wonder, what might it be like to be under that hand? The hand of a man so rich, so powerful, that $1.3 million is mere pocket change?
“Lilly?” Deanna is staring at me expectantly. “You don’t have to do this.” She says calmly and clearly. A flash of sobriety has overtaken her. I realize that literally every pair of eyes in the room is staring at me. Everything depends on me right now. 
“Yes.” I gulp. “I’ll do it.” Am I being fueled by champagne, adrenaline, fear, or all of the above? I don’t know. But I know I want to take this risk. 
I see a brief flash of surprise cross David’s face. Deanna gives me a hug, whispering into my ear, “Don’t worry, I’m going to smoke this joker.” I wish I shared her confidence.
The others scoot back from the table, leaving only David and Deanna to face off. The dealer is nervously shuffling the cards, fanning them out and gathering them in his hand again before doling out two cards each, face down, to each of the players. 
 The first community card goes face up on the table. The jack of hearts. Both David and Deanna confidently check. Next up is a four of clubs. Again, both check. I pray that Deanna isn’t bluffing and that she actually has something this time. Next is a five of diamonds. Then a two of hearts.
“Check.”
“Check.”
And finally, the dealer plays the last card. The ace of diamonds. 
Time for the showdown. Deanna triumphantly lays her cards down on the table. Two aces in hand. “Pocket aces,” Tessa whispers next to me excitedly. “She’s got three of a kind. That’s a good hand.” She gives me an encouraging nod. 
David slowly places his cards down. Three of clubs. King of diamonds. I scan the cards on the table, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. It doesn’t look like anything cohesive at first. But then I see it all come together. Combined with the cards on the table, he’s got an ace, two, three, four, and five. It’s a straight, consisting of five cards of increasing value. An ace can go before a two or follow a king.
I piece together what the skilled poker players in the room have already seen. And I gasp as if a bucket of ice water has been dumped on my head. 
“Take her to the penthouse,” I hear David say sharply. “My penthouse.” Instantly a large hand seizes my forearm. I cast a pleading eye at Tessa, who is intently looking away. 
“NO! Let her go!” Deanna shrieks, throwing herself at the giant security guy. He swats her off as if she doesn’t weigh a thing. But she doesn't stop fighting, scratching at his face until the second security guy grabs her around the waist, lifting her right off of her feet as she claws the air like a wild cat. 
“Wait!” I whisper the word and nobody hears me. I lick my lips and try again. But I can’t speak. Then suddenly David steps forward. 
“Hang on, Ben. Wait a second. Mike, put the other one down.” He instructs the security guys, who instantly take their hands off of us. They are just as terrifying and simultaneously docile like a pair of perfectly trained killer Rottweilers. “Lilly.” David stops in front of me. “What did you want to say?” How did he know I wanted to speak? I wonder, staring up at him. 
“I just wanted to say bye to my sister.” I squeak out the sentence. “Is that okay?”
“Of course.” He smiles and the fear that had been washing through me gives way to something else. Anticipation. “But I’ll need to confiscate your phone while you’re here. I don’t want you two cooking up any harebrained schemes.”
“Fine.” My words are defiant but the thought of losing my phone sends a chill through me. “Deanna.” I turn to her. She’s breathing heavily after her scuffle with the security team and her hair looks wilder than ever, strewn across her face. Each cheek glows bright red. “It’s going to be okay. Cover for me with Mom and Dad, okay?” I look into her hazel eyes, the reflection of my own. 
“I’m sorry.” Suddenly her strength leaves and tears start welling up in her eyes. “Shit, Lilly. I’m really fucking sorry. I’ll get you out of this. I promise.”
“It’s going to be fine, Deanna. Don't do anything stupid.” I give her a quick squeeze and then turn to face David. I have no idea if everything is going to be fine. I have no idea what David has planned for me. I have no idea what David even wants with me. Compared to the bombshells I’ve seen in Las Vegas…I’m boring, at best. 
 “That’s enough. The phone.” David nods to the guard.
“Hey!” Before I can protest further, the beefy security guard has grabbed my small bag right out of my hands and is rummaging around in it. As he’s rifling through, a lip gloss falls to the ground, followed by my book of compositions—that’s what I call it, at least. They’re dishes I’ve come up with.
David stoops to pick them up. “What’s this?” He looks at the battered notebook. “Your journal?” I notice a slight smirk playing at his lips.
“No.” I grab the book, feeling defensive. “Recipes.”
David raises his eyebrows in slight surprise but doesn’t respond.
“Am I allowed to keep that at least?” I go on.
“Of course.”
“Here’s the phone.” The security guy has finally found my small phone. He hands it to David, who turns it off and pockets it.
 “Perfect. Now, take her to the penthouse please, Ben. Make sure she has anything she might need. Send Marta by with a fresh toiletry kit and the basics.”
“Sure thing, boss.” 
I stuff my notebook and lip gloss into my bag, and take one last look at the scene I’m leaving behind. The glamorous backroom where a high-stakes poker game established my worth as a woman—$1.3 million. I shiver at the thought. The others avoid eye contact as Ben escorts me out the door. Even the snotty rich kid Jeremy is looking down at his own hands. He’s trying to appear casual but I can see the furrow in his brow. Meanwhile Tessa is white as a sheet. One of the cocktail girls is hiding her face and sniffling slightly. 
The only person who will meet my eye is David. I look back once, over my shoulder, before we step through the red velvet curtains. He’s looking at me intently. There is that same dark stormy look I first saw out on the floor. There is also a flicker of something new and strange, an emotion I can’t yet pinpoint. Whatever it is, it sends a rush of heat running over my body. I turn away and look ahead, more to hide my flaming cheeks than anything else. 
Ben doesn’t speak the entire journey to the penthouse, which seems to take hours but in reality probably takes mere minutes. Through some tiled back hallways, he brings me to an elevator. The mirrored doors show me, looking wide-eyed and afraid. My dress is rumpled and strands of hair have come loose from my ponytail. My face is stark white, with a red dot burning on each cheek. I look more like my twin sister than ever. 
The doors slide open and Ben urges me forward into the elevator. He takes a key from his pocket and turns it in the keyhole next to the floor marked “PH.” Up we go. The entire time, he doesn’t release his grip on my arm.
At the top, the doors open directly into the penthouse suite of the Fortuna. Yet again, my mouth drops open. Las Vegas seems to have that effect on me. I pause but Ben shoves me out into the room. 
“Welcome home. Need anything?” His voice is gruff.
“I’m fine. Thanks,” I add as an afterthought. Do you thank the prison guard when he locks you in your cell?
“Okay.” Without another word, he steps back into the elevator. The doors slide shut behind him and I’m alone. Taking in the view, I forget my fear. Floor-to-ceiling windows make up the entire wall opposite the elevator so the first look I got as I stepped out was that of the Vegas skyline. Fluorescent lights twinkle at my feet. I see the outline of famous casinos. A replica of the Eiffel Tower. A replica of the Empire State building. A replica of the Acropolis. Las Vegas has a replica of every great architectural wonder, it seems. Does this guy actually live here? I wonder to myself. It’s beautiful but it doesn’t feel very homey. It seems empty and cold.
I take a step but the click of my sandals on the marble makes me nervous so I slip them off and go barefoot, feeling the cool floor under my toes. A massive chandelier, dripping in crystals, hangs down from the high ceiling. To my far left is a full kitchen, with a large bar dividing the cooking space from the expansive open dining and living room in the center of the room. I peer at the kitchen with interest. All the appliances are top-line brands. I run my hand gently over the dark granite countertops. 
The elevator doors slide open and I snatch my hand back, feeling inexplicably guilty.
“Miss?” A timid-looking dark-haired woman steps into the room. She’s carrying a small package.
“Yes?”
“I have some things for you?” I realize that she’s a housekeeper. She looks almost as afraid as I feel. Is she afraid of me?  
“Yes, thank you.” I give her a reassuring smile, hoping to reassure myself. “You must be Marta.”
“Yes, Miss.” She hands over the package, a full toiletry set.
“Thank you.” She has a slight accent and seems nervous. I wonder if she knows the circumstances of how I ended up here.
As soon as she’s handed me the goods, she scurries off, so I continue my exploration of the penthouse.
To the far right of the room, opposite the kitchen, a small spiral staircase leads up to another floor. Climbing up, I find a whole second level with a huge master bedroom, en-suite bathroom, and outdoor terrace. I step outside into the cool night air and lean on the railing overlooking the city below. A mixture of fear, excitement, and anticipation churns in my belly as I remember David’s dark eyes watching me walk away earlier. It’s a good thing that Mom and Dad won’t be calling. The cell service was so bad when I landed that they just told me to have a good time and that they’d see me in a week. If there’s an emergency, they’ll call Deanna. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. And I wait. And I wonder. Should I tell him that I’m a virgin? 
 



Chapter Four
David
 
“How was the game, sir?” Terry asks as I step back into the Fortuna’s security hub. How the hell do I answer that question? I didn’t go into that poker game plotting to walk away with Lilly, as if she were just a poker chip to be won. But as a gambler you have to eye the stakes and see what’s worth playing for. And as I watched her throughout the evening, something in me was convinced that Lilly was worth playing for. 
“I won,” I tell Terry simply. 
He nods. 
“I’ll have a guest in the penthouse for the next week,” I add, needlessly. No doubt the entire casino staff has already heard the gossip.
“Perhaps you should go check on her,” Terry replies with a smile. “I’m not sure our security detail is the most charming welcome wagon for a young woman.” I survey the room. Every one of the security camera operators is staring intently at his or her cluster of screens. Nobody dares look in my direction. Yep. They all know. 
“I’ll review tonight’s reports in the morning,” I tell Terry with a nod. Then, I make tracks for the penthouse. I can already feel a hardness growing in my pants as I walk, thinking of Lilly’s last backward glance to me as Ben escorted her out of the room earlier. 
I was surprised by her reaction. Relatively calm and collected. Committed. And when she looked back, she gave me the tiniest smile. It seemed like a suggestion, a secret message saying I’ll be waiting for you. 
“Hello?” My voice booms through the penthouse as I step out of the elevator. I spy a pair of dirty sandals at the elevator door. She’s here.
No response. Maybe she’s already in bed? I check my watch. It’s nearly midnight.
“Hi.” A soft voice floats down to me from the upper level of the penthouse, sounding uncertain and nervous. 
I mount the stairs two at a time, impatient and annoyed. Maybe I didn’t think this through. Now I have to babysit this scared girl all week? You can always have staff keep an eye on her, I remind myself. It’s not like you have to spend time with her.
That thought flies right out of my head the second I see her. She’s standing in the middle of the massive master bedroom, her bare feet buried in the fuzzy white rug that adorns the otherwise cool marble floors. She’s wearing an oversized, plush, white bathrobe, and is toying nervously with the tie at the waist, twisting it in her hands over and over.
“You make yourself at home?” I advance on her as I speak.
“Yes. I took a bath.” I notice that her skin is still dewy and wet from the soak, her face freshly washed. “I hope that’s okay,” she adds anxiously, eyeing me with doubt. Her hair is held back in an orderly ponytail and she flips it over her shoulder as she’s talking.
“Of course,” I tell her brusquely. “You’re in the penthouse. Call down for whatever you want or need at any time. They’ll take care of you.”
I notice the floral dress, the one that caught my eye hours ago when I first spied her on the casino floor, crumpled into a heap in the corner. 
“I guess you don’t have any luggage.” I say.
“Just that.” She gestures to the rumpled article of clothing.
“We’ll take care of it tomorrow. You’ll need more than that for a week.”
“What are—” She pauses and inhales sharply. “What are you going to do with me all week?” 
“I think you know.”
She shakes her head and opens her mouth again to say more, but I’m tired of talking. And my cock, having registered that Lilly is no doubt naked underneath that fluffy white robe, is straining for release. Without a word, I step forward and close the distance between us. She gasps slightly as I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her against my body as I lean down to kiss her—hard. I press her soft figure against me, letting her feel the hardness of my dick as my tongue explores her mouth. She tastes minty like she just brushed her teeth. Was she getting ready for me?
She lets out a low moan and I pull back, looking at those huge hazel eyes of hers. Her mouth has fallen open to form that same “O” of surprise when she first identified the eye-in-the-sky cameras on the casino floor.
“Okay?” I ask.
“Do that again,” she whispers, her eyes already closing in anticipation of another kiss. “Please,” she adds and her eyelids flutter open for a split second as she shoots me a shy look. A very polite girl. She doesn’t need to ask me twice.
I kiss her again, more roughly. I keep one hand around her waist and find her ponytail with the other one, pulling on it ever so slightly so that she’s forced to tilt her head back further, angling her face towards mine. 
I undo the tie at her waist and reach my hand down under the robe, grazing her pale thighs, still warm and damp from the bathtub. A slight tuft of pubic hair between her legs—trimmed but not shaved completely—surprises me momentarily but she gives a small groan as my hand settles between her thighs, and I know I can’t stop. I won’t stop. It’s been a stressful day. And I need a release. 
She shrugs her shoulders and the white robe falls to the floor at her feet, leaving her totally naked in front of me. I give a last tug on her ponytail, forcing her to step back ever so slightly. She gives a disappointed murmur, reluctantly leaving behind the touch of my hand. 
Before I devour her, I want to take her in. Even naked, she’s different from what a man usually sees in Vegas. Her skin is creamy white. There are no tan lines from tiny bikinis and she clearly doesn’t fake bake. 
“Turn around,” I tell her, curious. “I want to see you from behind.” She does as I say, moving slowly until her back is to me. I raise an eyebrow in surprise. She doesn’t have a single tattoo or piercing anywhere on her body. “Stay like that.”
I continue to watch her, trembling before me, as I slowly take off my suit jacket and shirt. I place my cufflinks—glittering like a pair of eyes—on the marble-topped bedside table. Then I undo my belt. I see her flinch ever so slightly at the sound of the belt buckle coming undone. I throw the leather belt onto the massive king-size bed, realizing with a smile that I might want it later. Then I drop my slacks to the floor and, finally, my boxer-briefs. 
She turns at the sound. 
“Stay as you are,” I command her. I want to take her in without getting distracted by those huge, questioning eyes of hers. I observe the curve of her waist, the gentle slope of her ass—small and perky. 
I'm already hard, my dick ramrod straight. And after all of the drama Lilly’s sister Deanna has put me through this evening, I want to clear my head. And Lilly, with her flawless porcelain skin, standing naked before me and offering herself up, is the answer.
I step behind her, pressing myself into her backside, and envelope her in my arms, squeezing her close. Kissing her neck, biting it softly, I catch a whiff of that floral perfume I noticed earlier. A hint of it remains even after her bath. I bite her gently, tasting her, as if I might be able to eat her up. She arches her back as I nibble, pressing her butt directly against my cock. 
“David.”
“What?” I ask shortly. I don't want to talk now.
“Are there…” She pauses, interrupting herself with a small sigh of pleasure as I bring my hands to her breasts, circling her nipples in steady patterns with my fingers. I feel them get hard under my touch, noting the goose bumps on her arms, her arousal growing in anticipation. “Cameras?” She finally breathes out the conclusion of her question. 
“Of course not. Not up here.”
I feel her relax slightly. But then…
“David? I’m—”
“Lilly.” I cut her off and turn her around so she’s facing me, placing a hand on each shoulder. Fuck, those huge eyes are dangerous. “The question and answer portion of the day is over, okay?”
She nods, remaining silent, her eyes growing wider. 
“Good girl. Not a sound. Got it?”
“Not a sound,” she repeats the words and gives me a hesitant smile as she seals her lips. I nod my approval before I lean down to kiss her, working my way down her neck, along her collarbone, and to her tits. They’re small but pert. I take a nipple in my mouth, sucking on it to make it even harder. I glance up and see that she’s starting to open her mouth as if to make a sound but, seeing me looking, she quickly clamps it shut. 
I straighten up. “Get on your knees.” 
She hesitates, giving me a questioning look. But then she does as she’s told, lowering herself gingerly onto the floor in front of me. Her eyes widen at the sight of my dick and her lip trembles slightly. She carefully takes my member in both hands, and licks the tip, tentatively, as if she’s tasting a popsicle. Then again. Growing bolder, she runs her tongue along the entirety of my shaft, causing a shudder to go through my legs. She’s clearly trying to tease me. I’ll let her play for a bit, I decide. Her tongue flicks over the head of my dick again. Finally, she seals her lips around it, moving her way down slowly. 
She doesn’t make it far before she gags lightly and pulls back. Her eyes are watering from the effort. I start to pull back but she seems determined. She takes the head of my dick between her lips again and slowly slides her mouth down. She makes it further this time but again, gags ever so slightly. I place my hand on the back of her head for just a moment, pulling her closer as I look down at her, kneeling before me. Then I release her and she quickly pulls back, gasping for air. She barely misses a beat before trying again. Determined. I like that. But I’ve been teased long enough. 
I place my hand on top of her head, pausing her before she can continue. She cranes her neck back to peek up at me, her cheeks red from her attempt. Without a word, I step back and walk into the en-suite bathroom, rummaging through the drawers until I find a condom. The shiny package is branded with the Fortuna F. I grab it and return to the bedroom, where Lilly is still kneeling, looking down at her hands, folded in her lap. 
“Get up.” 
She hops up nimbly and stands, uncertainly, watching me as I tear open the silver wrapper with my teeth. I hold my hand out to her. “Spit.” She looks at me in shock, not moving. “I said, spit.” She delicately spits a tiny bit of moisture into my hand. I take it and rub it on my cock, getting myself wet before fitting the rubber over myself. Then, without a word, I scoop her up and toss her, light as a feather, onto the enormous bed. And then I settle on top of her. Finally. 
She seems more relaxed now, throwing her arms around my neck as she kisses me hungrily. She even wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me closer, practically asking to be penetrated. I pause our kissing to insert my hand into her mouth, wordlessly urging her to suck on my fingers until they’re soaking wet. Then I bring them down, between her legs, slipping first one, then two fingers, inside of her throbbing pussy. She’s warm and wet, and unbelievably tight. I carefully rotate my fingers, watching as she wriggles in pleasure at the touch. 
Her small hands grip my shoulders tightly, digging into me so tight I swear she’s going to leave marks. With two fingers inside of her, I bring my thumb to her clitoris, rubbing it gently in circles. She moans immediately, splaying her legs open wider. Wetter than ever. Wanting. Her grip on my arms tightens, distracting me momentarily. Annoyed, I shake her hands off. Four tiny semi-circles, the mark of her short-cut fingernails pressed into my flesh, adorn each of my biceps. 
“Oh my god!” She looks momentarily shocked as she realizes that she’s managed to make this mark on my body. “I’m so sorry.”
“Shh, it’s fine,” I assure her, continuing to play with my hand between her legs, starting to rub her clit harder. “What did I say earlier?”
“Not a sound but—” She cuts herself off with a deep, guttural groan as I increase the pressure of my thumb on her clit. Found the sweet spot, I guess. 
“That includes noises,” I pull my hand back and stop, letting it rest uselessly on her belly. She looks up, her eyes pleading. And then she takes her tiny hand and grabs my wrist, awkwardly forcing my hand back down between her thighs. She arches her back and pushes against me, her lips are mouthing the words, don’t stop. But she doesn’t make a sound. I lean down and kiss her forehead gently. “Good girl.” I slip two fingers back inside of her, more easily now than before. She’s relaxing, her body becoming supple and eager under my grip. 
I pull my hand away and chuckle at her look of disappointment. “Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of you,” I tell her with a smile. I slide my body further up hers, bracing myself against the bed as I hover over her. I let her feel the hardness of my cock against her thigh, encased in latex and ready to go. She bites her lip and looks at me, her body tense with anticipation. 
Her pussy is soaking wet by this point so I expect to slide into her easily but she gives a shudder as I start to enter her. I instinctively slow myself down, even though I’m ready to explode. She really knows how to tease out the situation. I slide my dick out so only the head is inside of her and then carefully, slowly, insistently, work my way into her. She grips my forearms again, digging her fingers into me, her eyes locked on mine the entire time. Finally, I reach my limit, fully inside of her. As I start to gyrate, she gradually picks up on my rhythm, arching her back so that when I dip down into her, she’s coming up to meet me. 
A thin sheen of sweat is developing on her forehead and she’s holding my arm tighter and tighter. I try to shrug off her grip, irritated at the scratching of her nails but to no avail. Then I see the leather belt I had tossed on the bed earlier out the corner of my eye. I knew that would come in handy, one way or another. I stop abruptly and pull out, checking that the condom is still in place. The smell of her juices mixed with latex takes over the room, mingling with the last hints of her floral perfume. 
“Put your hands over your head. Wrists together.” 
She does as I say, watching with wonder as I reach for the belt. A flicker of fear flashes across her face for a moment when she sees it and her leg twitches, as if she’s preparing to scramble away.
“I’m not an animal, Lilly,” I assure her. “I’m not going to beat you with a belt. Unless you’re into that,” I add with a grin. She opens her mouth, presumably to ask a question, but I shake my head slightly, warning her. Not a sound. With one last helpless glance at the belt, she puts her hands over her head, wrists together. 
I wrap the belt snugly around her wrists, looping it over and over again before securing it on the snuggest possible setting. There’s still a stretch of leather remaining that isn’t looped around her wrists and simply hangs to the side, which is exactly what I want.
“Can you bring your hands down in front of you?” I ask. 
She brings her arms down and quietly moves her bound wrists so that they’re resting on her breasts. 
“Perfect. Now, that takes care of your claws,” I gesture to the bright red semi-circles, the marks from her nails, still visible on my biceps. She opens her mouth, likely to apologize again, and then bites her lip, remembering my directive to stay silent.
“And,” I go on, “in case you get carried away and are tempted to make a sound…” I take the loose end of the leather and hold it in front of her mouth. She stares at it in confusion. “You can just bite down on that.” Her eyebrows shoot up in surprise and she eyes the scrap of material dubiously. “Okay?” She nods vigorously and a shy smile crosses her lips as she wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me towards her, asking me to enter her without making a sound. “Okay, okay,” I can’t help but chuckle. “Hang on.” 
There’s no need to hesitate now. I slide into her immediately and quickly, feeling the hot tightness of her pussy envelope my cock, even through the latex. She’s so wet, I can now glide easily in and out. I pull almost fully out and then thrust back in all the way, hitting her so deep inside I can’t possibly go further. Her eyes roll in ecstasy as she throws her head back and gasps. I kiss her roughly, forcing her attention back to me. Her eyes focus on mine and lips part slightly. I swivel my hips, picking up the pace. 
Her legs are now wrapped around my waist, urging me onwards. I can see the leather holding her wrists together straining as she pulls her wrists apart slightly. Her breathing is ragged, and I’m starting to feel a faint dew built up on my skin as I continue to pound myself into her, over and over. 
She opens her mouth, and for a moment, I think she’s getting ready to speak or cry out. I raise an eyebrow in warning but there’s no need. She fumbles with the excess bit of leather from her binding and brings it to her mouth, taking it firmly between her teeth and biting down. She holds eye contact with me the entire time and, staring down at her this intently, I realize that her hazel eyes are flecked with the smallest bits of amber. 
“I’m close,” I tell her gruffly. She nods, her legs squeezing tighter around me. Even with the leather strap between her teeth, reminding her to be quiet, small moans are escaping her lips. “I want you to come with me but I don’t want to hear a sound from you,” I remind her. She nods, pulling on the belt with the motion of her head.
I drive myself into her, lowering my body more firmly onto hers. Her bound hands on her breasts prevent me from lowering the top half of my body fully onto her, leaving me to stare her in the face, taking in every detail as we near the finish. There’s the light dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, the droplets of sweat on her forehead, and of course those eyes. I feel a familiar shudder run through my legs as I tense them and give one last push, hard, into her warmth, feeling the muscles of her pussy contract and tighten around my member as we orgasm in unison. 
She throws her head back, leaving her teeth to tear at the leather in her mouth as an explosion of air—but no sound—escapes from her lungs. Her bound hands are clasped as if in prayer, the fingers interlaced and squeezing tightly until suddenly they release and she goes limp underneath me. Spent. 
I slip out of her and slide off of the bed, disposing of the condom in the bathroom. Then I fill a glass with water and return to the bedside. She’s lying perfectly still, staring up at me with wide eyes. She parts her lips, finally letting the leather strap drop.
“Water?”
She nods and inches herself into a sitting position. I hold the glass to her lips and she drinks eagerly for a moment. 
“We don’t need this anymore,” I gesture to her leather belt. “For tonight.” I put the water glass down and undo the belt. A faint mark is left on her wrists but it will be gone by morning. I notice she’s shivering. I’m feeling chilly myself as my body temperature drops. I lift the covers up and climb under them. Lilly creeps in next to me, insistently wriggling into my arms. 
“All good?” I ask.
She simply nods.
“You can talk now, Lilly,” I assure her with a smile. 
“All good,” she responds with a smile. Her face is shining, peaceful and content. “Now I know what it’s all about.”
“What what’s all about?”
“Sex.” She murmurs the word sleepily. Her eyelids are drooping and she’s clearly about to pass out. “That was my first time,” she adds. And then she’s out like a light.
Shit. 
 
 



Chapter Five
Lilly
 
I wake up to a pitch-dark room and for a moment I’m terrified. Where am I? The air is cool and calm. There’s no breeze or even the hum of an air-conditioner. In fact, there’s no sound at all. I stir in the bed, feeling the silky sheets beneath me, re-centering myself. My body aches. My jaw aches too, as if I’ve been sleeping with my teeth clenched. As the previous night comes back to me, I sit straight up in the dark, in shock, remembering everything. The penthouse. 
“Good morning.” An unseen voice responds to the sudden rustling of sheets I’ve created.
“David?” 
In response, I hear a strange whirring noise. Slowly, blackout blinds raise, revealing a view of the penthouse terrace and the skyline beyond. Blinding sunlight streams in and I shield my eyes as I remember the fact that Las Vegas is technically built in the desert. When vision adjusts, I see David, already dressed and perfectly kempt, in the far corner of the room. He’s holding a tiny remote control—which he presumably used to open the curtains—in one hand. In the other, he has a small silver tray. He must have just come up from downstairs, waking me in the process.
“I didn’t want you to wake up alone,” he says. “But you slept longer than I anticipated.”
“What time is it?” I croak.
“Nearly 8:00 a.m.”
“What time did you
get up?”
“5:30.”
I can only snort in response. Way too early. I have a hint of a headache. I’m not a big drinker and the few glasses of champagne from yesterday were enough to have me feeling less than fresh this morning.
“Coffee?” David’s gravelly voice cuts into my cloudy brain.
“Yes.”
He walks over to the bed, carrying the tray. Engulfed in a pile of huge, white, feather pillows, I take a moment to size him up as he comes towards me. It’s hard to believe that this perfectly coiffed gentleman is the same man who bound my wrists with a leather belt the previous night after winning me in a poker game. I wince at the thought. 
“Here you go.” He places the tray on the bedside table. “Cappuccino, orange juice, a croissant, and something for your head, in case needed.” He motions to the white pill on the linen napkin. 
“Thank you.” I scramble to sit up in bed and grab the orange juice. “Mm.. Fresh pressed. And not just standard naval oranges.” I lick my lips. There’s just a hint of bitterness nicely cutting the unusually sweet juice. “This is with tangelos. And just a hint of grapefruit!” I exclaim, pleased to recognize the flavors.
“Right.” David looks startled. “Are you some kind of citrus expert or something?” He smiles.
“I’m just into food.” I reach for the cappuccino next, hoping it will clear my mind. “You look nice.” I say the words and immediately regret them. It feels like a dopey thing to say given the compromising position he had me in last night. Today he’s clad in a dark navy suit, with a fresh, crisp, white shirt underneath. Silver cufflinks, adorned with a D complete the simple but elegant look. 
“What does the D stand for?” I ask curiously, since he’s not saying anything. I can’t stand an awkward silence. 
“Destino.” He looks at me sharply. 
“Like the casino?” I’d seen a few properties along the Vegas strip yesterday, and remember the massive building. It had a huge fountain out front and golden lettering over the entrance. 
“Like the Italian word for destiny,” he answers. “But yes. It’s my other property.”
“How many casinos do you own?” 
“Just the two. Destino and Fortuna. Destiny and Luck.”
“Just the two, huh?” I can’t help but grin at his casual tone. I’ve never met someone like David, let alone talked to someone like him. Let alone had sex with someone like him. I color at the memory.
As if reading my mind, he abruptly shifts the topic. “You should have told me that you are… ah… were…a virgin.” He sits down on the bed next to me so we are at eye-level and looks intently at me.
“You told me not to make a sound,” I can’t help but respond with a little smirk. My headache is fading quickly thanks to the caffeine and the pill. 
“True,” he responds to my smile, a rare sparkle entering his normally stormy eyes. “Well, I do hope that it was…okay for you.”
“It was unreal,” I respond honestly. “In a good way,” I add hurriedly. I look down at my hands cupping the mug, embarrassed. I know friends in my hometown who’d lost their virginity and told me all about it—the fumbling awkward moment in the back of a boyfriend’s pickup truck or the backroom of a post-prom party. I had dreamed about what my first time might be like hundreds of times of course—when I was touching myself at night, exploring my own body and its desires. “I couldn’t have ever imagined something like last night,” I tell him earnestly, which is the truth. In all my dreams, I never envisioned this.
“Well, I hope that’s a good thing,” he says with a wry smile. But I see a flicker of what looks like relief cross his face. “How old are you again? Yesterday was your birthday, right?” 
“Yeah, I just turned twenty-five.” I try to remember when I let the detail about my birthday slip but can’t recall having told him. “We just turned twenty-five,” I add. “That’s why Deanna flew me out here.”
“Hm. A 25-year-old virgin.” It doesn’t seem like a question or a critique, just a statement of the facts. “Don’t get much of that in Vegas,” he explains with a shrug. And with that, his gruff demeanor returns. “Now get dressed. I have work to do, but we need to get you some more clothes first. I’ll wait for you downstairs. Don’t dawdle. I’m already behind on today’s agenda.”
He stands and walks out of the room, heading down the stairs without a second’s pause. The shift in his demeanor is jarring. Suddenly, it’s all business. I clamber out of bed, dusting croissant crumbs off of the sheet and onto the floor, feeling sheepish. 
My floral dress has been taken from the floor where it was crumpled the previous night and carefully laid out on a chair. Did he do that or was there a maid in here while I was sleeping? I wonder briefly.
The sound of David clearing his throat downstairs spurs me on. There’s no time to wonder now. My hair is still in a ponytail from last night. I was so exhausted after David took me that I didn’t bother to remove the elastic. I check myself in the bathroom mirror quickly, tucking some stray strands behind my ear, and then trot downstairs. 
My sandals are at the penthouse entrance where I left them. I slip them on quickly, fumbling with the buckle and feeling self-conscious as David watches me. By the time I’ve got the shoes on, the elevator doors are already opening and he’s nudging me inside, one hand on the small of my back guiding me carefully forwards. 
After the quiet and seclusion of the penthouse, the main floor of the casino is a shock to the system. I’m astounded to see that throngs of people are already making their way around the casino floor, many of them with drinks in hand.
“Is it always like this?” I ask David, who is taking large strides ahead of me, pausing only to occasionally greet a staff member. 
“What do you mean?” He asks over his shoulder, not slowing his pace.
“I mean all these people…with drinks and gambling. It’s so early!”
“Vegas is truly the city that never sleeps. I assume it’s your first time here.”
I stay silent. It’s technically not even a question.
“Terry!” David stops abruptly as a tall, dark-skinned man appears. He’s dressed just as impeccably as David, wearing a simple black suit with shiny black shoes. A dark red pocket square can be seen in one pocket. With a start, I notice he has a tiny earpiece in his ear. Is he security?
“All good, boss? Missed you at the morning briefing.”
“I was detained. Terry,” David turns to me, “I’d like you to meet Lilly Madison.”
“Ah, yes. The birthday girl. Nice to meet you, Miss Madison.” The man gives me a slight bow. I nod and smile, again trying to remember when I mentioned my birthday to David. 
“She’ll be staying in the penthouse for the next week,” David barrels on. “Comp everything. Make sure the staff knows. I want her in red. Anywhere she goes on the property.”
“You’ve got it.” Terry nods. 
“Meet me in my office in thirty minutes,” David concludes, before ushering me off. “I need to handle this.” He gestures towards me and I realize that I’m the this. The thing to be handled.
“Enjoy your stay, Miss Madison,” Terry gives me an encouraging nod and then marches off in the other direction, his pace almost as fast as David’s. 
“Who’s that?” I ask breathlessly, trying to keep up with David’s long strides.
“Terry. The floor manager. My right-hand man. You can trust him.”
“Trust him?” This seems like such a random detail to share about someone that I can’t help but question it. 
“You can’t trust just anybody here.” David stops short and I almost go skidding into him on the slippery, perfectly polished marble floors. “You have to be careful who you trust here,” he says fiercely, giving me an intense look. “This is Vegas. Not… Where are you from anyway?”
      “Parkville.” 
“Christ,” he breathes the word out, looking at me half in exasperation and half in wonder. Am I a burden to carry or a treasure to protect? I think of how he told Terry I need to handle this and decide it must be the former. “Where the hell even is that?” he asks.
“Missouri.” 
He shakes his head slightly, as if in disbelief, and then gestures impatiently towards a small shop in front of us. “Here we are.” We’ve made it to an entirely separate wing of the casino. A long, wide hallway, milling with people stretches out in front of us. It’s lined with small boutiques, featuring every designer name you could possibly think of. Chanel. Armani. Dior. All the big names are here.
Some shops sell only clothes, others are dedicated solely to shoes, and some even sell jewelry. I spy a Birkin bag in the window of one of them and catch my breath. There must be millions of dollars worth of merchandise in this one wing of the casino alone. 
David ushers me into a dress shop where a young shop girl is already standing attentively, apparently expecting us. 
“Good morning, Mr. Milner!” She chirps. “Miss Madison.” She nods to me and gives me a bright smile. How does she already know my name? My heart thumps. 
“Sarah, lovely to see you again. Miss Madison will be staying the week and needs to be outfitted from head to toe. She needs everything. Casual daywear, eveningwear, bikinis, the works. Shoes and accessories, too. You know what to do.”
“Certainly, Mr. Milner. I’ll take good care of her.”
“Great.” David looks at his cellphone, which is buzzing insistently in his hand. With a pang, I wonder what he’s done with my phone.
“Um, David…” 
“What?” He snaps, clearly anxious to take the incoming call.
I lower my voice, hoping the shop girl won’t hear. “I can’t afford anything here…” I whisper.
“It’s fine. Didn’t you hear me tell Terry to comp everything?” He seems exasperated so I don’t want to tell him that I have no idea what the hell that entails. He must read it on my face, though, because he softens and goes on. “It's short for complimentary. The casino will comp things like food and bev for high-rollers and VIPs. And special guests, like yourself. You have the run of the casino. You can go anywhere. There’re shops, restaurants, clothing stores, everything. Even a salon. You’re my guest. You can have or do anything you want. Just stay on the property,” he concludes with a wink. “Look, I’ve got to go. Sarah will take care of you.” 
He shifts his glance to Sarah and tells her, with a nod, “Anything she wants.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Milner,” the young blonde smiles eagerly. 
David pauses and looks at me again. My heart thumps hard in my chest. “If you get lost, just ask the staff for help. They will know you.” And with that, he’s off. No goodbye. No backwards glance. What was I expecting? A kiss goodbye? 
I turn my attention back to the task at hand. Shopping. Sarah is looking at me expectantly, a large smile on her face. “Mr. Milner is a busy man and has lots of people in need of his attention,” she explains, almost apologetically. I realize that some semblance of disappointment must be plastered on my face and quickly put on a smile. 
“Of course,” I try to give a casual shrug. 
“So, what would you like to start with, Miss Madison?”
“Could you call me Lilly, please?” I feel uncomfortable having a girl who is surely the same age as me refer to me as miss.
“But of course. Lilly, it is.”
“A new dress to start would be nice.” I gesture towards the rumpled floral mess I’m wearing. “This one is done, I’m afraid.”
“Sure thing.” Sarah guides me towards a rack of gorgeous dresses. “I think a dark blue might be nice with your coloring. What about this silk? It’s a bit more daring than what you have on now but certainly still appropriate for daywear.” I eye the plunging neckline of the dress she holds up for me dubiously, but agree to try it on. Within minutes, Sarah has pulled a selection of items for me to model for her, chattering to me all the while. 
“Oh, you look absolutely lovely,” Sarah exclaims when I parade out of the dressing room with the first look, a creamy white backless romper that leaves me worried I’ll expose a nipple to all of Fortuna casino.
“It’s not too much?” I ask cautiously, surveying myself in the mirror.
“It’s perfect. People labor under the delusion that you have to be tan to wear white but the big secret is, wearing white makes you look tan already.” She’s flurrying around me as she talks, adjusting a hem here and a strap there. “We’ll just pair it with this Gucci belt,” she wraps it around my waist before I can protest, “and you’re all set. And then some plain white sandals. I’ll send you on to the shoe shop after this,” she says kindly, looking skeptically at the beat-up old sandals I currently have on. 
“Thank you so much, Sarah.” I feel myself start to breathe easier. This is racier than what I’d wear at home but it’s still me. 
“Of course. Just doing my job. Any special guest of Mr. Milner’s gets the VIP treatment,” she gives me a wink. “And every girl needs a little Gucci on her birthday!” She gives a giggle.
“How does everybody know it was my birthday?” I blurt the question out before thinking. But she’s the third person to make mention of this fact even though I don’t recall ever telling David about it.
“Oh, it’s likely in your comp file,” Sarah shrugs like this is no big deal. “Your name appears in red in the system so we know to comp you. Were you celebrating yesterday? Ordering birthday shots or anything?” 
“Yeah, we ordered birthday shots after playing the slots.”
“That’s probably it.” Sarah gives me a grin. “The eye-in-the-sky is all-knowing. Let me get some more looks for you.” She bustles off.
She meant the comment as a joke but the thought of it creeps me out and sends a shiver down my spine. It reminds me of David’s deceit. Although he didn’t technically lie outright, his willingness to indulge my delusion that he was simply a pit boss still stings. Or maybe it’s just making me feel foolish, I bite my lip, looking back at myself in the mirror. Do I really want to spend the next six nights with this man, in this world?
“Here’s some evening gowns,” Sarah hurries up, dragging a rolling rack of gorgeous, floor-length dresses behind her. 
“I’m not sure I’ll need any of those,” I hurriedly start to wave her off but she isn’t having it.
“You absolutely will! If Mr. Milner takes you to dinner or a show, I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. And some of the restaurants have dress codes,” she adds, before I can argue further. She’s already hustling me into the changing room and thrusting a dark red, floor-length dress after me. “Try that.”
“Do you like working here, Sarah?” I can’t help but ask through the dressing room door as I struggle to wriggle into the figure-skimming gown.
“Absolutely! Mr. Milner’s casinos are the best in town. He’s an excellent employer.”
“Does he know every employee’s name?” I’m remembering how he seems to address each individual we meet personally.
Sara’s tinkling laugh pierces the partition between us. “I think he just might. I haven’t heard him make a mistake yet and he greets everyone from the pit bosses to the housekeeping staff.”
“I noticed,” I murmur. “Can you zip me up please?” I step out and shuffle towards her. The dress is way too long for me in my bare feet. 
“Absolutely.” She zips around to my back.
“And the eye-in-the-sky stuff doesn’t bother you? I mean the cameras everywhere?”
“They’re just a precaution. For security. They check cameras when there are fights or possible cheaters. Or drugs. Mr. Milner is very strict about keeping illegal activities outside. So it’s also quite safe here. Some of the other casinos have problems and can be quite dangerous. Vegas can be risky. But Mr. Milner runs a tight ship. There, go take a look at yourself.” She prods me gently towards the floor-length mirror.
The person in the mirror is a stranger. The fanciest thing I’ve ever worn was probably my high school prom dress but this is something different altogether. The red material trails all the way to the floor. A large slit goes far up my right leg, to my mid-thigh. The slinky material hugs my waist and breasts, and the low cut shows far more than a mere hint of cleavage. The entire dress is held up by thin spaghetti straps, delicately sitting on my shoulders. Against my pale skin, the dark red is truly striking. “It’s beautiful,” I murmur. “But I feel a bit…strange in it.”
“You’re beautiful, Lilly,” Sarah says with a smile. “Mr. Milner will have my head if I don’t make sure you take this one. You can’t get me in trouble now,” she says with an encouraging nod. My fate is sealed. I give her a smile. I know Sarah is a professional, a sales girl. She has to compliment everybody. “Beautiful” isn’t the kind of word I’d use to describe myself. Cute, maybe.
“Now. Let me see what else you need,” she hurries on. “Swimwear. Shoes. And you should hit the salon. You can get everything done there. Hair, nails, makeup, a massage, a facial…” Sarah rattles on, gesticulating excitedly behind me as I take in the person I see in the mirror before me. Just twenty-four hours ago, I was somebody else. Lilly Madison, a small-town girl from Parkville, Missouri, headed to Las Vegas to celebrate her twenty-fifth birthday with her sister. A virgin. The girl I see in the mirror in front of me isn’t the same girl who arrived in this town twenty-four hours ago. Who am I now? Who will I be when these six nights are up? And do I really want to stick around to find out? 
 
***
 
Hours later, I’m taking David’s advice and trying to make the most of my day. Lying poolside in an embarrassingly small string bikini that Sarah talked me into, I wish I could text my friend Aurora. Her jaw would drop if she knew what I was up to.
I smile as I take a sip from the chilled bottle of water a pool attendant brought me earlier. Aurora and I met in high school. She left Parkville to study in St. Louis though, and never came back. Although she lives a different kind of life in the big city, we stay in close contact. She was by my side when Deanna left in high school, just before our senior prom. She’s almost like another sister. My parents adore her too.
 My smile fades as I think of Mom and Dad. While Aurora would be thrilled to hear about my uncharacteristically wild Las Vegas adventures, they wouldn’t be so happy. They also wouldn’t be happy to know what Deanna’s been up to. Ever since she left, they’ve held me even closer. They feel like they’ve lost one daughter. They don’t want to lose another.
If I’m honest, maybe that’s part of the reason I’ve also stayed close to home. Stayed in their home. It’s not their fault. It’s not like they would make a huge fuss if I left. I think I just witnessed how distraught they were when Deanna left so young. I never wanted to inflict that pain on them. I sigh as I take another sip of water. Well, there’s no need for them to know.
This is just a random moment, a sidetrack to my everyday life. The fancy clothes I got earlier? Just superficial. My experiences with David? Purely physical. It’s only six nights, I remind myself. This doesn’t have to change me, not if I don’t want it to.



Chapter Six
David
 
Having left Lilly in Sarah’s capable hands, I make my way to my private office. Located in the back area of the casino, it’s a space only I have access to. I retreat here when I need to take a step back from the everyday rush of running a massive casino and just think. And right now I need a moment to do just that. 
I punch in my passcode at the door and slip inside, welcoming the silence. The plush dark carpet under my feet is quiet compared to the marbled floors outside. A massive mahogany desk serves as the office's centerpiece. I run my hand over the polished dark-red wood now, admiring the glossy sheen. This is one of my prized possessions, inherited from my mentor, Jack Benson. He’s the reason I even got into the casino business in the first place. But now he’s among the ghosts of my past.
Sitting down in the giant, black leather chair, I kick my feet up on the desk and lean back, thoughtful. After years of living in Vegas, it takes a lot to shock me. The jolt I felt when Lilly revealed she’d been a virgin before I’d taken her was the biggest shock I’d felt in I don’t know how long. Why didn’t she tell me before? Well, she already gave me her answer. I’d asked her to keep quiet. Why had she even agreed to the deal? Clearly, love for her crazy sister was one factor. But that wasn’t all. Not by a long shot. 
I think of how she bit down on that leather strap last night, looking right in my face as she did, and of how she pulled me closer with her slim legs gripping my waist. Behind her shy and retreating demeanor, there is something bold and wild. She’s stronger than she seems at first. When I saw her trying to stave off that drunken buffoon yesterday, she seemed totally helpless. But she’s not. She’s a young woman who wants to be taken in hand—by the right man. 
My cock gets hard at the thought and I shift uncomfortably in my chair, bringing my feet abruptly down to the floor. A sharp knock at the door calls me back to earth. It must be Terry. Without hesitating, I reach for the button under my desk and push it to let him in. He appears with a stack of folders in hand, waiting hesitantly at the door for my confirmation that he can enter. 
“Sir?”
“Come on in, Terry.”
“Time to go through yesterday’s reports?”
“You got it. Take a seat.”
He settles into the chair opposite me and slides the heavy stack of paperwork across the desk.
“Anything out of the ordinary?”
“No, sir. We had to 86 one other customer last night, aside from the one you handled yourself.”
“What was the issue?”
“He got pretty drunk and belligerent with one of our dealers.”
“Can’t have that.” I furrow my brow as I scan the sheet in front of me. It provides an overview of how much money moved through the casino last night, broken down into sections. The slots. The floor. Roulette. Black jack. Poker… 
“Nothing else of note to report?” I flip through the stack of papers to the slim black folder at the bottom. It contains a report of what happened in the back rooms. Alongside the financials are brief shorthand notes about who attended and how much credit they went in for. There are even notes on what they drank and how much they drank, so we can prepare for next time. These are the VIPs. Again, knowledge is power when you run a casino. The more I know, the better I can manage this business. And to me, gambling is a business. 
“No sir. Your private poker game was the biggest news of the night, if I’m going to be honest.”
I give Terry a sharp look but he’s careful to keep his face impassive. A consummate professional.
“Yes, well. It was an unexpected turn of events.” I drop the folders down my desk.
“She seems like a nice girl,” Terry says. 
“She’ll be fine. Seems docile enough. But go ahead and make sure every member of security has a copy of her photo on file. She’s not supposed to leave the premises, unless it’s with my express say-so.”
“Of course.” He nods as he makes a quick note on his phone.
“And I want a strict all-eyes lookout for her sister too. I don’t think the girl… Lilly…” I pause over her name. “Lilly won’t try to renege on the deal. But the twin, Deanna, may well try to run some half-baked scheme.”
“Very possible.” Terry nods. He’s knows how to read people—a good judge of character. “What about the twin’s friends? They had a small group with them yesterday.”
“Sure. Might as well cover all the bases.” I doubt Deanna’s friends will bother themselves with Lilly. They seem like the type who just want to party. As soon as the party’s over, they leave. But Deanna and Lilly clearly have a bond, and Deanna is definitely nuts enough to get some idea in her head that she has to jail break her sister or something.
“Very well. There’s one more thing.” He runs his hand over his smooth head, an uncharacteristic move that I've only seen him do when nervous. I suppress a smile, remembering that Terry still had hair when we first met. Well, I didn't have grey hairs then either. Vegas has aged us both.
“What?” I can tell he’s getting ready to drop some bad news. 
“There’s some buzz on the streets about a couple of players from Chicago.”
“Mafia?”
“They’re low-level thugs but yes, they’re connected. They claim to be part of Mickey’s crew. We had to bounce them from Destino a week ago. They were hassling the dealers and the cocktail girls, trying to throw their weight around. I also suspect they’re cheating on the tables but we don’t have proof of that yet.”
“Have they shown their faces in Fortuna?” 
      “Not yet. But they will. They’re making their rounds on the strip. Destino isn’t the first house to ban them.”
I drum my fingers on the heavy desk. There’s not much to be done about the situation now. “I don’t want to piss off a guy like Mickey without just cause. If they come into Fortuna, keep an eye on them. But let ‘em play.” 
“And if we catch them cheating?”
“Then I’ll have to have a word with them,” I say grimly. “And Mickey too.”
Terry gives a curt nod.   
“You’re headed to the security hub, I take it?” I ask him.
“Yep. Will get those pics of the twins and their posse out.” 
“I’ll go with you.” I take the stack of paperwork and unlock the safe underneath my desk, slipping it inside. I’ll take a closer look later. Other than this kind of confidential information, my office safe holds a bottle of 30-year old scotch and a small Smith & Wesson .40 caliber. Guests aren’t permitted to have firearms on the premises of Fortuna or Destino. We scan with metal detectors at every public entrance. But I like to be prepared. For backroom games in particular, it’s good to carry heat. Our VIPs who play high-roller games in the back usually come in a side entrance and just get a quick pat-down. It’s a gentlemen’s game so you don’t want to insult anyone. No metal detector. But you never know what people might try to pull. My security team is also armed.
I don’t tell Terry, but aside from taking a scan of the security cameras, I want to see what Lilly might be up to. In the hub, a quick glance confirms that she’s still shopping. I catch a glimpse of Sarah fluttering around her, laughing and smiling. In contrast, Lilly is unsmiling and serious. I clench my jaw. I had meant for today to be a treat for her. I’m giving her all the dresses, shoes, and spa shit that a girl could want. Maybe I felt kind of weird after I learned that I’d been her first, I don’t know. In any case, it doesn’t look like she’s enjoying the spending spree. 
“Terry!” My voice sounds rougher than I intended as I bark out his name.
“Yes, Mr. Milner,” his velvet-smooth tone responds immediately. He looks up from the cluster of screens he’s been observing. 
“I’m headed to the cage.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“If there’s any issue…” I gesture towards the screen in front of me and raise an eyebrow. I don’t have to say another word.
“We’ll keep an eye on her, sir.” He gives me a confident nod.
“Thanks.” I ball my fists into my pockets and leave the room full of men and women bent over camera screens behind me. Next up, I pass by the cage to check in on scheduled money movement. Then I touch base with our senior food & beverage manager, who is responsible for keeping an eye on Fortuna’s many restaurants. I follow up with a stop by guest reception, getting updates on occupancy numbers and issues, and a pause at housekeeping and janitorial to ensure all is in order there. I’m on my feet most of the day, checking in on the casino’s various operations. Many owners don’t take such an active role in the daily processes but I like to know what’s going on. 
Everywhere I go, I’m greeted by nods and smiles from my staff, from the maids to the front desk receptionist. I straighten my shoulders and return their greetings, feeling a calm come over me. The familiar routine reassures me, allows me to forget the fact that I have Lilly under my charge for the week to come…until I get a harsh reminder. 
Around 4:00 p.m. I stop off for a much-overdue lunch, taking a seat at my favorite in-house restaurant. La Petite Coquette. 
“Bonjour, Monsieur Miln-air!” Jacques Renaud, the Michelin-starred chef who runs the show in this joint greets me personally, his French accent emphasizing the second syllable of my name. “How are you?”
“Very well, thank you Jacques.” I go to a small table in the back, hidden from view. A white sign reading reserve—reserved—sits on the white linen tablecloth. That sign is always there. This is my spot. Jacques has his team under strict orders to keep it cleared for me at all times.
“What can we do for you today, Monsieur Miln-air?” The older gentleman looks down at me with twinkling eyes, the corners crinkling as his mustache twitches with a smile. 
“Something simple. Small. I’m not very hungry.”
“A little salad Niçoise perhaps? We have a wonderful tuna in fresh, flown direct from Nova Scotia today. It is fantas-tique!” He pauses to rub his oversized belly with a grin. “These Canadians really have the best, you know, although it pains my French heart to admit it.”
“That sounds perfect. Thank you, Jacques.” I watch him bustle into the kitchen and smile as I hear him barking orders at his kitchen staff through the door. I had to pay big bucks to get Jacques away from one of the top restaurants in Paris but it’s been worth every penny. He doesn’t just dish up wonderful food but adds an authenticity to the atmosphere here that I appreciate. Food is his life. Just like the casinos are mine.
In less than ten minutes, I have a fresh salad in front of me, along with a glass of sparkling water with lemon. “Bon appetite, Monsieur!” Jacque says before hustling back into the kitchen. I pick up my fork but before I can even take one bite, my phone starts buzzing on the table. The call isn’t one I can ignore, I see with a quick glance. It’s my security team.
I let the fork drop with a clatter and reach for the phone. “Yes?”
“Mr. Milner, we have a problem at Exit C.”
“What?” There’s no time for niceties when security issues arise.
“Miss Madison is here.”
“Which one?”
“Sir?”
“Which Miss Madison? There’s two.” 
“Oh, uh…” The voice on the other end of the line pauses with uncertainty and I hear a muffled exchange on the other side of the line. God damn it, they should know this off the bat, I think to myself with irritation. My stomach growls hungrily, likewise pissed off at the interruption.
“Lilly, sir.” The voice returns. “She was trying to leave the property.”
“Hold her. I’ll be right there.” I push my chair back swiftly and throw my white linen napkin onto the table, annoyed. Maybe she’s just as nutty as her sister after all.

I arrive at the Fortuna’s exit C to find two of my best security guards, Ben and Mike, subduing a scrambling Lilly. 
“Get your hands off me!” Her voice is shrill as she tries to rip her wrist out of Ben’s grasp.
“Hands off, Ben.” I step forward. The Lilly in front of me is an entirely different creature from the one I left in the rumpled floral dress at the boutique with Sarah just this morning. She’s clad in a loose fitting cotton t-shirt dress, cinched at the waist with a tiny gold chain. The thin material of the dress allows for just a hint of the straps of a white bra she’s wearing underneath to be seen. She has on a pair of wedge sandals, likewise white and gold. A perfect match to her outfit. Her hair has been freshly washed and is stick-straight and glossy. Clearly, Sarah sent her on to the salon after the shopping spree was done. 
“She was trying to leave the property, sir,” Ben says, giving Lilly a chastising look as she screws up her face at him angrily. Mike hovers behind her, creating a physical barrier between her and the sidewalk that would lead her off the casino’s boundary. 
“I wasn’t!” Lilly spits out. “I was just exploring. You said I could go wherever.” She whirls on me and stamps her foot, her cheeks burning bright red. Impatient, she shoves a wisp of hair out of her face and angrily pulls her tresses up into a messy ponytail. I liked it better down. I turn my attention back to the matter at hand.
“I said you could go anywhere, provided you didn’t try to leave the property.”
“I didn’t leave the property.”
“Technically if your foot crossed this line, you did,” I gesture to the point where the tiled flooring in front of the casino doors gives way to the concrete of the public sidewalk. “Did your foot cross this line?”
She doesn’t respond but looks at me grumpily, like a kid that got caught doing something they weren’t supposed to. 
“I guess you know better than to screw up this deal,” I go on. “You’re here to pay off a debt you know. Fair’s fair. You agreed to pay it.”
“And I intend to.” Her voice has gotten quieter and she’s calmed down—now that she’s not being held. “But I’m telling you, I wasn’t trying to make a run for it.”
“But her foot did cross the line, boss,” Ben interjects. 
“That counts as leaving the property,” Mike adds. “Just like you said.”
“I just—” Lilly starts to speak but I raise my hand to silence her. 
“Look, I just met you yesterday. I’ve known Ben and Mike for… How long’s it been, guys?”
“Five years for me, sir,” Ben responds without missing a beat.
“Three years, Mr. Milner,” Mike says, rubbing his hands together so that his biceps strain against the black security t-shirt he’s got on. 
I turn to Lilly. “So you see, I know I can trust these gentlemen. They’ve been in my service for years. So I’m more inclined to believe them than you.”
“I just barely stepped onto the sidewalk and they just came out of nowhere and grabbed me like I was making a dash for it,” Lilly protests. She has her hands on her hips and I can’t help but think that she looks cute when she’s pissed. 
“We were just doing our job, Mr. Milner,” Mike says, his hands up defensively.
 “Yeah, Terry told us to keep an eye on this one,” Ben adds with a nod and a glare at Lilly. “Said she might try to bolt.” 
A small crowd of casino visitors has gathered near us, clearly wondering what’s going on. They probably assume Lilly got caught shoplifting or something similar. I’m happy to let them make that assumption. It’s better than trying to explain the truth. But I want to get this fiasco wrapped up quickly.
“Alright, alright guys. All good. Look, why don’t you escort Miss Madison up to the penthouse, gently,” I say, as I see Ben reaching for Lilly’s arm. “I’ll be up shortly,” I turn a stern eye on Lilly. She looks down, not meeting my gaze. 
“Okay, Miss Madison, you heard the big boss,” Mike, the gentle giant, steps forward to stand next to Lilly and gives her a delicate tap on the shoulder. 
“Let’s go.” Ben, smaller but more of a pit bull, energetically falls into step on the other side of Lilly. 
“Thanks, guys.” I watch as they march off, Lilly looking tiny between their hulking figures. This time, she doesn’t look back at me. With her back straight and her chin held high, I can tell she’s clinging on to her pride. Her red ears indicate a prick of lingering anger or embarrassment. I don’t know which. 
I’m still hungry and annoyed, but my curiosity has gotten the better of me. I don’t wait but make a beeline for the security hub. Inside the room, I head directly for the clusters of cameras overseeing the casino’s many entrances and exits. Terry shoots me a look of surprise when he sees me but leaves me alone. He knows when I’m best left in peace. 
“I need back footage,” I accost the woman overseeing the relevant cameras. “Exit C. About 20 minutes ago.”
“Yes sir, Mr. Milner.” Without blinking or even looking away from the screen, she starts working the control panel. “Here we go.” In less than a minute, she’s pulled up the footage I want. 
“Thanks. Go ahead and roll it.” I watch as Lilly, in her new outfit, appears on the screen. She walks out the door and looks over her shoulder once, nervously. She takes one step towards the sidewalk and stops again. Then she pauses and looks up, directly at the camera. Her eyes are wide and questioning. I can read the question on her face—Are you watching? She’s like a child, testing the limits, I realize now. 
In the next minute, she carefully steps across the line I’d gestured to earlier, crossing from the casino property to the public sidewalk. Before she can even follow with her other foot, Ben appears, walking hurriedly towards her, his mouth open in a shout. Mike is there a second later. Damn, they’re good, I grin to myself. Well, my guys were technically right. She did leave the property. 
“Anything else, Mr. Milner?” The camera tech is looking up at me now.
“No. Thank you. That’s all.” I pause for a moment. I should stay and touch base with Terry now. I should get any daily updates and a briefing before the evening rush hits the casino floor. But right now I only have one thought in mind—I have to get to the penthouse. I was prepared to give Lilly the ultimate luxury stay while she was here. And she still took it upon herself to try and sneak off. I shake my head. I’ll have to have a word with her. Just a talk, my brain says. But my cock is stirring my pants. 
 



Chapter Seven
Lilly
 
I’m upstairs, outside on the terrace, trying to cool down after getting manhandled by his bozo security team. I think of the crowd of people that gathered as they accosted me and blink back tears. I should have known. David warned me about the eye-in-the-sky. And this place is brimming with security. Of course, a man like David would have some muscled beefcake tailing me.
I sigh as I pull out my book of compositions. At least they let me keep this, if not my phone. It’s one of my prized possessions. It doesn’t look like much but this is where I jot down all my recipes—innovations I’ve crafted all on my own. Reading the pages soothes me, takes my brain to another place—the kitchen, a space I feel at home in. I’ve been working on this one zucchini noodle recipe for weeks and still don’t have it quite right. I squint at the page. Some herb is missing. But what?
I’m startled by the sound of the terrace door sliding open. Is that him? Annoyed, I turn.
“I’m so sorry, Miss. I didn’t see you.” It’s Marta, the young dark-haired housekeeper who brought me my toiletries last night.
“That’s okay,” I give her a tired smile and wipe my eyes, hoping they aren’t red.
“Do you need anything?” She asks cautiously. She approaches me and I can see the concern in her dark eyes. I’m suddenly struck by how much they resemble Aurora’s, my bestie back home. “A fresh robe? Towels?” She goes on.
“Maybe a helicopter out of here?” I can’t help but propose. I’m still steaming.
She smiles nervously.
“Sorry. Just a joke.” I don’t want to put her in an awkward position. David is her boss, after all. 
“It’s okay, Miss.”
“Please call me Lilly.” I suddenly realize that every staff member is going to call me miss unless I insist otherwise.
“Lilly.” She smiles, more comfortable. “I’ll just make up the bed.” She goes back inside. Curious, and starved for human contact, I follow her inside.
“Have you worked here long, Marta?” I watch as she strips the sheets off the bed, internally cringing as I think of what went down there the night before.
“Three years.” She nods.
“May I ask where you’re from?” She has the faintest accent.
“El Salvador.” She’s not looking at me as she says the words, her eyes are focused on the bottom sheet she’s fitting over one corner of the bed. But I see how her face lights up as she says the words.
“Here, let me help.” I catch hold of the other corner of the sheet and fit it over the mattress. “And do you miss it?” I haven’t met a lot of people born outside of the U.S. Everyone from Parkville is from Parkville.
“I miss my family and friends,” she says, smoothing the sheet.
“Yeah.” I smooth my side. “Me too. And it’s only been a couple days. Not three years.” I sigh. “Do you like working here?” 
“It’s a good job.” Marta nods. “Mr. Milner pays more than the normal wage.”
For some reason, I’m surprised by this. “So he’s a good boss.”
“Yes.” She nods.
“And is he a good man? Like a nice guy?”
Marta eyes me warily. Before she can respond, we’re interrupted. 
“Lilly.” I recognize David’s voice immediately. Then I hear the heavy fall of his footsteps clicking on the marble floors of the vast penthouse hall below.
“I should go.” Marta gathers the dirty sheets and goes to the stairs. At the top of them, she turns to me with a smile. “Mr. Milner is a good boss. And a good businessman.” 
I watch her descend the stairs. It wasn’t quite the answer I was looking for. But then, how intimately can she know him? I step back out onto the terrace, as if I’m fleeing David. But there’s nowhere to go from here.
“Lilly?” David calls again, his voice getting louder. I hear his footsteps mounting the stairs to the second level of the penthouse. “There you are.” He steps out onto the terrace where I’m trying to calm myself down and sizes me up. “Thought maybe you tried to take off again.”
“I’m right here, as you can see.” My voice is icy but there’s a tremor in it that I hate to hear. Why can’t I be cool and tough and strong? Why does my weakness always show?
“Good. It would have been ill-advised to back out of the deal you made yet again. I’ll let a first strike go. But a second attempt…” He pauses and breathes deeply. “It would be very…annoying.” I notice that his jaw has that tightness to it, suggesting clenched teeth. He seems annoyed but I don’t care much at the moment, because I’m feeling annoyed too.
“I’m sure one of the dynamic duo would reign me in immediately. Don’t worry. I won’t try again.”
“I’m not a worrier,” he responds abruptly. “I just don’t like it when people break their word to me. A man is only as good as his word.”
“Good thing I’m not a man.”
“Hm.” He doesn’t say anything else, just raises an eyebrow. I should recognize it as the warning signal it is, but I’m still incensed by Ben and Mike’s handling.
“So you have some kind of hit out on me or what?” I shoot at him.
“A hit?” He lets out a bellowing laugh. “Do you even know what the hell that means? Do you have hitmen in… What was it? Parkhurst?”
“Of course I know what it means.” I can’t help but roll my eyes in irritation. “Parkville might not be big but I’m not an idiot.” 
“Sorry,” he grins. His own irritation seems to have suddenly faded. “In any case, rest assured I’m not in the habit of hiring hitmen. I handle my problems in other ways.”
“Like?” I narrow my eyes at him.
“Negotiating.”
“Like you did with Deanna.”


“I may have proposed you offer yourself up as collateral, but you’re the one who ultimately agreed to it.” There’s still a hint of a smile crinkling at the corners of his eyes. I hate the feeling that he’s laughing at me. 
“I guess,” I say sullenly. His amusement is irking me.
“If I had a hit out on you, Lilly, you’d be dead.” Suddenly, he’s super serious, all semblance of amusement…gone. “And what good would that do me?” He pulls me close, swiftly, as he’s talking. I can feel his hot breath on my face as he looks down, his eyes boring into mine. I try to look away but he brings one hand firmly under my chin, lifting my face up to continue facing his. His other hand grips my waist tightly. 
“What would you have done if I’d really left?” I ask hesitantly, feeling a tingle of excitement run through me at the thought. 
“You didn’t, so why does it matter.” 
“But what if I had? What if your guys…Ben and Mike hadn’t stopped me?”
“But they did. Because they’re good at their jobs. Because I only hire the best.” His voice is getting an edge to it and I know I should stop. I feel like a kid, pestering him with questions. But I can’t stop myself. 
“Only the best for the big boss.” I whisper, a hint of sarcasm in my voice as I emphasize the last two words. Mike had called him that as he and that other guy, Ben, carted me away. Like I was a cow, being led back to the barn.
“No need to get snippy just because you got caught,” he murmurs. Then, without another word, he cups my chin more firmly in his hand and pulls me closer, forcing me to inch up on my tiptoes as he kisses me. His tongue probes my mouth and I feel a thump of excitement between my thighs as scenes from the previous night flash through my mind. 
I’m gripping his forearms for balance, feeling the hardness of his biceps under my fingers. I bring one hand to the collar of the button-down he’s wearing underneath his navy suit jacket, fumbling at the buttons. 
“You’re feeling bold today, hmm?” He says, interrupting our kisses and giving me a warning look. But there’s a glint of something like pleasure in his eyes. It’s an excitement that matches my own. “First you try to sneak off…” He kisses me. “Then you get into a scuffle with my security guys…” He stops and kisses me again, harder. “And now it turns out you’ve got a bit of a mouth on you. Not such the small-town sweetheart after all.”
I’ve undone the top three buttons of his shirt as he’s speaking and kissing me, and now slip my hand inside. I press my palm firmly against the warmth of his chest, crawling my fingers gently through the light sprinkling of dark hair. I can feel his heart pounding underneath my touch and the thought that I’m the reason for his racing pulse excites me. 
He stops suddenly and jerks away from me, snatching my hand off of him. “Feeling frisky, are you?” He stands in front of me, looking down imperiously. I can see his chest rising and falling, and the already familiar storm rising in his dark eyes.
“Show me.” I step towards him. 
“Show you what, exactly?”
“Show me what you’d have done to me… If I had really been trying to escape.”
“Well, you were trying to escape. But I can put aside semantics for the night.” His dark eyes focus on my face and hover on my lips. “So you’re asking for a punishment of sorts, is that it?”
I feel my pulse quicken, instantly regretting my insinuation. But I feel myself nod, ever so slightly, as if it were a reflex. There’s something about David that simultaneously scares and excites me. He’s this foreign being, a world away from the boys and men I know back home. And I’m in this foreign world of Sin City, of gambling and sex and danger. I’m a stranger here and I remind myself…nobody back home ever has to know what happened here. 
 “This dress is certainly an improvement over yesterday’s,” he says, his voice bringing me back to the moment. With one hand on my waist, he reaches down with the other and grazes my thigh, inching up to brush over the white lacey panties I have on. “And this is new too, hmm?” 
“Yes.” I shudder as he presses his warm hand against me, letting me feel the heat of his palm through the skimpy lace. Sarah even attended to that detail. I’m wearing a matching white lace bra. 
“Let me see.” He commands. He removes his hands from my body and steps back.
“What?” 
“Your new lingerie. I want to see it.”
Hesitantly, I undo the clasp of the thin gold chain cinching my dress at the waist and let it drop with a tinkle onto the terrace’s dark stone surface. He’s watching me, alert, like a panther eyeing its prey. I grab the dress at the hem and pull it clumsily over my head, and let it drop likewise to the floor.
“Nice.” He steps towards me again, undoing the rest of the buttons on his shirt as he approaches. He shrugs off the shirt and the suit jacket. They join the growing pile of discarded clothes. 
“Thank you.”
“Sarah has good taste.” Hearing him speak another woman’s name, innocent as I know the reference is, sends an irrational pang of jealousy through me. He nods at the lingerie as he fingers the lacey scraps covering my breasts. You can see my nipples through the material. He slips his hands around my waist and leans down to carefully take one breast in his mouth, letting his moist, hot breath penetrate the flimsy material. My nipples get hard instantly. 
He straightens up. “Take your hair down. I like it better that way.”
I remove the hair-tie I’d used to bundle my hair up after the scuffle with the security guys, letting my freshly washed and blow-dried hair down over my shoulders. In response, he brings his mouth to mine, breathing in deeply as he kisses me. He runs his hands through my hair and over my shoulders, letting them rest at the small of my back. Then he slides them even further, to my butt. He gives it a small squeeze, one hand on each cheek, before raising one hand and slapping my ass. Hard.
I squeal in surprise and try to step back from him. It doesn’t really hurt but the action was unanticipated, a surprise. He just grins, pulls me close, and starts kissing me again. He keeps both hands on my ass. He’s such a good kisser, I run my hands along his chest and take hold of his shoulders. I’ve been kissed before but never like this. 
Totally focused on our make-out, I forget about his hands on my ass—until he lifts a hand up and then slaps it back down on my ass, again. He hits the exact same spot as before and this time it stings. 
I give another yelp of shock. “What are you doing?”
“You said I should show you…the consequences.” He breathes heavily between kisses as he pulls me close yet again. This time he slips a hand roughly down my front, stretching the lacey panties as he rubs his finger across my clit and slips it inside of me. I realize with surprise that I’m soaking wet. Is it from the kissing? Or from—
SMACK! He slaps my ass yet again with one hand, while massaging my clit with the other. 
“You seem to be enjoying the consequences,” he remarks. He slips his finger out of me and brings it up to my face. “You’re sopping. Care for a taste?” I hesitate. In all my years of self-exploration, I’ve never thought to taste myself. “It won’t kill you,” he adds with a wink. His smirking tone sparks that defiant feeling in me again and I stick out my tongue, licking his finger tentatively before taking it fully into my mouth. It’s not what I expected. Kind of sweet. I feel my eyes widen slightly.
“You seem surprised,” he notes, looking sly. 
Annoyed that he noticed my astonishment, I don’t respond. My mind keeps flashing back to his comment the night before. What had he said? I’m not going to beat you with a belt. Unless you’re into that. Those were his words. Is my body betraying me now, telling him that I’m into that kind of thing? 
“Come here.” He holds out his hand and takes me to the edge of the terrace. “Just hang on to the railing,” he whispers in my ear. He places my hands onto the waist-high balustrade, so that I’m looking out into the city. He stands behind me, my back to him. The Vegas skyline stretches out in front of me, highlighted by the casinos and hotels along the strip. Well beyond the tall buildings, the sun is setting on the horizon. It could be romantic except…
SMACK! I feel another stinging slap on my ass. Again, I think of the belt from the night before. He’s wearing one today, too. Immediately after, David inches my panties down and slips his fingers into me. This little game of his is clearly arousing me, which I hate to admit. He pushes my panties all the way down and nudges my foot gently, telling me I should step out of them. 
“Take off your bra,” he commands. “And turn around.”
I do as I’m told but glance nervously around the terrace.
“Nobody can see you,” he says, as if reading my mind. “Except the people on the street below,” he adds with a grin. “But they’re pretty far away so they won’t know what they’re looking at.” 
I slip off the bra. I’m now standing in front of him, facing him, totally naked. He still has his slacks on but I can see the bulge growing through the material.
“Spread your legs.” He kneels in front of me. “And hang onto the railing. Don’t want you going over.” Without another word, he leans forward and flicks his tongue across my clit. I instinctively push my hips forward and grip the railing behind me tighter, leaning against it. He starts working his tongue more insistently against my clit and then slips a finger inside of me. I’ve never had a man do this to me before. The sensation of his fingers inside of me coupled with the moistness of his mouth on me is causing my legs to shake as I stand there. 
It doesn’t take long until I explode under his tongue. I tilt my head back so far, I’m now seeing the Vegas skyline upside down. I hold back a scream as I watch it sprawl out in front of me until it disappears into the desert beyond. My knees buckle and I start to sink to the ground but he grips my thighs, one in each hand, and looks up at me fiercely. 
“I didn’t say you could sit down.” My legs are trembling and weak, and the orgasm has left me spent. I want nothing more than to sink to the ground, even out here on the terrace, in the open air. But the look on his face makes it clear I’d better pay attention.
He traces a finger up my leg, from my ankle to the inner thigh. I realize with embarrassment that moisture is dripping down my thighs. 
“You seemed to enjoy that,” he murmurs. “You’re so wet, you’re dripping all over the goddamned terrace,” he adds with a chuckle. His hand is almost at my pussy, which is still throbbing post-orgasm and sensitive to the touch. He slaps me once, lightly, sending a shock of sensations through my clit and causing me to shudder again. But I shrink back against the railing. I’m still sensitive after the orgasm and the added touch is too much to handle. 
“Tomorrow I want you go to go the salon,” he tells me.
“I went today.”
“I want you to get a bikini wax. A Brazilian.”
“You mean, get rid of everything?” I’ve read about Brazilian bikini waxes in women’s magazines, of course, but I’ve never gotten one. I don’t think there’s even a place that would do a Brazilian wax back home. You’d have to drive to a bigger city nearby.
“All of it.” He stands abruptly. “Wait here. And don’t you dare sit down. Or let go of that railing. Just don’t move at all.” He steps away, disappearing into the penthouse. I hear him rummaging around in the bathroom adjoining the master suite. 
When he returns, he’s stripped down and is now naked. And he’s carrying a large purple dildo. At least, I think it’s a dildo. It looks about eight inches in length and the girth is much more than I’d expect. It’s made of rubber and the outside has tiny ridges running all around it. 
“Have you ever used one of these before?” He asks, holding it in front of me. 
I shake my head. Like a bikini wax, buying a sex toy is probably impossible in Parkville. And I’d never dare order something like this online and have it delivered, since I still live with my parents. 
“But you know what it is?” He asks.
“A dildo?” I curse myself for making my answer sound like a question.
“Kind of,” he grins. “It’s actually a vibrator.” He presses an unseen button and the sex toy comes to life, making a low humming noise. “Here,” he thrusts it at me. I hesitantly reach a hand forward and take it, feeling the vibrations in my fingertips. “Use it.”
I just stare at him, holding the vibrator. 
“Now. There’s no need to be shy. I’ll just watch.” He steps back from me and takes his dick in his own hands, stroking it gently as his eyes watch me hungrily. “Go ahead.”
I hesitantly place the vibrator against my clit, shying away from the pulsating rhythm. I’m still sensitive from the last orgasm and it doesn’t feel good.
“Put it inside of you.” His voice is strained and I see the muscles of his forearms tensing as he strokes himself more quickly, running his hand along the full length of his dick. 
I slip the vibrator’s tip inside of me and give a gasp. The vibrations, coupled with the textured rubber, make it feel like every nerve ending inside of me is being touched at once. 
“Put it all the way in.” 
Slowly, I slip the vibrator in further. I tighten my grip on the railing behind me with my other hand as I feel my body start to respond to the steady pulse deep inside of me. All the while, I’m maintaining eye contact with David. 
“Tell me when you’re close.” His voice cuts into my thoughts.
“I will.” The words come out barely above a whisper. I realize my throat is dry and lick my lips. My glance only leaves his face occasionally to rest on the sight of him pleasuring himself. My hand instinctively increases the pressure on the vibrator, pushing it further inside of me, whenever I look at his dick. 
“You feel that little button on the base? Where your hand is?”
“Yes.” I can feel a small, raised bit of rubber. It seems like it’s a button.
“Push it.” 
I do and the vibrator increases speed. I let out a low moan in response. Within seconds, I can feel the blood rushing to my clit and a thump in my pussy as it contracts in pleasure. I forget where I am completely. I don’t think of the Las Vegas skyline or of the fact that I’m butt-naked, masturbating in the open air. I don’t think of the people on the streets below who might look up and see my figure high above them, silhouetted against the setting sun. All of my attention is on the orgasm I feel coming on—and on David, whose eyes have never left me.
“I’m close,” I tell him. 
“Good.” He immediately stops. Steps forward. And roughly grabs the dildo out of my hand, jerking it quickly out of me. He pushes the button to turn it off and tosses it down. My pussy, expectant and awaiting an orgasm, is left wanting and waiting. I’m left open-mouthed, wondering what the hell he’s up to.
“Consider this your consequence for trying to back out of our deal,” he says sternly. There isn’t even the hint of a smile on his face. 
“I thought it was the… When you slapped my ass.” I’m so confused, the words just slip out, uncensored. “Or that you were going to use your belt?”
He gives one of his rare laughs. “Well, you did seem to enjoy the spanking. So we’ll keep the belt in mind for another day. But you’re not ready for that yet. Trust me.”
“But I…” I want nothing more than to get off right now. “I would like to finish” I conclude lamely.
“Getting cut off is the consequence. And if I catch you touching yourself later and trying to finish the job, then you will get the belt. In fact, I don’t want you touching yourself at all while you’re here. You can save that for Parkville.”
“Fine.” I feel a prick of annoyance and hope he can’t see my face getting red in the dimming light.
“For now, you can finish me off instead.” He gestures to his cock, still hard. The sun has almost set completely. Behind me, the twinkling lights of the skyline start to appear. “Come on.” He taps my shoulder twice and nods at the ground.
Wordlessly, I kneel in front of him.
“I guess you haven’t done much of this in the past?” He asks as I tentatively take his dick in my hand.
“A few times.” I sound defensive.
“Well, I like things a certain way. Put one hand at the base of my cock. Make it wet first.”
Remembering the previous evening, I prepare to spit on my hand to get the moisture he’s asking for.
“No. Use your pussy. It must be dripping. But don’t try to sneak in an orgasm while you’re rubbing around down there.”
I bring my hand down between my legs and rub myself gently. It’s torture, not being able to cum. My fingers are quickly wet. I go ahead and grab his cock at the base, as he instructed.
“That’s better. Now, take the other hand and just cup my balls. Don’t apply too much pressure.” I do as he’s told, surprised at how firm they are. “Now seal your lips around the head of my cock. Don’t let that seal break.”
I take him into my mouth. His dick is literally pulsating as blood rushes through it and I can feel the vibrations through my lips. He brings one hand to the back of my head and pushes it forward gently, further down onto him. “Don’t let the seal break as you move up and down. Use your hand as an extension of your mouth. Up and down. Slowly.”
I try to do as he tells me but it feels clumsy. He pushes my head even further so that his cock hits the back of my throat. I feel the tears rise in my eyes as I gag and try to pull back, but he keeps his hand firmly on the back of my head.
“Just relax. Breathe through your nose.” I do like he says and feel my throat relax slowly. “Keep doing that. Up and down. As far as you can go. Don’t stop until I’m done.”
I move my mouth up and down, but I can never manage to get him fully inside of me. Every time his dick hits the back of my throat, I feel my eyes starting to water and have to gag. He still has one hand on the back of my head and always holds me in place for just a second longer than I think I can go. 
“Apply a bit more pressure with your hands.” His voice is strained and his body is hard to my touch. I do as he says, tightening my hold on his shaft and gripping his balls, which seem like they’ve grown firm under my touch. He gives a shudder and I notice his legs starting to shake.
“Faster.” He has both of his hands on my head now and is spurring me onwards. And then I feel the explosion of heat in my mouth, a warm liquid. He roughly pushes me away. I catch myself with my hands as I fall backwards and look up in surprise. He’s staring down at me, beads of his sweat on his forehead. Without a word, he ejaculates on my breasts. The warm goo splatters onto my skin, cool in the night air, and runs down my front and sides, sticky.  
Slowly his shuddering comes to a stop and he straightens up. “Not bad,” he says brusquely. “We’ll work on it. There’s still room for improvement.”
He reaches down and grabs the white t-shirt dress I had slipped out of earlier and tosses it to me. “Clean yourself up. And remember what I said. No touching yourself, unless I say so.” My pussy gives a pang of desire in protest at the thought alone. 
“And don’t let me catch you trying to wander off again. Unless you really want to see what I can do with my belt. You do seem…curious…if your reaction to that light spanking was anything to go by.” He gives a wink and walks inside. I’m left, still kneeling on the terrace, my breasts covered in his cum. I watch his back retreat and despite my annoyance, I can only think of one thing—I want to cum again. And I want David to be the one who takes me there. 
 
 



Chapter Eight
David
 
After I left Lilly on the terrace last night, the only thing I had energy for was a shower before I collapsed into bed. Part of me wanted to fuck her again, even harder than the first night, but more than anything, I wanted to tease her. She had already been so susceptible to my touch on night one. And she was so inexperienced—not yet attuned to her own body and what it was capable of. The prospect of keeping her in check for a day and then unleashing my fury on her… I knew it would be worth the wait. Maybe I also wanted to remind myself that I was in control and that I could control myself. Self-control is a trait I value and seek to exert in all facets of life.
Despite Lilly’s evident frustration at how yesterday ended, I wake up this morning to find her sweetly cuddled next to me in the giant bed. She’s like a kitten, the way she’s crept into a Lilly-sized nook, with her head nestled just below my shoulder.
“Hey.” I jostle my shoulder slightly. Reaching for the remote next to the bed, I push the button to put the automated blinds up. Sunlight seeps into the room, casting a yellow glow over her dark hair, which is messily tousled across my chest.
“Mm?” Her eyes open sleepily and she gives me a bleary look.
“Good morning.” 
“Good morning.” She seems to suddenly realize that she’s plastered her body against mine in her sleep and jerks back from me as if I’m on fire. “Sorry.”
“No need for apologies.” I stand up and start getting ready. A glance at my phone shows me I already have messages and missed calls waiting to attend to. “I have to get moving. You can order room service if you’d like.” I nod to the phone.
“Where’s the room service menu?” She sits up and looks around on the nightstand. 
“No menu. Just tell them what you want. Coffee, omelet, croissant, bacon, poached eggs, eggs benedict with hollandaise. Whatever. They’ll make it.” 
“Okay.” But she doesn’t make a move towards the phone or to get out of bed.
I finish getting dressed and give her a sharp glance. “And don’t forget what I told you yesterday.”
“About leaving the property? I won’t.”
“Not that.” I sit down on the side of the bed next to her and take her hands in mine. “No touching.” I lick my finger and slip my hand under the blanket, moving it down her bare stomach and between her legs. For just a few seconds, I rub her clit, letting her get wet. Then I pull back. “Remember, you agreed to be mine for the week. And I want your orgasms to be mine too. Don’t fucking touch yourself while I’m gone.”
“Okay,” she says meekly, looking disappointed. 
      “I want you ready for me later. Five o’clock. I should be done with work by then and ready for a little pre-dinner aperitivo.”
“What’s that?”
“Just a little pre-dinner cocktail.” I give her a suggestive look as I lick my lips. “And a snack.”
Her eyes sparkle for a moment. Was it a glint of excitement or fear in them? I can’t be sure.
“Until then, enjoy yourself,” I go on with a wink. “Go explore. Lay by the pool. You’re free to do as you please.”
“As long as I stay on the property. And don’t touch myself.” She raises her eyebrows slightly, giving the tiniest hint of annoyance. 
“A deal’s a deal. I’m a fair man. The consequences for your little outburst yesterday could have been far worse.”
“Fine.” She throws the blankets off and starts walking to the bathroom. I head to the stairs but think of one last thing. “And Lilly?”
“What?” She turns at the bathroom door and I pause for a moment, observing her. In the morning sun, her skin looks radiant, a translucent ivory. Her hair is slightly disheveled, falling across her shoulders. The light creates a shadow on the wall behind her, mirroring her slight silhouette and slim waist.
“Don’t forget. The salon.” I nod at her and before she can respond, head downstairs and out the door. I remember how her pubic hair left me slightly startled the first night—before she’d let it slip she was a virgin. It all made sense now. She’ll be extra sensitive after waxing, I smile to myself. That’s something to look forward to later. 
“Good morning,” Terry greets me in the security hub with a smile.
“Morning, Terry. Anything out of the ordinary?”
“Floor is ticking along. There is something we should discuss in your office. Privately.”
“Fine. Give me a second.” I make my rounds of the security hub, casually checking cameras and greeting various employees. I’ve been toying with an idea all morning and by the time I’ve circled back to Terry, I decide to go for it: “Terry, I want stricter oversight of the girl today.”
“You want me to assign her a detail?”
“Yeah. Ben and Mike. She already knows them since they’re the ones who caught her trying to sneak out yesterday.”
“You want them visible? Or to just shadow her?”
“Just shadow her from afar. I’d prefer it if she doesn’t realize they’re on her trail. It seems to make her uncomfortable.”
“I suppose she’s not used to such measures,” Terry says, barely suppressing a smile.
“Think I’m being overprotective?” I reply with a grin. 
“Not at all, sir. A pretty girl like that is worth keeping an eye on.” As he’s talking he’s already texting speedily on his phone, no doubt informing our head of security to reassign Mike and Ben for the day. “It’s done. Shall we head to your office?”
I nod an affirmative. Whatever Terry has to tell me must be important. It’s unlike him to initiate an unplanned meeting in my private office unless absolutely necessary. In the walk to my office, Terry brings up Lilly. 
“What is Miss Madison up to today?”
“Told her to do as she pleased. I’ll stop by the penthouse at five to check in.”
“Perhaps you’d like to take her to one of Fortuna’s restaurants this evening? She ate fast-food last night.”
“Trying to make sure I don’t blow it, Terry?” I ask. “You were never one to get involved in my dating life in the past.”
“Would you call it dating?” He asks with a grin.
“Touché. I guess that’s a debatable point.”
“I expect she might enjoy the experience of a dinner date while she’s here,” he adjusts his stance in a knowing manner, watching as I unlock the office door and go in ahead of him.
“True. I doubt there’s much fine dining in her hometown. And she seems to be a bit of a foodie.”
“Parkville, Missouri? Probably not.” Terry’s mouth twists in an amused smile.
“Did your research as usual I see. Now,” I sink into my desk chair as I’m talking and swivel to face him. “What did you have to tell me?”
“It’s about Mickey’s guys.”
“Those mafiosos?”
“Yes.” He nods seriously. “I mentioned it before, those couple of goons from Chicago have been throwing their weight around in the strip.”
“Find out some more about them?”
      “Well, they’re low-level thugs. Nothing big. I wouldn’t worry except that they both seem to have big chips on their shoulders. They’re talking big, telling the dealers crazy stuff like they’re ‘made guys’ and boasting about being a part of Mickey’s Chicago crew.”
I let out a low whistle. “I can’t imagine Mickey would like that. Old school mafia guys might have been into that bravado back in the day, but Mickey’s smarter than that. He’s modern mafia. Much more discrete.” I drum my fingers on the desk. “What are these jerkoffs called anyway?”
“Tony and Bobby. They showed up at Fortuna last night. And they’re bound to be back. I did mention that we already had to kick them out of Destino for getting too rowdy.” 
“Well, just keep a close eye on them and get rid of them if they act up.” 
“It’s not just that. They’re cheats.”
“You sure?” My ears perk up. There’s nothing I hate more than a cheater, whether it’s in a casino or in life. I believe in playing straight. 
“We don’t have footage but the dealer working their table last night put up a red flag to the pit boss.”
“Why didn’t they kick them out then and there?”
“Dealer only spoke up after. He was too afraid to call them out on the spot and tell them they couldn’t play. Once they name-dropped Mickey, he got nervous.”
“Fine, fine. I understand.” Mickey’s name is well known and while I pay my dealers well above the average wage for the gig, I certainly don’t expect them to put their own safety at risk to face off against assholes like these. “Well, this Tony and Bobby sound like real pieces of work. Look, Mickey is starting to put a lot of money on the street out here. What do you think?” Terry’s opinion is one of the few I value in this world.
He looks unsettled. “It’s nothing to concern ourselves with just yet but if this is how his people are going to act, we may have a real problem on our hands in the near future.” 
“Well, like I said before, I don’t want to piss off a guy like Mickey without just cause. If they come in again, let ‘em play. But also let me know. I want to take a look at these two. Maybe we can get them in a back room game.” 
“And see if we can pin them on cheating?”
“Yep. Then we’ll have good reason to take up against them,” I say. “If they’re going to act like jackasses, we don’t want them here.”
“Okay then.” Terry nods, his eyes sharp. “I’ll leave you to it.” He drops the folders of the previous night’s reports on my desk. “Some light reading,” he remarks with a little smile.
I give a laugh. “Thanks, Terry. See you later.” He slips out the door, letting it click shut firmly behind him. 
I scan through the floor reports, checking how much money came and went the previous evening. Then, as usual, I deposit the paperwork into my safe. I take the Smith & Wesson .40 caliber out and hold it briefly in my hand, feeling the heavy weight of the gun. I’ve never had to use it and I hope I never have to either. I hit the shooting range regularly to keep up practice in any case. It’s good to be ready in this world, for anything. This was one of the last tips from my old mentor, Jack. The same man whom I inherited my impressive mahogany desk from. The same guy whom I inherited the Destino from. A father figure of sorts. I don’t think about him as often as I should.
I push the thought out of my head and turn my attention back to my desk. There’s a high stack of papers on it. There’s work to do.
 
***
 
Three hours later, I’m in need of a break. Normally, I’d just head straight to one of the casino’s restaurants for a bite to eat but today I stop off at the security hub. I want to see what Lilly’s up to.
When I step inside, Terry’s eyebrows shoot up immediately. He well knows my routine and knows that this is out of the ordinary. 
“Here to check on Miss Madison?” He strolls up. 
“Just want to make sure she’s keeping out of trouble.”
“Seems to be.” 
“What’s her movement been like?”
“Left the penthouse around ten, browsed the shops and restaurants, then was in the salon for about an hour.”
 I smile to myself. The Brazilian bikini wax. 
“Now she’s lying poolside, I believe,” Terry goes on, seemingly disregarding the grin that’s flickered across my face. He gestures to a cluster of security monitor screens that overlook the swimming pools. 
I walk over and take a look. Sure enough. Lilly is lying down by the tropical themed pool. Large palm trees are dotted all around. She’s wearing a bikini with a risqué high-cut, showing off her legs, but has a mesh-looking cover-up demurely draped over her. She almost looks like she belongs here, with her stunning figure, and her innocent, wide eyes hidden behind oversized sunglasses. 
She’s lying so still that I almost think she’s sleeping but she suddenly sits up at the sight of a large macaw being carried by on the arm of an employee. The tropical pool area is right by the Fortuna botanical garden and aviary. It houses a variety of plants and is home to about twenty-five different exotic birds. Sometimes the bird keepers will bring one of the more social parrots out to meet guests. Her mouth forms that lovely “O” of surprise as she catches site of the brightly colored bird. I grin, remembering how I first saw her make that expression when I pointed out the eye-in-the-sky to her in our first conversation. 
Suddenly a random guy comes sidling up, drink in hand. He’s paying zero attention to the parrot and is completely fixated on Lilly. As I take in the gentle curve of her waist and her toned legs, I have to say—I can’t blame him. The cameras only provide video, not audio, so there’s no way to know what he’s saying to her. She doesn’t look happy about it though. Her posture has changed, becoming stiff and uncomfortable. God damn it. I ball my fists into my pockets. Who is this shit-stain?
Then I see Mike step in, as if out of nowhere. Good man. He speaks briefly to the interloper. Whatever he says is enough for the guy to scoot. After a brief word to Lilly, Mike lumbers off. She settles back into her lounger. I can’t help but notice the troubled look on her face. I wish she would just fucking enjoy herself.  
She peers around, looking up. I realize she’s looking for the camera. Come on, Lilly. You’re a smart girl… It only takes her a few seconds to realize it’s tucked away in the palm tree above her. She pushes her sunglasses up and peers at it closely. Having confirmed her suspicions, she gives the camera a glare, drops her sunglasses back down, grabs her bag, and huffs off. I smile to myself. She’s learning.
“All good, boss?” Terry approaches.
“Yep. Ben and Mike seem to have everything under control. I’m off to lunch.”
“Enjoy.”
The rest of the afternoon is my usual whirlwind of making rounds of the casino’s various departments, meeting a couple high-rollers who have flown in from abroad, and taking meetings with various business contacts. I learn that other casino owners have likewise gotten wind of Mickey’s tough guys roughing up the streets in Vegas. I’m not the only one on high alert, it seems, and my wariness is justified. Apparently this Tony and Bobby beat the shit out of some bartender recently—claimed the poor kid tried to rip them off and pad the bill. I text Terry the news. This looks like they’re definitely going to become a problem.
By the time five o’clock rolls around, I’m more than ready for a stiff drink. The afternoon kept me on the run and I hadn’t had a chance to check on Lilly. Since I didn’t get any calls from security, I assume all is well. But I’m curious about the rest of her day.
The elevator doors to the penthouse open. Before I even step inside, I’m greeted by her voice. “You’re punctual. Five o’clock on the dot.”
“Glad to see you’re ready for me,” I reply as I cross the threshold. She’s standing in the kitchen, wearing a dark blue dress that stops just above her knees. The strappy dress has a surprisingly deep neckline, I note. The enticing V leaves no doubt that she’s not wearing a bra. Her hair is pulled back in a small bun at the nape of her neck.
“I see you got a bit of sun today.” Her skin is slightly tanned.
“Ah. The eye-in-the-sky.” Her lips twist in a slight frown. “Spying on me at the pool? Have you just been playing peeping Tom all day?”
God, she’s cute. I can’t help letting out a big laugh. “You know, running not one but two billion-dollar casinos and hotels does keep me pretty busy during the day, right? I’m not skulking around looking at the security cameras 24/7. I have staff do that for me.”
“Hm. And I suppose you sent those tough guys of yours over to scare off the guy who was chatting to me at the pool?” 
“Their names are Ben and Mike,” I respond quietly. “I didn’t specifically send them to do anything. I just told them to keep an eye on you. They’re good guys. Some of the best I’ve got.”
“I don’t like being followed,” she says pertly. 
“It’s also for your own safety, Lilly,” I tell her seriously. “You’re a stranger here. And too trusting of people. It’s risky.”
“I’m careful!”
“Were you being careful when you agreed to spend a week with a man you barely know?” It’s a low blow but I’m annoyed that she doesn’t understand the risks. But then, I remind myself…she couldn’t know, she doesn’t understand because she doesn’t know about guys like Tony and Bobby. 
“It wasn’t my best decision,” she says icily. “I’ll admit that.” She’s trying to sound tough but she looks down and a second later, I see a tear drop onto the dark granite countertop. She smudges it away quickly before turning her back to me under the pretense of rummaging through the fridge.
“You want something?” She asks. “A coke?”
“Maybe if you add some rum to it.”
“I assume you have a well-stocked liquor cabinet in here somewhere.”
“I’ll get it.” I go over to the liquor cabinet in the living room area. “Do you want anything?”
“I’ll have one, too,” she says slowly after a pause. Her shoulders are slumped and there’s still some wetness around her eyes. I go get the bottle of rum. It’s a fifteen-year old beauty from Mauritius. I inhale the scent of its warm, spicy aroma as I open it.
“Your day okay otherwise?” I pour out a shot into each tumbler, click open the can of coke she’s put on the countertop, and add it. 
“It was fine.” She takes the glass I hand her. “Cheers.” We clink. 
“Look, I hope you’re finding a way to enjoy yourself here,” I pause and take a sip. “I expect you to honor your commitments. But I certainly don’t expect you to be miserable here.”
“I know.” She looks down again, staring into her glass, and rubs her eyes briefly.
“That’s why I’m giving you the run of the place,” I hurry on. “I thought you might have some fun. Fortuna has plenty to offer in terms of entertainment.”
“It does.” She looks up quickly. “And I’m grateful that you’ve arranged that for me. It’s just kinda lonely hanging around all by myself,” she looks embarrassed at the admission. “Aside from the occasional appearance of Ben or Mike,” she adds. She’s joking, trying to make her tone light, but the tiny smile she gives me is forced. So…she’s lonely. 
“Well, you could hit the casino floor. You haven’t done any gambling on the tables, have you? There’s always plenty of action there. Lots of people around.” I dig into my pants pockets and pull out a couple of the 5k chips I always carry on me. “Here. I’ll fund the fun.” I press the chips into her small hand but she simply sets them down softly on the counter.
“Thanks but I was hoping for a more substantial human interaction than just gambling alongside some strangers,” she says. “And I find all that stuff kind of boring, to be honest.”
Again, I can’t help but laugh. “You realize you just told a man who owns a couple of casinos that you find his entire business boring?”
“I just don’t really get gambling. I mean, I don’t know my way around all the different games and the rules.”
I grin. “So you came to Vegas for your 25th birthday even though you didn’t have any clue about gambling?”
“Yeah. I mean, Deanna offered and I thought it would be fun…and I’d get to spend time with her.” I feel the tiniest pang of guilt at her last words as I realize that she’s given up quality time with her sister in order to abide by our deal.
“How often do you see your sister?” I ask carefully.
“A couple of times a year. She always comes back for Christmas at the least. And usually some other holiday, like Mom’s birthday or Fourth of July or something. It depends on her schedule. And her mood.” She doesn’t offer any more details and I don’t ask. From the little I’ve seen of Deanna, I can only assume she’s fairly volatile.  
“Well, you can’t leave Vegas without learning a thing or two about gambling,” I tell her abruptly. “You’re living in a casino for fuck sakes.” I pull up one of the tall stools to the island-style bar that sets off the kitchen’s cooking area from the rest of the room. “Sit.” I start rummaging through the various drawers in the kitchen.
“What are you doing?” She peers at me curiously, looking tiny, perched atop the tall stool.
“I have cards here somewhere. Here we go.” I finally find a deck. 
A smile breaks across her face, slowly. “You’re going to teach me?”
“Sure. It seems there’s plenty I have to teach you this week.”
She blushes but her smile grows. “Okay. What are we going to learn?”
I pause, thinking. Maybe blackjack? Nah, too boring. Then I remember how Lilly was whispering questions to Tessa in the private poker room while Deanna was playing. She had seemed genuinely curious about the game. 
“Poker, of course,” I tell her. “A bad poker bet is the reason you ended up in this situation, isn’t it? You might as well learn a thing or two about the game while you’re here.”
She answers me with a smile, her wide eyes glittering.

 



Chapter Nine
Lilly
 
David pulls up one of the tall bar stools next to me. He looks more casual than usual. He had a suit jacket on when he left this morning but seems to have ditched it somewhere during the workday. Now he’s clad in just a light-blue button-down and dark-grey slacks. The shirt is crumpled at the cuffs and pushed up to his elbows. No cufflinks today, I note. I like him this way. He’s less intimidating.  
“So what do you know about poker?” He asks as he shuffles the cards attentively. 
“I know there are different kinds. And that the other night you were playing Texas hold ‘em.”
“Correct. It's one of the most popular variants. So let's do that. We’ll just do an open hand, step by step, okay? I’ll deal out four hands as if there were four players so you can get a better feel for the different possibilities when it comes to what’s good and what’s bad.” He looks at me and smiles. “So, after the dealer is done washing the cards—”
“Um… What’s that mean?” I have to interrupt him with my first question.
“When he fans them out like this.” David shows me on the granite countertop, expertly fanning the cards out in a rainbow and then swooping them back up again. “It's also called scrambling the deck. Basically…shuffling.”
“Okay,” I nod.
“So, then each player is dealt two cards, face down. Those are your hole cards.” As he talks, he puts two cards in front of me. I reach for them eagerly, wanting to see what I’ve got. “Wait!” His voice is sharp. “Always wait until the dealer has dealt to all players. Poker is a gentleman’s game, requiring patience and finesse.”
“I don’t think gentlemen leave girls hanging like you did to me on the terrace last night,” I say with a sly smirk.
“You acted out. I had to do something. Like I said, it could have been much worse. And a bit of teasing seems to suit you.” He pauses and looks straight at my cleavage. “It’s nice to see you dressed up for me.”
“This isn’t for you,” I retort. “I just felt like looking nice.” 
“I’m not buying the bullshit you’re selling, Lilly.” His words are harsh but his eyes are friendly and his tone is light. He seems so relaxed and at ease with the deck of cards in hand. “But you do look nice.”
“Thank you.” I fumble self-consciously at the strap of my dress, pulling it up slightly. I’m not wearing a bra underneath and am vaguely worried that a nipple might slip out at any moment—not that it would matter, I remind myself. 
As if he can read my mind, he nods at my plunging neckline, saying, “Don’t worry about falling out of your dress. I’ve already seen you naked, remember?”
“Why don’t we get back to the poker lesson,” I respond, trying to sound casual. 
“Of course, Miss Madison.” He gives me a wink and I can’t help but giggle. I don’t know why I’m trying to be demure now. This powerful man had me on my knees, sucking him off, not twelve hours ago. “So,” he goes on, “once the cards are dealt, the small blind has to ante in. Let’s go ahead and name our other imaginary players here after your favorite pals at Fortuna, Ben and Mike.” He gestures to the two other sets of cards he’s dealt across from us.
“Fine.” I roll my eyes but feel a smile dance across my lips. This hint of humor in David is totally unexpected.
“So, small blind will ante in one.” He takes a chip from imaginary Ben and places it in the middle of the counter. “Then big blind will ante in two.” He takes two chips from imaginary Mike and does the same. “Now the rest of the table, that’s you and me, needs to ante in two to match the big blind. Got it?”
“Uh, sure.” I don’t want to tell him that what he’s just told me sounds like a bunch of gibberish, so I just go along with it.
“So put two chips into the pot.”
“The pot?” I automatically look at the stove, the first place my brain can think of. 
“Not like a pot on the stove.” He grins. “The middle. The pot is that pile of chips building there.” 
“Okay.” I slide my two chips in and David follows by sliding in two of his own.
“Now the small blind can either fold or match the big blind. So let’s just go ahead and have Ben here match the big blind ante.” David adds another chip to the pot. “So that was the pre-flop betting round,” he rattles on in excitement. “Now the dealer is going to deal a flop. That means three community cards, face-up.” As he's talking, David lays down three cards. “So now let's take a look at what kind of possibilities every player might have based on their combination of community cards and their own cards. Flip over your cards.” He flips over his own cards, as well as those of Ben and Mike while I turn over my own. “And then we can decide whether to raise or check,” he goes on, talking even faster.
I’m trying to pay attention as he’s talking but I’m finding it difficult with all the meaningless jargon. All the cards now laying out on the table are a jumble to me. I stifle a yawn and then shoot David a guilty look, hoping he didn’t notice. Unfortunately, he did.
“Okay, I’m boring you.” He’s chuckling to himself, though. 
“I’m sorry,” I apologize. “There’s just all these terms I don’t know, on top of the rules of the game, which I also don’t know. And beyond two-pair and three-of-a-kind, I’m not even sure what makes for a good hand and what makes for a bad one.”
“I forget that not everyone shares my passion for poker.” He starts raking up the cards strewn across the table. 
“Don’t stop!” I place my hand on his. “Maybe you can just go through some hands with me. I think I can handle that much,” I add with a weak smile. I want to see more of this David. It’s not the scary billionaire businessman or the sex-hungry guy who tormented me on the terrace by denying me an orgasm last night. This guy is passionate and fun, and even has a hint of humor to him. 
“Sounds good. Let’s start there.” He starts rifling through the deck, picking out cards and laying them out in various combinations. 
           “So you really do love poker, huh?” I ask.
“It would be a shame if I owned two casinos and didn’t enjoy some form of gambling, wouldn’t it?”
“How long have you been doing this?” I ask, curiously. I’m realizing that I don't know a thing about David. I don’t even know how old he is.
“Working in casinos? I’ve been in the business for almost two decades. I started low-level of course, working my way up and getting to know the gambling world. I got ownership of Fortuna 13 years ago. I was 27.”
“That seems pretty young to own an entire casino,” I say, genuinely surprised. I’m also doing a quick calculation and realizing he’s forty—fifteen years older than me?! That explains the sprinkling of grey at his temples.
“I had help from a good friend. A mentor.” His smile fades and I know better than to ask further. 
“So Fortuna was first and then Destino followed.”
“Yep.”
“And you live here fulltime?” I gesture to the imperious penthouse room we’re sitting in, with its cold marble floors and sparse furnishings.
“The penthouse is my home,” he responds simply. I don’t tell him that this place doesn’t seem like a home to me at all. There are no personal touches—like photos on the walls. It’s a beautiful room but it’s very sterile. It’s like a hotel room. It is a hotel room.
“Okay, so here’s some basic poker hands that you should be able to recognize.” He touches my arm lightly and directs my attention back to the countertop, where he’s laid out various combinations of cards. “Recognize anything?”
“Well, I know one-pair and two-pair,” I gesture to a hand that has two ace cards and another hand that has two jacks and two three's. “And there’s three-of-a-kind,” I point at the hand with three queens. I look more closely at the remaining combinations. “I know that's a straight,” I say, gesturing. The hand consists of five cards of consecutive increasing values, ranging from five to nine. 
“That's the hand that I won you with,” David remarks, giving me a sharp look.
“That’s why I remember it.” My mouth suddenly feels dry. 
He stands up, towering over me. I can smell the musk of his cologne—faded since he applied it that morning, but still present. It’s faintly woodsy, giving him an oddly rugged aroma that seems to clash with the fancy suits and shiny shoes he wears every day. 
“Do you wish I’d played differently? That I’d lost and Deanna had won?” He stares down at me intensely. “Answer me, Lilly.”
“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. At first I was terrified to be here but there’s something about the excitement of this world that lights a fire inside of me. Or maybe it’s the excitement of David. I’m not sure. I look up at him, half expecting him to kiss me and fully hoping that he will. But he doesn’t. He sits down abruptly and returns his attention to the cards. I’m surprised by the pang of disappointment I feel.
“Well, you’re here now,” he says abruptly. The edge has returned to his voice and the friendliness is gone. Have I offended him? But what could he expect me to say? It’s not like this is the dream holiday I was planning—hanging around a casino by myself for most of the day. Being watched constantly. Being a captive.
“What would have happened if you’d lost?” I ask.
“I would have been down a good chunk of change.” He’s nonchalant. “But I knew I wasn’t going to lose. I knew I would win.”
“How could you know? It’s gambling. Nothing’s certain.”
“An intelligent, experienced player doesn’t ever quite gamble.”
“You mean you cheated?”
He turns on me swiftly, his eyes ablaze. “Of course not. I do not cheat.”
I shrink away from him. I know I should stop talking but I can’t let it go. “But what do you mean?”
      “Just that a good player has knowledge and skills they can use to their advantage. Your sister Deanna wasn’t awful but she wasn’t the best either. She was overly confident. And she had obvious tells.”
I give him a questioning look. 
“A tell is like a physical tick,” he goes on. “Something a person does when they’re bluffing. I watched Deanna those first rounds to learn her tells. Every time she was full of it, she’d scratch her wrist. Right above that damn tattoo.”
“The rose,” I murmur. “Mom cried when she found out Deanna had gotten a tattoo.” I don’t know why I let that detail slip out now. Maybe I’m feeling homesick after this long, lonely day. I felt better in David’s company until just now, when I made him angry. 
“I think that’s enough cards for today,” he says, suddenly. “Next time, I’ll show you how to spot a cheater. You should always be able to spot the difference between a skilled player and a fraud.” He gives me a sharp look, his eyes dark and stormy. I’ve clearly offended him and now I’m feeling awkward and afraid all over again. I can’t ignore my growling stomach though. I’ve been trying to pay attention to David’s lesson but I’ve mostly been thinking about food, as usual. I check the clock on the oven. It’s almost 7:00 p.m.
“Maybe we could order some room service?” I suggest. “Would that be okay?”
“I told you, anything you want,” he replies with a sigh, sounding slightly irritated. “You don’t have to ask every time. Sometimes you just have to take things, Lilly. Seize what you’re owed.” He pauses, his eyes boring into me as he says, “That’s another lesson you need to learn.”
The comment stings because it’s true. “What do you want?” I ask, feigning a casual attitude. “I’m in the mood for a burger and fries.” 
He responds with a low, rumbling laugh, his posture loosening slightly. “I’m sure one of our chefs can manage that.”
 
***
 
Thirty minutes later, I’m chowing down on the best hamburger I’ve ever had in my life. David likewise has a burger in hand and seems just as ravenous. He’s taking huge bites. 
“I can’t remember the last time I ate a burger,” he says.
“Well, this one is amazing. It could use some relish though,” I add. 
“You do realize you just critiqued a Michelin-starred chef?”
I’m so happy with my food and relieved that David’s mood has improved, I don’t even care about my faux pas. I just shrug. “I mean, not some standard stuff out of the bottle. Homemade. Pickle, onion, white vinegar, cornstarch. Sugar.”
David makes a face.
“I promise it’s good. If I had made this burger, that’s what I would have done.”
“It’s nice to see you confident. Unusual, but nice. You cook?”
I decide to ignore the first part of his statement. “Yeah, I enjoy it. Actually, our parents own a diner so I kind of grew up around food.”
“Interesting,” he pauses to grab a fry, dipping it in barbecue sauce. “So that’s how you got interested in cooking. You do it a lot?”
“Yeah. I like to create my own recipes. I keep them all in this one notebook.”
“Ah yes. I remember,” he chuckles, “I thought you were kidding about it being recipes. I thought it was a journal.”
“It kind of is. I think food and emotion are strongly linked. My compositions come from emotional places. There’s something for every mood. Romance. Family. Comfort.”
“Hm. I never thought about it that way. So what’s your parents’ spot called? The Parkhurst Grill?”
“It’s Parkville!” I say, annoyed, before realizing that he’s joking.
“Parkville, Missouri. I remember. And I know that you’re still living there with your parents.”
“How did you know?!” We’ve barely talked about anything personal up until now and I definitely didn’t tell him I still stay with Mom and Dad. 
“Your sister mentioned it.”
I flash back to Deanna’s comment. She’d asked how much money I had saved and I’d told her 20k. Her biting response drums through my brain now—I guess it’s easy to save up when you’re still living at home with Mom and Dad.

“Right. I forgot.” I can hear how disheartened my voice sounds at the memory. I put my half-eaten burger down and wipe my hands on a white linen napkin.
“It’s nothing to be embarrassed by,” David says quickly. “I lived with my mom until I was 23.”
“Really? And then you got your own place?”
“Then I moved to Vegas.”
“You weren’t born here?” This revelation astounds me. David is so cool and calm and in control here. He’s stylish and elegant, and used to the lavish lifestyle of Las Vegas. I’d just assumed he grew up here. He just fits in this town.
“I grew up in a town that’s probably a lot like Parkville, actually.” He grins at my surprise. “Born and raised in Jamestown, Kentucky.” 
My jaw literally drops and I’m thankful I’ve already swallowed that bite of burger I had in my mouth a moment ago. 
“I’ve never heard of it,” I admit.
“There’s no reason why you should have. Population is about ten-thousand.”
“That’s twice what we’ve got in Parkville at least.”
“Jesus, you live in a town with only five-thousand people?” David shakes his head, but probably seeing the hurt look on my face, stops himself short. “Well, Vegas must be quite the shock after that.”
“It’s definitely different. I haven’t even been here a full week and I’ve already seen things that I never saw before in Parkville.”
“Like what?” His eyes are already lighting up in anticipation.
“Well, a burger served on a silver tray, for one thing.” I gesture towards our food. “And on my first day I saw a guy dressed up like Elvis walking hand-in-hand with a woman dressed like Marilyn Monroe. She was so beautiful. I mean, all the women here are beautiful.”
“Well, the plastic surgeons here keep busy getting them that way,” David remarks with a flick of his brow. “There’s pretty girls, yes. But natural beauty is hard to find.” His eyes pause on mine as he says the last words…and I feel that familiar tingle between my legs. 
“That’s actually what a guy at the pool used as his pickup line.” I giggle. “He told me that he hadn’t seen a pair of real tits in years.”
David bursts out laughing and I feel a warmth in my chest at the thought that I’m the one who brought this out of him. “Sounds like quite the Prince Charming,” he gets out the words between laughs. “I guess you didn’t mind Mike chasing him away after all.”
“How did you know that Mike was the one who intervened? I thought you said you were too busy with work all day to monitor me constantly.” I look at him slyly.
“Well, I did happen to catch that one incident on the security monitors.” He holds his hands up in a mock defensive stance. “You got me. I stopped by the security hub where we monitor all activity right before my lunch break. I thought I’d check in on you, from afar.”
Although the idea of the eye-in-the-sky being present anywhere and anytime still freaks me out, the thought of David wanting to check in on me makes me smile. He’s looking sexier than ever at the moment, sheepishly scratching the stubble on his chin. He seems to get a five-o-clock shadow by this time every day and it adds to his tough guy image. I notice that his dark hint of beard is likewise sprinkled with the slightest flecks of silver, like the hair at his temples.
“I thought of another thing that I’ve experienced in Vegas that I never experienced before in Parkville,” I say, leaning forward slightly. My heart is racing.
“What’s that?” He cocks an eyebrow at me.
“A Brazilian bikini wax.”
“Hm.” He stands up and comes towards me. “And how do you like it?”
“It hurt.”
“And were you thinking of me during?”
“Maybe,” I concede, looking down.
“And how does it feel now?” He reaches down and grabs me by the wrist, jerking me swiftly to my feet and into his arms. I feel the strength of his chest under my hands. Pressed against him, I’m praying he can’t feel how rapidly my heart is beating. “Hmm? You didn’t touch yourself did you?”
“No.” 
“Good.” He reaches a hand down and pulls my dress up enough so that he can reach my panties. Tugging them impatiently to one side, he runs the palm of his hand firmly over my pussy. My skin is still feeling raw from the wax but I notice right away how smoothly his hand glides over my sensitive skin. “Feels nice,” he whispers, before leaning down and bringing his mouth to mine.
I press against him, moving my arms around his neck as we kiss. 
And then his phone rings. It’s a different ringer than the usual one, I notice. Weird.
“Shit.” He explodes, pushing me back and reaching for the phone. “What?” He barks as a greeting. He listens intently, his brow furrowing. “I’ll be right down.” He ends the call, cursing all the while. “I have to go.”
“Sure.”
“I’ll be back in a bit. Don’t go to sleep without me,” he orders. He’s back into business mode, bossing me around. He’s already striding for the door and pounding the elevator button. “And remember,” he turns back just as the doors open, “don’t you dare fucking touch your pussy. That’s my dessert for later.” He steps into the elevator and flashes a last grin at me as the doors close behind him. 
Again, I feel a rush of disappointment as I watch him disappear, just like I did when he left me on the terrace last night. Now I’ve got nothing to do but wait for him to return, and who knows when that will be. Maybe I should go for a walk? But what if David comes back and I’m not here?
Luckily I’m not alone for long because I’m almost startled when Marta magically appears. David must be telling her when it’s safe to come in. 
“Would you like a turndown service?” She smiles, holding out a box of chocolates towards me. It’s good to see her. Great even! Someone to talk to. She seems more comfortable around me than she was before.
“Yes, please.” I grin as I take the box. Four delicate pralines are nestled inside. I take one and then hold out the box to Marta. “Want one?”      
“No, thank you.” She steps back, suddenly becoming shy again. Stupid Lilly. Would she get in trouble for something like that? No, she’s just shy. 
I try again, “Please, have one.” I force the box right up at her.
“No, miss—”
“PLEASE Marta!” I don’t know why this is so important to me, but it is. 
I think I startled her, but she flashes me a smile and finally takes one. “Thank you, miss.” I know she’s doing it more for me than for her, because she quickly pockets the chocolate and gets back to work.
I watch as Marta gives the room a quick once-over, emptying the garbage and clearing away the room service plates. I can’t just sit and watch her in good conscience, so I get up to help—even though she makes a hoopla about it.
“Please, Miss, that’s my job.”
“Please call me Lilly,” I ask her again. “It makes me feel more at home,” I say. It’s true. 
“Okay… Lilly.” She gives me that sweet, shy smile again, her dark eyes getting warmer. “But please, you have to let me do all of this.” She gestures at the empty plate I’m holding. Reluctantly, I hand it over. I watch her do her work, and I’m struck by something. Although she seems shy and reserved, Marta is such a long way from home. You’ve got to be brave to come out here all on your own. Like Deanna, but Marta is nothing like Deanna. She had mentioned missing her family and friends in El Salvador the other day when we were talking…before David interrupted us. 
“How often do you go back home to see your loved ones?” I blurt out the question, wondering if it’s rude to ask.
“Once a year.” She looks at me with some surprise. She’s probably not used to guests striking up conversations.
“That’s not a lot.” I think of what my life would be like if I only saw my parents once a year and bite my lip. “Was it hard to leave?”
She pauses, looking thoughtful. “Yes and no. It was hard to say goodbye. But I knew I would be able to make a better life in America.” She shrugs as if it’s that simple and obvious.
“It’s very brave of you.” I can’t help but admire her. The fact that she’s so far from home, trying to make a better life for herself…
“I’m doing what I have to do for my dreams.” She shrugs, as if that’s all there is to it. Just math. “You’re okay?” She raises an eyebrow delicately.
“Yes. Thank you, Marta. It’s nice to talk to you.”
“Of course. Have a good evening.” She bustles out of the room.
I watch her go, contemplative. Marta has the guts to leave her entire country, friends, and family behind—all to improve her life. Meanwhile, I can’t seem to get out of Parkville. Sure, I’ve taken steps towards achieving my dream of managing—and hopefully one day even owning—my own restaurant. I’ve racked up all the experience I possibly can working at Mom and Dad’s diner. I’ve completed a culinary arts program at a nearby community college. And I’m almost done with this online degree program in business administration. But I still feel stuck. 
Leaving Parkville is a necessary step if I’m going to really work in the restaurant industry. But it feels daunting. Even when I visit Aurora in St. Louis, I feel intimidated by the size of the city and all the strangers. And then there’s my parents whom I worry about. They already feel like they’ve lost one daughter. I won’t want them to lose another.
With a sigh, I head upstairs to draw myself a bubble bath. Maybe that will make me feel better. Then I can immerse myself in my book of recipes. I want to think of a more modern twist on relish—something fancier that wouldn’t make a guy like David screw up his face. I wish Marta had stayed to talk more but I know I can’t impose on her in that way. I don’t want her to get in trouble because I delayed her workday.
After the lonely day I had, David’s company had actually been welcome. And he’d seemed so relaxed. He’s clearly in his element when he’s got a deck of cards in hand. I watch as the tub slowly fills and slip out of the dress I had put on earlier. I hate to admit it, but as I had put it on, I had wondered to myself whether he would like it. 
It seems he did, I think to myself with a smile as I settle into the steaming water. I feel tiny in the massive, marble tub, with piles of white, aromatic bubbles heaped around me. I breathe in slowly through my nose, trying to soothe myself. He’ll be back later, Lilly, I remind myself. 
I think of his hand reaching up under my dress just now and, growing curious, bring my hands down to my fresh wax job. I lightly graze my finger over the bare flesh and draw back, startled. It’s so smooth. I’d never be able to get it that smooth with just shaving. Intrigued, I stroke myself again. Amazing. I feel a throbbing between my legs and gently bring one finger to my clit, just pushing it slightly. I shudder at the touch. 
But then I quickly draw my hand back, bringing it away from my body and above the water. I told David I would wait, so I will. I’ll keep my word to him. Plus, I want to know what he has in store for me later. A smile of excitement creeps across my lips at the thought of it, and I feel a throb of anticipation between my legs.



Chapter Ten
David
 
I had absolutely no desire to leave Lilly in that moment. But one of our most important regulars had a complaint that needed smoothing over. The bar of his penthouse suite had been stocked with the wrong brand of vodka. Trivial as that may seem, when it comes to nurturing a client of this magnitude, it’s an issue. The man in question, a Russian oil and gas oligarch, visits us once every quarter. And he spends—big. He’s a fucking rare whale, the term coined for big spenders on the Vegas Strip. These aren’t millionaires. They’re billionaires. And they don’t mess around. Neglecting to address his complaint personally—as the owner of Fortuna—would quickly get around to other guests of his caliber. It’s not a business risk worth taking. So when the VIP concierge called with this “emergency” I had to take it. Some people might think it’s silly, but they can argue with me once they’ve successfully run two megawatt casinos for over a decade. 
Of course, I didn’t want to explain all of that to Lilly. How could this girl from her small 5,000-pop town of Parkville understand? So I skipped the details. Luckily the whole fiasco didn’t take long to clear up. Soon enough, I was right back where I wanted to be—ascending to my penthouse…where she was waiting. 
“Lilly.” I don’t even call out her name as a question. I know she’s in here, ready for me. Or at least she thinks she is. 
“Upstairs,” her soft voice floats down the stairs to me, as if she were an angel calling down from above. 
I follow the sound to the bathroom. There, I find her sitting in the tub, which is practically overflowing with bubbles. There's a smell of lavender in the air. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a messy bun, kept up out of the water. She looks genuinely happy to see me when I walk in. That's a first. 
“You look good in my tub,” I tell her. The massive white claw-foot tub is the highlight of the bathroom. It's positioned in the middle of the room. All white, it stands out against the dark-grey granite stone floor. 
“Care to join me? There's room for two.” She colors slightly as she asks the question. She’s clearly not the kind of girl who’s used to demanding—or getting—just what she wants. But she’s trying.
“I could use a bath.” My dick is already hard at the thought of slipping into that warm water behind her. I strip down and let my clothes drop on the floor. Normally I'd chuck everything in the hamper, where it belongs, but I don't want to miss another second. Before I climb in, I grab a box of condoms out of the bathroom cabinet and toss it next to the tub, within arm’s reach.
“Sure we’ll be needing those in the tub?” She asks incredulously.
“Oh, you wait. Scoot.” I tap her shoulder, indicating that she should move forward, and I slide in behind her.
She grabs the sides of the tub and inches her butt forward a bit, her slim shoulders emerging from the water as she does. Her pink nipples are just barely visible through the fluffy cloud of bubbles around her. 
“Come here.” I pull her against me and reach my arms around her, giving her nipples a gentle tweak. As before, they immediately harden, appearing pert and perky with my touch. 
“I was hoping you wouldn’t be gone long,” she murmurs.
“I hope you stuck to our agreement?” I ask, bringing a hand down to stroke between her legs. 
“Yes.”
“Good.” I rub her clit in a gentle circle. She pushes her back against my chest and leans her head back onto my shoulder, sighing slightly. Her skin is unbelievably smooth and soft now. “You like the wax?” I ask her.
She nods, pressing her hips up to increase the pressure of my touch against her clit. I can’t help but laugh. “Getting greedy, eh?”
“Well, you left me hanging yesterday.”
“You know why.”
“Because I tried to leave.” 
“So you’re finally admitting it.” I smile. 
“I’d admit anything right now,” she sighs, biting her lip and closing her eyes in ecstasy. 
“Easy. Take your time. I’m not going to be done with you as quickly tonight.”
“I hope not.”
“Let’s see if you still think so by the night’s end. I’m not an easy man to keep up with.”
“Try me.” It’s the boldest thing little Lilly has ever said to me. But she means it. She wants it. It’s a hint of what I saw that first night, when I was surprised that she’d even agree to put herself, her body, up for collateral in her sister’s foolish bet. This subdued, shy girl has a strange fire waiting to be unleashed. And tonight I want to unleash it. 
“Get up. On your knees.” I nudge her.
She gives me a quick, confused look, but does as I say, shifting so she’s kneeling in front of me. She starts to turn to face me, clearly thinking I’m asking for another blow job. But that’s not what I want today. “We’ll save part two of that lesson for another day,” I tell her. “Kneel with your back to me.” I pull the hair tie out of her hair, letting it fall down over her shoulders. 
“It’ll get wet!” She squeaks. Women and their hair.
“I don’t care. I like it down. Now lean forward. Bend over and grab hold of the tub’s edges.” As I’m talking, I pull the plug on the tub, letting the water down just a little, before stopping it up again. Now I have her in front of me, just like I wanted. Totally exposed. Her ass is just rising above the water and I can see her freshly waxed pussy, pink and sweet, right in front of me. 
My dick jerks in anticipation at the sight. I don’t delay. 
I shift my own position, going from sitting to kneeling, so I’m right behind her, my dick ready to penetrate her. But I don't yet. I can see her back rising and falling. She’s already breathing heavily…expectantly. Meanwhile her knuckles are white from gripping the sides of the tub. I grin as I take a handful of soapy bubbles in hand and rub them over her back, down over her stomach, and finally between her legs, from her clit to her ass. She arches her back in response. 
“Like that?” I slip a soapy finger into her and observe as she gyrates her hips gently against my hand. “And what about that?” I let my finger wander back, towards her ass, teasing her gently until I slip a soapy finger smoothly inside. She lets out a gasp in response and starts to scramble away from me. “Never tried anal before, I assume?” I slip back out of her.
“No,” she murmurs.
“Another time. Another lesson.” I stroke her back gently and then reach down to the side of the tub to grab a condom from the box. Hearing the rustle of me reaching for the box and ripping open the plastic, she turns around briefly. “Told you we’d need these.” I wink. I slip the rubber on. “You hanging on?”
“Yes.” She inches her butt towards me slightly as she says it. Her tone…eager. 
“Good.” I hang on to the tub with one hand and with the other, guide my cock into her. She groans slightly as I push my way in. From this angle, I can penetrate even more deeply than I did that first night.
“Oh my God!” The words explode out of her mouth. 
“Just hang on.” I move steadily, slowly, in and out of her. With each stroke, I pull almost all the way out, leaving just the tip of myself inside of her. Each time, she scoots herself back, not wanting to let me go. It’s incredibly arousing. Every one of my senses is on high alert. I have the smell of lavender in my nose. The feel of my cock, throbbing, pumping in and out of Lilly. The sight of her naked backside in front of me and her delicate hands hanging on to the tub. And then there are the soft sighs of her moans, becoming louder as she pushes against me insistently, asking for more.
“I’m going to cum,” she says the words urgently. 
“Ask my permission.” 
“What?” She pauses.
“Ask. If you may.”
She pauses, uncertain. “May I cum?”
“Say please.” I pause, leaving her to squirm uncomfortably. She’s dying to finish. And no wonder—I’ve left her hanging for a good 24 hours now. 
“May I cum please?” Her voice is getting ragged and more urgent. 
“Address me.”
“David, may I cum…please,” her voice cracks on the last word. She sounds close to tears, desperate to achieve the orgasm I’ve been denying her. So I give it to her. I speed up, holding onto the edge of the tub more tightly with one hand. With the other, I reach around to her front, feeling her, smooth and sudsy, under my hand. As I give one final pump and release myself, I find her clit and stroke it, sending her into an explosion of her own. 
Afterwards, she’s shuddering, hanging onto the sides of the tub. Her head hangs down and the ends of her hair are in the water, sopping wet. She’s forgotten all about her hair. 
“Okay?” I touch her back gently.
“Yes.” She sits back in the water, on her heels.
“Hang on.” I climb out of the tub, peel off the condom and dispose of it. Then I grab an oversized towel and return to the tub, where she’s sitting, watching me. “Come on.” I hold the towel out for her. She stands and I envelope her in it before scooping her up and carrying her into the bedroom. She looks exhausted, as if she could pass out immediately. 
“I hope you’re not planning on falling asleep now,” I say to her as I dry her off.
“Mmm, but I could have the best sleep ever,” she murmurs, her voice heavy. Her eyes are already closing.
“Or you could have another orgasm.” Her eyes pop open at the mention of the O-word. I grin. “But you have to work for it.”
“What do you mean?”
I lie down on the bed next to her, stroking my cock gently. There’s no need for much work. It’s already getting hard again at the thought of round two. Without hesitation, I reach for a condom on the nightstand and slip it on. 
Her eyes widen at the sound of the wrapper. 
“Like I said, you’ll have to work for it.” I gesture to my cock, now encased in latex. “Hop on,” I add with a grin.
“Mmm, I’m so sleepy though.” She rolls over, burying her face in the pillow.
My cock twitches in irritation. Demanding. “I think you’re forgetting something, Lilly.” My voice is cold and steely. She recognizes the shift in tone and immediately her eyes pop open again, staring at me. 
“You’re mine for the week, remember?”
“Yes.”
“And you said you’d see your side of the deal through. I didn’t bet for one part of you, Lilly. I bet for all of you. Including your pussy.”
She blinks in shock at my words and her cheeks flush slightly. Well, she’s certainly awake now. 
“Fine.” She gets up on her hands and knees and crawls over to my part of the giant, king-sized bed. With a defiant look, she swings one leg over, straddling me. And then all of her defiance fades away as she blinks slowly, her cheeks flushing. “I’m not sure what to… how to… I’ve never done this,” she concludes, burying her face in her hands. I can’t see her face but her ears have turned a vibrant pink.
Of course, I realize with a start. She’s barely had sex. And she’s certainly never been on top. “You’re going to love it,” I tell her. “Come on.” I hold my dick in one hand and place the other on her waist. “Just lift up and then lower yourself down.” She does so, slowly, looking at me fearfully as if she’s afraid of hurting me. As she gets lower and lower, her face changes, gaining a new sense of pleasure. 
“Oh!” She exclaims.
“Told you so.” I grin. I place a hand on each of her hips, guiding her movements gently. “Not just up and down. Swivel.” She does as she’s told, following the guidance of my hands. “Now lean back a bit.” 
Her breathing becomes heavier as I hit her G-spot and she starts to grind down on me more intensely, allowing me to pound her to the limit with each thrust.
“Imagine if you had slept through this,” I can’t help but tease her. Finally, that fire I keep seeing glimpses of is emerging. Her eyes are blazing, her lips parted, her hair wild. She’s totally unselfconscious, just fucking me in pursuit of one goal and one goal only—her own personal pleasure. 
I take my hands and bring them to her breasts. She doesn’t need me guiding the motion of her hips anymore. Seeing her seize her sexuality like this is incredibly hot. I massage her nipples, gripping her breasts so hard she winces slightly. But she doesn’t stop. 
“Next time you won’t try to use sleep as an excuse, huh?” Her eyes meet mine, glinting with a newfound sense of freedom.
“No.”
“And you’ll remember the deal. You’re mine. Six days.” I move my hands, looking tan and rough against her fair, smooth skin, from her breasts back to her waist. She’s coming close and so am I. I want to control these final moments. 
“Yes.” She’s breathing heavily from the exertion of riding me and I can see the muscles in her thighs straining with the effort. 
“Tell me. You’re mine. Your pussy is mine.” This time she doesn’t even bat an eye.
“I’m yours,” she lets out the words, interrupting herself with a moan of ecstasy as I pull her down closer on top of me, getting even deeper inside of her. “My pussy is yours, David.” 
“Are you sure?” It takes all of my fucking willpower but I grip her hips hard, keeping her down on top of me, interrupting her gyrating. We pause completely, suspended in the moment. 
“I’m sure.” The words come out as a groan. She’s straining against my grip and sweat is standing out on her forehead. “Please,” she whispers, her lips dry. “I’m yours.” I loosen my grip and let my hands simply rest on her hips as she picks up speed again, grinding down as hard and deep as she possibly can. “I’m yours. I’m…yours, I’m YOURS!.”
And like that, with a final scream of the words, she lets herself go, just as my own orgasm tears through and I empty myself. I think it’s the first time in her fucking life that Lilly Madison has not given a damn what anyone else in the world thought of her. Then she collapses on top of me.
 
***
 
I wake up the next morning to the sun streaming in. I’d been so distracted by the end of last night’s antics, I didn’t remember to put down the blinds. Lilly is snoozing comfortably next to me, oblivious to the bright rays shining down on her. A small smile is on her lips. Even in sleep, she looks totally content and at peace, like a real angel. Well, maybe a fallen one—I grin as I think about last night.
Our “lesson” really knocked her out. She doesn’t stir at all. My cock twitches at the thought, as images of Lilly’s head thrown back in a violent orgasm flash through my brain. Down, boy. I have work to do. And I want to let her sleep. She looks so serene. I get up quietly, hop in the shower, and quickly dress. 
Before I leave, I scrawl a note for her, leaving it on the kitchen counter where she’s sure to find it—Be ready for me at 7:00 p.m. tonight. I’m taking you to dinner. Wear a nice dress. Skip the panties.
In the elevator, I catch myself whistling. I’m feeling surprisingly good. Maybe Lilly is good for me. Or maybe it’s just a nice side effect of the regular sex. I’m usually too focused on work to go hunting for girls. The occasional date here and there, sure, but nothing ongoing. Must be the oxytocin from all those orgasms. I grin. 
My good mood carries me through the next few hours. Even Terry makes a comment at some point—“You’re chipper today.” I don’t try to explain. It seems like it’s going to be a fantastic day. That is, until I get the call. The head of security is on the line.
“What?” I never bother with greetings when I know it’s urgent. The head of security wouldn’t call me unless it was an emergency. Maybe those goons of Mickey’s are stirring up trouble?
“We have a problem with Miss Madison.” 
“Did she try to leave again?” My heart sinks and I ball my fist. I thought she was feeling good after our time together yesterday, or at least good enough to finish out the rest of the six nights. When she said she would hold up her end of the deal…I believed her. Apparently she’s not a woman of her word after all.
“No, sir. Not that Miss Madison. The other one. Deanna. The twin.”
“For fuck’s sake, what’s she done now?”
“She’s here, sir. It seems she wants to try to take her sister with her.”
“Where?” I snap.
“Greenhouse.”
“Contain her. I’m on my way.” I jam the phone into my pocket, pissed as all hell. So much for my good mood. So much for my good day. I grit my teeth. These Madison twins really are getting to be a pain in my ass.
 



Chapter Eleven
Lilly
 
When I woke up this morning, I felt more relaxed than I had during my entire stay in Las Vegas. I felt lighter and the underlying anxiety that had been bothering me was gone. But all of those good feelings quickly went out the window when Deanna came crashing back onto the scene, in dramatic fashion, as usual.
I’m in the greenhouse when she finds me. David’s casino really is an entire world of its own. There are about a million restaurants and shops, plus the huge spa, which I’ll remember forever as the site of my first Brazilian bikini wax. And then there’s a massive aquarium and greenhouse. It’s a gorgeous space, with huge palm trees and all kinds of exotic flowers. The air has a delicious sweet scent thanks to the beautiful, colorful blooms. There’s even some fresh cinnamon growing. I’m dying to break off a fragrant piece—it’s amazing in coffee—but I restrain myself. Plus, there’s the gentle chirping of small birds and the occasional squawk of the larger parrots as they hop in the treetops above, from one palm to the next. 
So I’m roaming around the greenhouse and sipping an iced latte, soaking in the atmosphere. I’m finally feeling at peace. And then I hear her.
“Psst! Psst! Lilly!”
I know the voice immediately of course. I just can’t see where it’s coming from. And I can’t really believe that it’s her. The last few days have carried me into a world that’s so far removed from what I’ve known my entire life…including Parkville and my family. My sister being here now seems out of place.
“Lilly!” She hisses again.
Then I spy her, hunched over behind a flowering hibiscus. The first thing I want to do is laugh out loud. She’s partially hidden behind the large pink petals, stooping down. On her head she has an awkward looking blonde wig, which is slightly askew. Coupled with the bright pink oversized sunglasses she’s got on, the whole getup accomplishes the opposite of what she’s trying to do. Instead of hiding, she’s standing out more than ever.
“Deanna?” I say, walking closer to her.
“Shush!” 
“I’m not bugged,” I can’t help joking. But, I cast a wary glance upwards, into the palms above. I know there are cameras in here somewhere. I just haven’t spotted them yet. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to get you the fuck out of this hellhole. But ugh, first give me a hug.” She steps forward and throws her arms around me. I give her a big squeeze, my heart warming at my sister’s touch. But my mood sinks at her words. I think of how annoyed David was when I snuck one toe across the property line. He definitely won’t be happy about this. 
“Deanna, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine to finish out the week here.” I step back and extricate myself from her grasp, surveying her face with concern. 
“No way! I feel like shit for getting you into this mess.” She removes her giant shades and I can see that there’s genuine remorse in her eyes.
“Are you okay?” I have to ask because her lipstick is smudged and when she takes her sunglasses off, I can see her eyes are red-rimmed and bleary. 
“Of course,” she snaps. “I just had a late night.” 
I breathe a sigh of relief. That explains why she smells like alcohol. She must have been out late, partying and drinking. She clearly didn’t bother to take a shower before coming here. 
“Now let’s go.” She grabs my arm and starts pulling me out of the greenhouse. As she walks, she brushes rampantly against various plants, scattering leaves and petals onto the ground. 
“Deanna, please.” I pull back slightly. I’m wearing those crazy wedge sandals that I got and I’m not used to walking in them. I can barely keep up with Deanna’s frantic pace. “We made a deal. And I gave my word that I’d see it through.”
“Gave your word?” She turns on her heel and whirls to face me. “To that asshole? That jerkoff? Come on, Lilly, we both know that’s crap. Your word doesn’t mean shit to a monster like that.” The birds in the greenhouse, sensing the discord and irritated at Deanna’s outburst, are getting rowdy. A parrot squawks overhead. 
“He’s not a monster,” I say quietly.
“What the fuck? Why are you defending him? Is this some Stockholm syndrome crap?” Deanna leans in closer and I can smell the liquor on her breath. Scared, I step back. “What is he doing to you here, Lilly?” She takes her hand and tugs on the hem of my skirt. I’m wearing a short, pale-pink wrap-dress, cinched just underneath the bust. “This isn’t you, these short skirts and expensive dresses.” She gestures at my outfit. “Where did you get this fancy shit from anyway? That looks designer.”
“David… Mr. Milner. He got it for me.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Deanna hisses. “So what, he bought you some nice clothes and now you’re just going to give in to him and stay here? Jesus, you look like some kind of Barbie doll, dressed up in your little pastel pink dress and your wedges.”
      “It’s not like that, Deanna.” I can’t even begin to explain to her how I’m drawn to David because I can barely explain it to myself. So I just go with the facts, which are true: “I made a deal. We made a deal. I’m here to pay off your debt. And I will stay until that debt is paid in full.”
“Stop being such a martyr!” Deanna’s voice is harsh. “Always trying to be some kind of goddamned angel. We both know that $1.3 mil doesn’t mean shit to a Richie-rich guy like this. He won’t give a shit if you leave now.” 
I hate to admit that the words leave me with a stinging sensation. Whether they’re true or not, I don’t know. But I do know that David values people who are true to their word…and that I’ve given him mine. I have to stay. Maybe I even want to stay.
“Deanna, I’m staying. Please leave before security sees you and you get in trouble.”
“Oh, come off it. Let’s go.” She grabs my wrist roughly and barrels out the door of the greenhouse—running right into none other than Ben and Mike. 
“Good afternoon, ladies.” Mike steps up, his voice smooth and even. His eyes are alert, though, and I can see his muscles are tense. Behind him, Ben looks ready to pounce as well, eyeing Deanna warily.
“For fuck’s sake. What do you two ‘roided out muscle-heads want?”
“Deanna!” I’m both shocked and embarrassed for her. 
“What? Are these your buddies now?” She sneers at me. She rips her sunglasses off to stare me in the face. Outside of the greenhouse, in the harsh daylight, I can now see the dark circles under her eyes. Red splotches dot her face and her skin looks dull and dry. 
“No, I just—”
“I think it’s time you come with me, Miss Madison.” Mike steps forward and gently places a hand on Deanna’s arm. “Your sister is fine here. We’re taking good care of her.”
“Taking care of her? More like holding her fucking hostage. Get your beefy fingers off of me.” Deanna jerks her arm out of Mike’s light grasp.
“She’s here by her own choice.” A deep, commanding voice interrupts us. It’s David, his pace is urgent and the irritation on his face…very evident. He’s immaculately put together as usual, wearing a dark blue suit and a contrasting light-blue button-down underneath. He comes to a stop and takes in the scene, his arms crossed.
“Bullshit!” Deanna snaps at him. “You’re keeping Lilly a captive here and you know it. She even has these idiot guards!” She lunges at Mike and pounds her fists on his chest. 
“Woah, woah,” Mike catches hold of Deanna and calmly wraps her in a giant bear hug, containing her and her flying fists. “No need for that.” 
“Deanna, I’m fine here. Really.” I rub her shoulder. “I think it’s better if you go.” I eye David nervously. His eyes are getting that dark glint to them. A storm is brewing. 
“Fucking let me go!” Deanna is now squirming in Mike’s arms, like a kitten that doesn’t want to be held. “You don’t understand! It’s my fault she’s here.” And suddenly Deanna’s shoulders slump forwards, and her fury gives way to sobs. 
What is going on? I think to myself.
“Uh, boss?” Mike shoots David a look of confusion. He looks slightly terrified to have a crying woman in his arms.
“She’s drunk.” David says, his voice dripping with…pity? Disappointment?
Disgust? “Get her out of here.”
With a nod, Mike scoops Deanna up and lifts her right off her feet, carrying her away from me. She’s crying so hard at this point, she doesn’t even bother to fight him. What’s wrong with her?
My sister has always been volatile but I’ve never seen her emotions flip so quickly and so intensely. 
“What about the other one, boss?” Ben gestures at me and gives David an expectant look.
“I’ll handle her. You can go.” 
“Whatever you say, boss.” Ben looks vaguely disappointed that he doesn’t get to take part in any of the action. He glumly follows after Mike and Deanna, whose sobs I can still hear. 
David steps towards me. “You were trying to leave again?” 
“I wasn’t going to go with her,” I respond hurriedly. “She just appeared out of nowhere in the greenhouse and was determined to get me out of here. But I told her I was fine. And I told her that I’d given you my word that I would stay.” 
His face softens at this last sentence. “Good. Still, I can’t let this kind of transgression go unanswered…not without some kind of a response. Deanna needs to start understanding that her actions have consequences.”
“I’m not sure what’s wrong with her.” I look down in confusion. “I mean, she’s always been a free spirit but I’ve never seen her that emotional.”
“A free spirit?” David snorts. “That’s one way to put it. She was drunk, Lilly. That’s what’s wrong with her. I could smell it three feet away from her.”
      “No, she said she’d had a late night yesterday. That was from drinking last night.” I want to believe what I’m saying is true, but I’m not sure if it is.
“Lilly.” David levels his gaze at me and there’s something softer, more understanding in them now. “You don’t smell like that from drinking the day before. Based on the way she was acting, I can assure you she’d been drinking today.”
“But it’s only 1:00 p.m.” I say the words faintly.
“That doesn’t stop an alcoholic. And god knows what else she was on. She looked like hell.” He says.
“She doesn’t take drugs!” She’s my sister, I’d know.
“What makes you so sure? She hangs out with a goddamn drug dealer after all.”
“What?” I feel a wave of surprise go through me. “No she doesn’t. How would you even know?” 
“I saw who she was with the first night you were all here. Security flagged the guy immediately. My sources tell me they party together constantly. It’s more than liquor, Lilly.”
“Brian?” Again, my voice sounds far-off. I can hear the disbelief. But I am also fitting the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together in my mind. Stacy and Blair had been open about their jobs. They worked in the Vegas nightlife scene, just like Deanna. But Brian had been tightlipped. I flash back, remembering how I asked him if he was in the club business. I remember how Stacy and Blair smirked at the question and how Brian avoided answering it directly. You could say that. That’s what he’d said. Shit. Maybe David is right.
“So, what should her punishment be?” David’s sharp tone calls me back to the present moment. “I’ll let you decide, since it seems you were still planning to uphold your commitment to me, despite Deanna’s crazy antics.”
“Her punishment?”
“Like I said, she needs to understand that her actions have consequences. You’re here because you represent the 1.3mil she owes. By trying to take you away from here, she was essentially trying to steal from me. No one steals from me. This time, I’ll be generous and let you decide her punishment…because you’re her sister and because you were going to stay. If it were up to me, it would surely be much harsher.”
I look down. For some reason, I find myself blinking back tears. The reality of my sister’s situation is just now starting to hit me. 
“So?”
“I could stay an extra night.” My brain spits out the words before I really consider what I’m saying. 
He looks a bit surprised at the suggestion. “What about your flight back?” 
“I can rebook it. It’s a flexible ticket.”
“Okay then.” He pauses for just a moment, as if there’s more to say on the topic, but then just says, “If that’s what you want her punishment to be, that’s what it’ll be.”
“Yes. I’m sure.”
“Good.” There’s the tiniest glint of something that looks like pleasure in his eyes, but it’s over almost as soon as I see it. “You can see Darlene at reception if you need to use a computer or a phone. I have to get back to business. Your sister has cost me valuable time.” And without another word, he turns and walks off, leaving me standing alone. 
I make my way slowly up to the penthouse, thinking about Deanna the entire time. I feel foolish for not having seen the signs of trouble sooner. I’d just assumed that she was partying too much now and again. She’s always been a big drinker, even when we were underage. But the fact that she’s apparently hanging out regularly with a drug dealer gives me pause. What else is she into? Plus, this isn’t just any drug dealer. Brian is apparently notorious enough to be on David’s security team’s radar. What if Deanna is in with the wrong crowd? The way she was gambling, just willing to throw away so much money…so recklessly.
By the time I’ve made it to the penthouse, I can’t hold back the tears that have been building in me any longer. As soon as I’m alone, out of sight of people and cameras alike, they erupt. I sit down on the floor of the penthouse entryway and let them come.
I cry and I cry until my crying feels irrational. There’s nothing but tears and it feels like I’m there for a really long time before I’m startled by a soft voice. “Miss?” Marta is standing in front of me. “Lilly.” She adds, catching herself and addressing me by name. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know,” I choke out the words. “I’m worried about my sister,” I say helplessly. Marta’s dark brown eyes, so much like Aurora’s, show more kindness than I’ve seen in days. And I have to talk to someone.
“I’m sorry.” She smiles sadly, stepping towards me. “Family can bring great joy but also great sadness.”
“Yes.” I nod and wipe my nose on my arm. “I don’t know how to help her. I don’t think I can.” I try to keep the despair out of my voice.
Marta quickly rummages in a drawer in the kitchen and pulls out a box of tissues, handing me one. “If you can’t help her, at least you can help yourself,” she says gently. “What brings you comfort?”
“My family. My best friend Aurora.” My eyes well up. I wish I could at least text her now. 
“What else?” Marta prompts me before I can go on. 
“Food. Cooking.”
“Ah.” Marta smiles triumphantly. “Maybe something to eat? Have you eaten today?”
She’s right. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast. Maybe that’s why I’m so emotional.” I feel slightly embarrassed, breaking down in front of Marta.
“I get that way too. You can call for room service.” She puts out her hand to help me off the floor. The touch, warm and human, is comforting. “Or you could cook here. Mr. Milner never uses the kitchen. It’s a shame.” She gestures at the vast space.
I stare at her, an idea forming in my head. “You’re brilliant, Marta.” 
She smiles shyly, gives me a small nod, and heads for the door.
What if I cook a meal for David? He seemed so amused when I was critiquing the hamburger the other day, I remember with a smile. And I know he was letting Deanna off easy by permitting me to choose her punishment. He could have been much more harsh, especially given that she interrupted his workday. Cooking for him would be a nice gesture, a more personal way to say thank you.
Curious, I open the fridge. I’ve been ordering room service or eating at the Fortuna’s restaurants every day. I haven’t even taken a thorough look at the fridge. As expected, it’s full of drinks but doesn’t have much in the way of food. Even if I wanted to cook something now, I wouldn’t have the supplies. I could just order a club sandwich, but if I told them how I wanted them to crisp the bread in a certain way in the pan I would just sound like a bitch. I would love to cook, though. 
And with that thought, an idea strikes me.
I step to the phone and hesitate for just a moment before taking a deep breath and picking it up. I feel like the request I’m about to make is going to be annoying but I’m determined to at least ask. What did David say the other day? Sometimes you just have to take things, Lilly. Seize what you’re owed. Basically he was telling me to grow a pair.
“Yes, Miss Madison?” The voice at the other end of the line speaks. “Would you like to order something to eat?”
“Ah…I actually wanted something else.”
“Of course. What can we bring you?”
“I was actually wondering if um… Well, I wanted to cook something. But there aren’t really any groceries up here. Would it be possible to have some things brought up? Or to use supplies in one of the restaurant kitchens?” I bite my lip, wondering which of those options is less disruptive. The thought of sending someone out to buy groceries for me seems weird, but David has been clear—I can’t leave the property. 
“Oh!” The voice on the other end of the line is suddenly surprised and the professional veneer disappears for just a moment. “Let me see. Can you hold please?”
“Of course.” I’m left sitting and waiting. I immediately curse myself for this ridiculous idea, feeling silly for even asking. These people are trying to run a hotel and casino, and here I come with my extra demands.
“Miss Madison?” The voice returns.
“Yes? I’m here.”
“You are more than welcome to use the facilities and supplies of our French restaurant. La Petite Coquette.”
I feel my heart leap in surprise and anticipation. “Thank you! Thank you so much.”
“Of course. Head chef Jacques Renaud is expecting you.” 
I hang up, slightly stunned at my success. Not only did I get permission to use a professional restaurant kitchen, but I’m going to be meeting a Michelin-starred chef while I’m at it. Maybe David’s right. It’s worth asking for what you want. You never know what might happen.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
David
 
After the fiasco with Deanna, I spend the rest of my afternoon in my private office, trying to catch up on paperwork. But I’m finding it tough to concentrate. It had already been evident that Lilly’s sister was a handful. I’m now quite certain that the girl is dealing with darker issues than I first realized. Showing up at Fortuna drunk and high in the middle of the day, and trying to drag Lilly away like that… It’s not that I care about Deanna. But the sight of Lilly’s shocked face left me feeling cold. I’ve been there myself, facing that stark realization that a loved one is past the point of no return. 
I check my watch. Almost 6:00 p.m. I’ve been sitting here for hours and still am not even halfway through the stack of papers on my desk. I’ll just give it another two hours and then go check on Lilly.
The second I’ve made this decision, my phone rings. Clearly, fate is conspiring to prevent me from getting my work done today.
“What?” I bark the word into the phone, annoyed.
“Monsieur Miln-air!” Jacques sounds completely unperturbed by my rough greeting.
“What is it?” I tense up immediately. The chef of La Petite Coquette has zero reason to call me directly. It’s only happened once since he’s been here. Some idiot newly hired kitchen kid failed to fillet a fish correctly and a customer got a fish bone in the throat. The customer was fine but we narrowly missed a lawsuit that time. What could it be now?
“Perhaps you are ready for some dinner?” Jacques goes on jovially.
“I’m very busy, Jacques. I trust you’re aware of that.” I clench my fist on the desk, trying to maintain a polite tone. 
“Ah, but it is nearly dinnertime! And there is a special meal being made for you here.”
“I didn’t ask for a goddamned special meal!” Has the old Frenchman gone completely nuts? This is completely out of character. Normally he’d never bother me with something so trivial.
“You will like this one! It is being made by a very special sous chef of mine. A Miss Madison.”
I pause, completely thrown. 
“She’s there? At La Petite Coquette?”
“Yes, I make her head chef for tonight. Honorary!” Jacques lets out a big bellow. But my mind flashes back to the fishbone incident and I immediately tense up again.
“What the hell are you saying, Jacques? She’s cooking for guests?”
“No, no, of course not, Monsieur Miln-air,” Jacques chuckles gently. “She cooks only for you. A very special dish. You must come. Surely you are hungry, non? You did not make it to lunch today.” He’s right. After Deanna’s outburst, I was so annoyed, I shut myself into my private office and haven’t been out since.
“Fine. I’ll be there shortly.”
“Very good!” Jacques is still babbling on his goodbyes when I hang up. Christ. What on earth is she up to? I grit my teeth, trying to calm my nerves. Why did I just agree to this? I stare at the papers on my desk. But then an image of Lilly’s face from this afternoon flashes in front of me. I remember the evident shock as she came to realize her sister was likely not only an alcoholic but also into drugs. She immediately had to blink back tears. I sigh, heavily. Plus, Jacques is right. I do need to eat something.
I shove back the chair from my desk and head to the restaurant. The walk through the casino soothes me slightly. Strange as it may seem to some people, this is my home. I nod at my employees and watch as guests stroll across the floor. The action is just picking up for the evening. I like to see the excitement of people’s faces when they’re revved up with anticipation at a roulette table…or even playing a simple game of blackjack. Fortuna is supposed to be a place to escape. A fantasy. That’s what I offer. 
“Monsieur Miln-air!” Jacques comes bustling out of the kitchen the second I set foot into the restaurant. “Please, please, come in.” He ushers me through the door to the enormous kitchen at the back of the restaurant.
Inside, the room is a flurry of activity. A prep chef is busily chopping vegetables in one corner while another man handles multiple pots and pans on a stove. A third is bent over the enormous grill. There's steam in the air and a constant clanking of cutlery and cooking utensils. A burst of flames goes up from the grill and I can feel the searing heat even from a few feet away. 
“Perhaps you would like to give me your jacket, Monsieur?” Jacques suggests. 
“Yes, thank you.” I shrug off the jacket. I'm already getting sweaty in the warm kitchen. “Where's the girl?” Jacques nods to a far corner of the room as he takes my jacket in hand. I pass the hustle and bustle of the kitchen staff and walk over to find Lilly bent over and peering into an enormous oven. She’s wearing the same short, light-pink wrap dress she had on this afternoon, except now it’s smudged with cooking grease. So much for the new clothes.
“What’s this all about?” I ask.
Surprised, she lets go of the oven door and it clangs shut. She straightens up to look at me.
“I wanted to cook for you.” She steps forward, a little hesitantly. “As a thank you.”
      “What for?”
“For today. For letting Deanna off easy. For letting me choose the punishment.”
“You chose an interesting one. Unexpected.”
“I hope that was okay.”
“Of course,” I say. I’m actually glad she’s staying another night, I realize with sudden surprise. “I still have a lot to teach you.” 
“And maybe I have some things I can teach you,” she replies with a shy smile. “Do you cook at all?” 
“Me? Nope. I’m a restaurant guy.”
      “Well, you have a lovely selection here at Fortuna,” she remarks. “I can’t blame you for that.” 
“So what do you have cooking anyway?” I nod towards the oven she’d just been looking at.
“Ah, mademoiselle has a real feast for you, sir!” Jacques comes over, his mustache twitching with his characteristic smile. “She is a real culinary talent! She’s been at work all afternoon, humming around the kitchen like a little bee.” He chucks Lilly under the chin and gives her an approving smile.
“Thank you, Jacques. You’ve been very helpful.” She turns to a pot on a burner and stirs it carefully. “Would you try the hollandaise?”
“Of course, mademoiselle.” He takes a spoon and dips it into the saucepan, taking a taste. “Superb! I could not do it better myself. I rarely say this,” he adds, with a wink to me. “So, you don’t need my help! I leave you in peace.” He turns to me. “Monsieur Miln-air, your usual table is already set for you both.” And with that, he’s off to the other side of the kitchen, peering into pots, barking at his chefs, and inspecting plates before they’re sent out. 
“He’s been wonderful,” Lilly remarks with a smile, watching him go. The admiration in her eyes is evident.
“He’s a nice guy,” I nod. “No ego. Rare for a top chef.”
“I was worried about taking over this corner of the kitchen but he was so nice about it.”
“How did this happen anyway?” I ask, genuinely curious. Lilly steps around me, seemingly very much in her element, and sets out two plates. 
“Well, I was a bit restless this afternoon and felt like cooking. The thing is, your fridge seems to have mostly just drinks in it.” She gives me a sly look as she slides her tiny hands into two oversized oven mitts. 
“Yeah, I don’t keep a lot of food up in the penthouse. I have everything I need down here.”
“Watch out.” She opens the oven, letting out a blast of heat, and reaches in to pull out a pan. I can’t help but check out her ass as she bends over. The dress is short enough that I can just catch a glimpse of the pink panties she’s wearing, their shade matching the dress almost exactly.  
“So I called and asked if it was possible to use a kitchen down here or to get groceries delivered,” she goes on. “I mean, I would have gotten them myself of course, but you said not to leave the property.” She pauses, concentrating as she carefully maneuvers what looks like pieces of fish out of the pan, placing them on the plates. “Dijon-crusted salmon,” she says with a nod.
“Looks amazing. And smells fantastic.” There’s a sharp, spicy aroma coming from the plates. 
“It’s a horseradish crust. Watch out.” She glides past me again, reaching for a pot on the stove, and then hurries to the sink, where she dumps some green beans out into a colander, letting the water down the drain. 
“I’m glad you’re finding ways to enjoy yourself here.” I assumed that the incident with Deanna would wreck her entire day—she’d looked so distraught. 
“Cooking has always cheered me up. Well, cooking and eating.” She gives me a grin as she starts spearing the green beans onto the plates. She finishes off by adding a dab of hollandaise sauce on top. She’s so uncharacteristically confident while cooking. It’s incredibly sexy. It’s a new side to her. 
“Oh right. Didn’t you say your parents own a diner?” My brain reaches back for a fact she dropped while we were playing cards. 
“Yeah.”
“So that’s where you learned.”
“I started there. That’s definitely where I got interested in cooking. Then I found out there was a culinary arts program at a community college a couple towns over, so I did that.”
“I see.” 
      “Yeah,” she’s talking absentmindedly as she spears some potatoes out of a pot of bubbling water, adding them to the plates. “It was kind of a pain because I had to drive back and forth to get to classes, and the place was almost an hour away. But it was worth it.”
“And now you cook at the diner?”
“I help out however I can. Mom and Dad can use the support, so it’s good for them. And it’s good for me to have something flexible and low-stress while I finish my business administration degree.”
I let out a low whistle. “Racking up lot of education there.”
“Well, I figured that with a certificate in culinary arts and a business administration degree, I’d be in the perfect position to manage my own restaurant.” She picks up a plate in each hand. “Shall we?”
I lead the way through the busy kitchen and open the door for her to carry the plates through. She sets them gently on the table. 
“So where are you doing this business administration degree?” I ask as I pull her chair out for her. She gives me a small, grateful look before answering.
“It’s an online program. I can save a lot of money that way, by living at home with Mom and Dad. Money for what I hope will be an investment in my first restaurant.”
“Smart move. But you can’t really do that in a small town.” I take the seat opposite her.
“True. Parkville only has two restaurants. I guess I’d head to St. Louis. That’s the biggest city nearby. But I’m not ready to take the leap yet anyway. I want to finish my degree. And I want to save more first.” She gestures to the plates in front of us. “So! Dijon-crusted salmon, potatoes, and green beans with hollandaise. Enjoy!”
I watch as she picks up a fork and digs in eagerly. Her hair is slightly frizzy from the humidity and heat of the kitchen, her cheeks are flushed, and her eyes are twinkling with excitement.
“You really love food, huh?” I pick up my own fork.
“Mmhmm.” She manages the sound with her mouth full. 
“It’s nice to see you so passionate about something.” I take a bite of the salmon, crunching my fork through the Dijon crust and savoring the slightly spicy taste. Damn, it’s good. I follow up with a bite of the crisp green beans, smothered in the rich hollandaise. It all fits together perfectly. “So passionate in fact that you seem to have forgotten to put on an apron,” I can’t help adding with a grin. 
“What?” She looks down in confusion and finally recognizes the stains on the light-pink fabric of her dress. “Oh shoot.” She looks at me, her eyes growing wide in fear momentarily. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
“It’s not a big deal, Lilly.”
“But it’s a three-hundred-dollar dress!”
“You can get a new one tomorrow,” I give her a reassuring smile before biting into a potato.   
“Monsieur! Mademoiselle!” Jacques materializes at our table with a bottle of wine in hand. “Some white wine with the fish, yes?”
“Yes, please, Jacques,” Lilly gives him a shy smile. He places two chilled wine glasses in front of us and pours us each a glass. 
“And how is the food, Monsieur Miln-air?”
“Very good, Jacques. Thank you.”
“Do not thank me, thank the pretty mademoiselle Lilly. She should be our new chef, then the name la petite coquette really fits.” He throws his head back and laughs at his own joke, his oversized stomach quivering. Then, with a quick wink to Lilly, he rushes off again, back into the kitchen. 
I notice Lilly looking at me blankly, an uncertain smile playing at her lips. 
“Do you speak French?” I ask.
“No and now I feel kind of silly that I never even thought what the restaurant name might mean.”
“It means the little flirt.”
“Oh,” she looks startled. 
“It’s not bad,” I assure her. “Jacques clearly likes you…and seems impressed with your cooking to boot. Thank you for doing this,” I give Lilly a nod and watch as she picks up the wine glass and takes a sip. As she did with the champagne flute on the first night I saw her, she grabs the glass in her whole hand instead of taking it by the stem.
“You know, it’s best to hold it by the stem.” I pick my glass and show her. “That way the wine stays cool. Same goes for champagne.”
“Oh.” She looks down, embarrassed, and changes the position of her hand. “I didn’t know.” 
“It’s not a big deal. Just might taste better when it’s kept cool.” I give her a friendly smile, noticing how the dusting of freckles across her face has gotten more intense since she got here and saw some sun. 
“So,” she clears her throat, “again, I do apologize for the hassle Deanna caused today. I hope this makes up for it a bit.” 
“Absolutely. And you don’t need to apologize on your sister’s behalf you know.” I give her a sharp look. I’m sure it’s not the first time Lilly has felt the need to do so.  
 “I know.” She brings her hand to the neckline of her dress and then down to the ribbon just below her breasts. She’s thinking. Studies show that tactile sensation aids cognition. She plays absentmindedly with the wrap-dress tie, her delicate fingers twisting it in her hands. She’s not looking at me and I let my eyes rove over her, taking in the slight curve of the top of her tits, just visible.
“You can’t control her and you definitely don’t have to answer for her or to her,” I go on, firmly. This is clearly something Lilly hasn’t yet accepted.
“Yeah but…” She pauses, then raises her chin to lock eyes with me. I notice the faintest shimmer of wetness in them. “Do you have any siblings?” 
“Nope. Just me.” 
“That’s too bad.”
“Is it?” If I had to choose between no siblings and a sibling like Deanna, I think I’d opt to be solo. I don’t say that to her, of course. 
“Well, I’d think it might get lonely when you’re a kid.” She bites her lip and looks up at me for a second. “I guess it matters less when you’re grown up.” I can see the emotions on her face as she struggles to contain herself. 
“You and Deanna were close as kids, I guess?”
“Yeah. She was my best friend growing up. We did everything together. We even finished each other’s sentences.”
“That twin thing.”
“Absolutely. That connection is hard to shake. It wasn’t until our mid-teens that she started to drift off, away from me, and our family in general. She started to hang out with kids from school that weren’t much good. They’d get into trouble. I mean, nothing major. Just small-town stuff.”
“What kind of small-town trouble? Graffiti on the school building?” 
“The sheriff’s office, actually,” Lilly replies with a slight giggle. “But good guess.” I’m relieved to see the pain fade from her face as she recalls the silly memory. 
“The sheriff’s office. That’s a pretty bold move.”
“Deanna’s always been bold.”
“You two are alike in that way.”
She looks at me, startled. “I’m not bold.” 
“Oh, I think you are.”
She eyes me skeptically.
“Agreeing to this whole thing with me was certainly bold.” I pause as I take another bite of food.
“More like crazy,” she murmurs.
“Your aspirations are bold,” I add. “And you are pursuing them actively. That’s bold. Driving back-and-forth an hour each way to pursue an education is bold.”
“It doesn’t feel like it.” I notice that she’s stopped eating and is looking down at her hands, which are now in her lap. 
“Lilly, your only problem is that you don’t believe in yourself. If you could take the confidence you just showed me in the kitchen and extend it to other areas of your life, you would realize the truth about your own nature.”
“Easier said than done.” She shrugs. 
“You’ll get there. Now get back to your food before it gets cold. Or else I’ll steal what’s left on your plate. This is too good to waste.”
Finally, she lifts her head, puts her shoulders back, and meets my gaze. With a small smile, she picks up her fork again. As I watch her, I think about how she might blossom with the right oversight, in the right environment. She’s probably been overshadowed by Deanna’s antics her entire life. Someone needs to help Lilly realize her own worth.  
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Lilly
 
I’ve always found comfort in food. And when I see the smile that comes over David’s face as he’s eating the meal I’ve prepared for us, I realize the same is true for him.
“I have to say, this is actually amazing, Lilly.”
“Actually amazing?” I can’t help giggling. “You really didn’t have a lot of faith in my culinary skills, huh? 
He lets out a laugh. “Sorry, I need to work on my delivery. I’m used to being direct.”
“I like that about you.” It’s true. David seems brazen in his speech and actions, unlike myself. He might tell me I’m bold, but I’m not sure I believe it. 
“Well then, can I be direct about one more thing?” he goes on. “Now that I’ve gotten to know you a bit better?” 
“Of course.” My pulse picks up slightly as I wonder what he’s about to tell me.
“Your sister needs help.” My heart falls at the words. I had been trying to forget what I’d seen this afternoon. I didn’t want to remember how bad Deanna looked and how unstable she seemed.
“I didn’t realize how bad things were, I only see her a few times a year. I don’t know how to help her though.” I stare down at the table, nervously fingering the linen napkin I’m holding in one hand. 
“Lilly, I didn’t mean you should help her.” David puts his hand firmly on top of mine and gives a gentle squeeze. “She needs professional help. More than what you can give her. Maybe she needs to go to rehab.” 
I nod and keep looking down, blinking my eyes rapidly to try to clear away the mist of tears that’s building in them. I’ve already cried once today and I don’t want to cry again now, in front of him. “I don’t think she’d go. Plus it probably costs a lot.”
      “You can’t make her go, I’m afraid.” He draws his hand back and goes back to his meal. “She’ll likely come to a point where she’ll hit rock bottom. And then maybe she’ll even want to go. You just have to be ready for it.”
Something in his voice, the tiniest quiver, causes me to look up sharply. Now he’s the one avoiding eye contact, looking down as he cuts a potato. “How do you know?” I shut my mouth hard after asking the question, wishing I hadn’t. But he doesn’t flinch. 
“I’ve seen it before,” he says. He finishes cutting off a last bite of the salmon and pops it into his mouth before looking up at me again. His eyes are signaling me, a clear warning to not ask any more questions. 
“Was it someone you were close to?” I risk asking. I want to know. 
He gives me a sharp look and opens his mouth to speak but then pauses. After taking a deep breath, as if to calm himself, he goes on. “There’s a lot of that in Vegas,” he says. He lets his fork and knife clatter onto his plate and pushes back his chair slightly. “I’ve been here for nearly two decades, Lilly. I’ve seen it all.” 
“So you’ve been here since you were Twenty?”
“I see you figured out my age,” he says with a grin. 
“Yep.” I blush slightly, realizing he never actually told me he’s forty. He’d told me he’d gotten ownership of Fortuna thirteen years ago, at age twenty-seven. Obviously I’d done the calculations. 
“And you started working in casinos right away?” I press on, hoping to bypass the awkward moment.
“Yep. Started at the bar. Then did my training to become a dealer and moved on to that.”
“And did you ever think about going back home?” I stop myself from saying the name of his hometown, even though I well remember it. He’s already amused enough by the fact that I figured out his age.  
“This is home for me, Lilly. Jamestown, Kentucky is a part of my past. This is where I belong now. Not some one-horse-town surrounded by cornfields.”
“You never go back? To visit at least?”
“Well… My mother is there. So yes, I go back on occasion.”
“What about your dad?”


“My father is dead.” He says the words evenly and meets my eyes but his tone is icy.


“So how often do you see your mom then?” I decide not to ask further about this dad.
“Once a year.”
“Just once a year?” I try to hide the shock in my voice. Even Deanna comes back more than that.
“I support my mother from here.” I detect a slightly defensive tone in his voice. “I bought her a big new house as soon as I had the money. And now I take care of all her needs and wants.” He pauses. “Of course, I should probably see her more.” 
“I guess it’s tough when you have so much to do here,” I say quickly. I feel like I’ve touched a sore spot…and David’s been so kind about Deanna, I’d hate to unnecessarily cause him some kind of pain now…bringing up sore memories. “It’s nice that you support your family financially. But what if you have a family of your own some day? Wouldn’t you want to be somewhere smaller?”
His eyebrows shoot up sharply. I feel like I’m treading on thin ice, asking all these personal questions. But I’m genuinely curious. And I’ve told him all about me…not that there’s much to tell.
“If I have a family, I’ll have it in Vegas.” 
“If?” 
“Not sure it’s a must for me,” he shrugs. “I assume it is for you?”
I nod, feeling a smile creep over my face. “Eventually. One day. Yeah. Once I’ve figured out the career stuff.”
“You mean once you’re running the show at your own restaurant?” He asks with a grin.
“Hopefully.” 
“Don’t say hopefully as if it’s some farfetched dream.” He looks at me seriously. “Say definitely. You’ve got to believe in yourself, Lilly, otherwise you’re setting yourself up for failure. And you’ll have to get out of Parkville if you really want that dream to become a reality.”
“I guess so,” I concede. I’ve thought about leaving Parkville before, of course, but the prospect is daunting.
“You have to get into the world one day. Have you ever even been outside of the United States? Do you have a passport?”
“Of course!” I don’t know why, but I feel vaguely offended. There’s nothing wrong with not having a passport, of course. But David seems so worldly and seems to expect the exact opposite of me.
“Where have you been?” He presses me.
“Canada. Niagara Falls.” I hold my breath, expecting some snide remark.
“Never further afield? Europe? Or even Mexico?” 
I shake my head, wishing this didn’t embarrass me. You have no reason to be embarrassed, I remind myself, and hold my head a little higher.
“That’s a shame. There’s so much great food out there. Traveling is a wonderful way to try new things, test different cuisines.”
“Traveling costs money,” I state the obvious as I straighten my shoulders. 
“Sure, that’s true. So, how was Niagara Falls? Actually,” he pauses and grins, “I’ve never been.” He lets out a big laugh. “I’ve traveled the globe and you’ve managed to see one of the great sights of the world, one that I haven’t.” He gives me a reassuring smile.
“It was beautiful.” I don’t know if he’s just saying this to be nice but I don’t care. At least he’s not being a jerk about it. “I mean you see the photos but you just don't realize how big it is until you're there in person. And it's loud!” I rattle on. “That waterfall is huge, so of course it makes sense that it would make noise but I remember, we had to shout to have a conversation while we were there.”
I giggle at the memory, remembering how Deanna was teasing Mom and Dad by just mouthing words instead of speaking, causing them to shout what? what? what? at increasing volume until they finally figured out she wasn't even talking. For months afterwards, Deanna would randomly poke her head into my room and shout out what? what? what? It made me laugh every time. 
“Seems like it was a good time, judging from that giggle,” David says.
“We went as a family. Mom, Dad, me, and Deanna. It was this special treat for our sixteenth birthday,” I explain. “Deanna was already sort of itching to get out of Parkville. She was talking about traveling, about quitting school and getting a job in Los Angeles.” I pause. “And then she left, not long after,” I say. That sad, helpless feeling is washing over me again.
“That must have been tough for your parents. And for you.”
I nod. “Anyway. I don’t want to talk about that now.” I’ve been sad enough for one day. “What’s for dessert?” 
“You.” His reply catches me off guard. “Now that you’ve shown me what you can do in the kitchen and taught me a thing or two about food,” he gestures at the empty plates on the table, “it’s my turn to teach you a thing or two again. Let’s go.” I feel my cheeks flushing as my pulse begins to race. What does he have in store for me tonight? 
 
***
 
Thirty minutes later, I find out. Upstairs at the penthouse, David doesn’t waste any time. He immediately strips down and commands me to do the same. Then he lies down on the bed, crosses his arms behind his head, and stares at me expectantly.
“What do you want me to do?” I ask, hesitating by the bed.
“I told you, your blow job still has room for improvement.” 
Instinctively, I move towards the foot of the bed. 
“Wait,” he stops me. “The thing is, I also want dessert.” He smiles and raises his eyebrows. “Come kneel here. With your knees on either side of my head.” 
“You mean… 69?” I remember learning the term for the first time from one of the trashy women’s magazines Deanna and I used to secretly read and hide from our parents.
“What else? Now get up here.” 
I carefully position myself so that I’m kneeling over him and hovering over his face, feeling slightly awkward.
“Now, take my dick in your mouth.” His cock is already hard and straining. I lean forward so that I’m on my hands and knees, and wrap my lips around the head of his dick. “I want you to work on taking it all the way in,” he murmurs, “into your throat.”
I carefully slide my lips down his shaft, trying to remember everything he’d told me the other day on the terrace. I prop myself up with one hand and gently massage his balls with the other, moving my mouth up and down as he sighs happily under me. He lifts his hips up slightly, pushing the head of his dick against the back of my mouth. I can’t go any further at first but then I feel my throat start to loosen and relax. It seems to open wider and suddenly I can push myself down further, taking his cock not only into my mouth but into my throat. 
As soon as I manage this, I feel his hands grip my ass and pull me down onto his face. And then I feel his tongue, moist and hungry, sliding across my clit. Instinctively, I shudder and moan at the wet hotness against my pussy. As I do, my throat closes up again and I have to lift my head, spitting his cock out in the process. 
He responds immediately by pulling his tongue back and lifting my ass again slightly. 
“Try again,” he says, giving me a squeeze.
I do as I’m told. My mouth has more saliva in it this time and I can slide down his rigid member more easily. Again, I have to pause as it hits the back of my mouth. But I push insistently, further, until again my throat opens up and I can take all of him inside.
The second I have his dick in my throat, he roughly pulls my pussy down again towards his face, and runs his tongue all around my clit. The sensation is amazing. I can feel myself getting more and more aroused by his touch but also by the fact that I’ve managed to get his entire dick so far into me. But my throat can’t sustain the effort and seems to close up suddenly, forcing me to pull back again. When I do, he also stops licking me. 
“What are you doing to me?” I moan the words. The stopping and starting is awful. 
“The same thing you’re doing to me,” he says, giving my ass a squeeze and a gentle slap. “And it’s an important part of your training. You have to learn how to deep throat consistently. If you associate that physical action with something pleasant,” he pauses and pulls my pussy towards him again, giving it one quick lick that sends a shudder through me, “then maybe you’ll manage. You’ll learn.”
I want to say that I’m not at puppy school while he’s armed with biscuits and a clicker, but my body’s desire overrides any logical thought in my mind. Without a word, I take him again, quickly forcing his cock all the way into my throat. Immediately, he starts licking me once more, pulling me close to him by grabbing my ass. I feel close to orgasm and don’t want to stop by any means, but my body has other ideas. As I become more aroused, I instinctively try to cry out. Instantly, I feel a gagging sensation and my eyes start watering. Feeling like I can’t breathe, I have no choice but to pull my head up again. 
Immediately, he stops as well. He makes an impatient clicking sound with his mouth. 
“I’m sorry,” I splutter, trying to catch my breath. “I can’t help the gagging. I needed air.”
“That’s what you think.” His voice is firm and strange. He pats my butt. “Get off.”
I do as he says, feeling disappointed. But he’s already rummaging in the bedside table and grabbing a condom. I smile in anticipation as he tears open the wrapper and rolls it on. “So, you know what to do,” he motions to himself. 
Without a word, I clamber on top of him eagerly. Straddling him, I lower myself gently onto his dick, which seems to throb in reaction as soon as we make contact. I settle myself into position as I remember the intensity of the orgasm I had the first time I rode him. He has a new trick in mind tonight, however.
“Lean forward a bit,” he says. I bring my hands forward. Without a word he reaches up and brings his hands to my neck. Instinctively, I start to pull away.
“I’m not going to hurt you, Lilly. Now, come here.” I lean forward again and he places his hands around my throat. He’s not pushing, not constricting my breathing in any way. They’re just there. I can feel the firmness of his grasp but there’s no pain. “Go ahead,” he gives me a nod.
Hesitant at first, I start moving my hips like he showed me the other night. As I move, he slowly tightens his grip. Suddenly it feels like I can’t breathe. I stop, wondering what he’s doing, and give him a scared look.
“Trust me, Lilly. Just keep going. I won’t let anything happen to you.” I’m nervous but then I think back to our conversation over dinner, to the new closeness I had started to feel for him as a person. I think of how I defended him to Deanna. He’s not a monster, I’d told her. He’s not a monster, I remind myself now, as I start to grind my hips against him, feeling his cock move in and out of me. 
Again, his grip on my neck tightens. I want to pull back but, as if he’s read my mind, he tells me, “Don’t stop.” So I keep going. My pussy is throbbing, chasing the orgasm I’m hungry for, wanting to feel that explosion of heat inside of me yet again. But my brain is flashing warning signals. I find myself gasping for breath as he tightens his hands around my neck and I’m starting to see spots before my eyes. But I’m also on the brink of ecstasy and I don’t want to stop. 
I don’t know if he reads it on my face or senses it in my body but somehow David knows exactly what’s happening. He starts gyrating his hips up against me, pounding his dick harder into me. I want to scream but I can’t get the air to make a single noise. His grasp around my throat is too tight. And then, just as I’m about to let go or blackout, I can’t even tell which, he releases his grip on my neck and grabs me by the waist, pulling me down onto him hard. 
It’s like my brain short circuits. A rush of air enters my lungs and I breathe deeply, letting out a scream that fills the room. The blast of oxygen that hits my system as I cum makes my orgasm that much more intense. I’m not even aware of what I’m doing as I continue to ride him, letting my scream die out. I’m breathless afterwards and still blinking my eyes rapidly to get rid of the last dark spots in my field of vision. Finally, I manage to focus on him. He’s smiling. 
“See. You’re so worried about breathing during your blowjobs. You need less air than you think you do.” I can’t even answer him, I’m so shaken by the experience. Instead, I simply collapse forward on his chest. He puts his hands on my back and strokes me gently. And like that, I doze off. 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
David
 
The night after Lilly cooked for me, I made a point of slipping out of bed well before she woke and heading off for work. When I agreed to keep this girl in my penthouse for six nights—well, now seven nights—I didn’t take in to account the fact that I might get to know intimate details about her personal life. I definitely didn’t bank on the fact that I might actually like her. Luckily, there’s plenty of work to do. It’s an easy and welcome distraction, tearing me away from thoughts of Lilly’s soft skin and enticing figure, sleeping in my bed.
I check my watch as I make my way across the casino floor—still quiet. It’s barely 8:00 a.m. I breathe a sigh of relief. Lots of time to catch up on the work I didn’t finish yesterday. The Madison twins have proven to be more of a distraction than I’d anticipated. 
“Good morning, Mr. Milner.” Terry is already in the security hub when I arrive. “I was just going to call you.” 
“What’s up?” If Terry was going to go out of his way to give me a call this early in the day, something is amiss.
“You’ll recall the Chicago element I mentioned.”
“Tony and Bobby. Mickey’s boys.” 
Terry nods an affirmative. “They were in Fortuna last night. Won big on the card tables on the floor. Attracted quite a bit of attention.”
“Why wasn’t I told?”
“It was quite late and you were…indisposed.” Terry arches an eyebrow delicately. “I didn’t see a need to disturb you.” He adjusts the knot of his maroon tie, suggesting a hint of nerves. The fabric’s splash of color stands out against his dark suit.
“Fine.” I grunt. “Everything under control?” I’m not thrilled, but again, Terry is one of the few guys I trust in this town. If he didn’t see a need to call me, I believe that there was no need.
“They were doing well enough that I had the pit boss comp them a couple nights in one of the executive suites. I figured it was best to keep them and their money on the property. I was going to propose organizing a high-stakes poker game in the private room tonight.”
“Good, Terry.” A private game will be the easiest way to pin them on the cheating. And the House can win back the money that they’ve been grabbing. I’m sure their cash wasn’t earned on the up-and-up anyway—if they really are linked to Mickey’s crew. 
“Of course, sir.” 
“Any whales or high-rollers we can throw into the mix for a decent high-stakes backroom game to lure them in?”
“Maurice Johnston is still on the property. And Jeremy Ainsworth as well.”
“Talk to them and see if they want in.”
“Very well. I take it you’ll be playing?”
“I most certainly will. I want to meet these assholes in person.” I pause, rubbing my hands together. The prospect of catching them in the act of cheating myself is tempting. I’m feeling…out of sorts…and irritable after my night with Lilly, and something in me is itching to take out my frustration on something—or someone. “I want to control every detail tonight.”
“Who else do you want in the room?” 
“Tessa,” she’s our best hostess. “For security, put Marco at the door. Behind the curtain, I want Ben and Mike. Otherwise keep staff to a minimum. Just the bartender and the dealer. Tessa can do double duty serving drinks tonight.” No hysterical cocktail waitresses if things get out of hand.
Terry looks up quickly. “Bring them in the side?”
“Yep,” I nod. “I’ll be packing,” I add. Fortuna is technically firearm-free, but we don’t have detectors for the backroom. High-rollers usually come in a side entrance for big games and just get a pat-down. It’s an unspoken old-school Vegas protocol, a sort of backroom courtesy. You don’t treat a special guest like a common one. It would be insulting. If you’ve got the clout to sit at that table, then you wouldn’t be the kind of person to rob it. 
“One last thing.” Terry is furiously typing into his phone, taking notes. “If Ben and Mike are going to be in the room, I would need to assign an alternate security team to Miss Madison?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No, because she’ll be in the room too.”
Terry’s jaw drops ever so slightly but he recovers quickly and snaps his mouth shut. “Of course.”
“Get word to her. Tell her to be ready for me in the penthouse at 5:00 p.m. I’m going to my office now. I’m behind on paperwork. I’ll trust you to handle the arrangements for tonight’s game.”
“Consider it done.”
That’s all I need to hear. I know Terry will handle things. Without another word, I head to my private office. I’m determined not to leave the peaceful seclusion of that room until I’ve caught up on work. I need to focus on business. Even having Lilly in the room tonight is with an eye on business. Today, that’s all I care about. That’s all I can afford to care about… Managing a casino means managing risk and one of the riskiest things on this goddamned planet is emotions. Emotions result in people making illogical choices and bad decisions. Emotions are not good for business.
 
***
 
Eight hours later, I’m headed back to the penthouse.
“Lilly?” I call for her the second I’m in the door.
“Upstairs!” 
I mount the stairs two at a time to find her—just bathed and brushing out her freshly blow-dried hair. She’s sitting at a small vanity table, looking at herself in the mirror as she works. She’s only wearing lingerie. It’s a peach color and made out of some kind of satin-like material, gleaming gently in the early-evening light. She looks gorgeous sitting there…there’s a weird kind of intimacy about seeing her like this…getting ready. I have to remind myself that there’s work to be done. 
“Terry called and said I should be ready for you around five?” 
“There’s a high-stakes poker game tonight in the backroom. I’m going to be playing and I want you there.”
“A game like the one with Deanna?”
“Kind of. Maurice and Jeremy and I will be playing. The other two guys are a couple of goons from Chicago.”
“Goons?”
“Mafia guys, Lilly.” I hold myself back from rolling my eyes. “They’re linked to a guy in Chicago, Mickey. Big deal. Big, big deal. But the thing is, they’re cheaters.”
Lilly’s eyes widen. She’d questioned me previously about whether I’d bamboozled Deanna during our game and I nearly lost my temper. 
“You’re aware how I feel about cheating,” I go on. “I believe in people who play clean and stick to their word, whether it’s in poker or in life. So I can’t have that kind of behavior under my roof.”
“What are you going to do?” Lilly’s complete attention is on me now. She’s totally forgotten about the hairbrush.
“I’m going to catch these two buffoons in the act,” I tell her. “And you’re going to help me.”
Her mouth drops open in that “O” of surprise that I’ve seen a few times already since I met her. “Me?” She squeaks out the word. “What am I going to do? I can barely play poker.”
“You’re not going to be playing. You’re going to distract them. By wearing this.” I hold up the garment bag I’ve had in my hand this whole time. She watches in the mirror as I unzip it to reveal a stunner of a gown. I stopped by one of our boutiques to pick it up on my way up here.
“That’s gorgeous,” she breathes the words out and there’s a flicker of worry on her face. “But pretty racy.”
“That’s the point. I want you to turn heads, literally.” I toss the dress down on the bed. It’s a floor-length satin number, in emerald green. It's backless, cut out all the way down to the butt. The front is similarly risqué, with a deep-cut front that will leave Lilly's tits barely contained. That’s exactly what I want. “These two guys, Tony and Bobby, they’re probably colluding. Working together. We've noticed that they always play at the same table, in the same positions, wherever they are, Fortuna, Destino, elsewhere. In fact, it's rare to see one without the other. They also always enter the pot together. And they've been flagged for chip dumping as well.”
“What's that?” 
“One of them will call off his stack on the river with Q-high. His buddy gets the chips.”
Her eyes blink at me in confusion and I realize she doesn't understand a word I’ve just said. 
“He wants to lose the pot to his buddy,” I explain in irritation. “It's basically a bullshit way of money laundering.”
“Okay.” She hesitates, clearly still clueless as to her role in this.
“When you’re colluding with someone, you have to pay attention to them. You have to be able to read their signals,” I explain. “If you get distracted, you blow the scam—and you may well blow your cover too.”
“So I’m going to distract them by wearing that dress,” she gestures timidly at the skimpy number waiting for her. 
“You’re going to do more than just wear the dress. You done with your makeup yet?” I’m getting impatient. I want to get down to the private room well before Tony and Bobby arrive and make sure my staff is up to speed.
“Yeah.” She gets up and stands in front of me. She’s added dark liner around her eyes and a purple, shimmery shadow. Her hazel eyes are more piercing than ever. 
“Take off your lingerie stuff.” A small expectant smile creeps over her face. She thinks I’m about to take her. “You can’t wear a bra with this dress,” I add shortly, “and I don’t want you wearing panties.” 
A flash of disappointment crosses her face when she realizes I’m not going to fuck her. But she recovers quickly and does as I say, slipping out of the scraps of lingerie and dutifully reaching for the dress, slipping it over her bare body. 
“How do I look?” She peers at me uncertainly.
“Like walking sex. Here.” I grab a pair of heels out of the closet where she’s keeping her stuff, the flashiest pair of sky-high stilettos I can find. “Can you walk in those?” I chuck them at her feet. 
“Sure.” She slips them on and totters for a moment but then finds her center of balance and steadies herself. 
“Perfect.” I pull her over to the full-length mirror so she can see herself. The deeply cut front of the dress leaves no doubt that she’s braless while the long slit up the front could well expose the fact that she’s not wearing panties either, unless she’s careful. She looks at herself in the mirror, blushing slightly. Meanwhile I admire her from the back. Her entire back is exposed and the satin material drapes gently over her ass before falling to the floor. 
“I feel naked,” she says sheepishly.
“I have something that can help with that.” I reach into my pocket and pull out a slender black box. I open it with a click to reveal a sparkling diamond necklace. She gasps. “Here.” I nudge her so that she’s facing herself in the mirror again and bring the heavy necklace down over her head, clasping it securely in the back. 
“It’s beautiful.” She carefully places her hands on the necklace, adjusting its position. It consists of two strands. The shorter, top strand sits snugly against the neck, almost like a choker. It's a string of small, square-cut, diamonds, which now catch the last rays of sun coming in the window and glitter ferociously in the evening light. The second strand hangs lower and has larger gems, in a teardrop shape, which drape down over Lilly's breasts. 
“It suits you,” I tell her. “Every man in the room is going to be looking at you.”
“You too?” She lifts her eyes to meet mine in the reflection of the mirror.
“Of course, Lilly. I’ll always have an eye on you.” I give her shoulders a small squeeze. I can tell her nerves are building up. There’s no place for nervousness tonight though. “I want you to be bold and fearless tonight, Lilly. Just like this dress. I’m going to be relying on you.”
She nods with determination. “So what am I going to be doing, exactly? Other than wearing this dress,” she adds with a shy smile. 
“You’ll be bringing me my drinks from the bar. Tessa will serve the other men, but I want you attending to me personally. When you bring me my glass, lean over so the guys can get a look down your dress.”
 “Okay,” she replies meekly.  
“As for that slit.” I reach forward and graze my hand up her thigh, almost all the way up, but then stop short. “Make sure to sit nicely with your legs crossed. But then…have you seen Basic Instinct?”
She shakes her head.
“For fuck’s sake. It’s a classic. There’s one particularly famous scene. Sharon Stone is sitting in a chair, wearing this short white dress. She’s got her legs crossed. And then she switches her position, uncrossing her legs and then crossing them the other way. She does it so slowly that the guy opposite her can see right up her skirt.”
She’s staring at me, her mouth making that little “O” again. 
“Look, I don’t have time to educate you on Hollywood. But you get the idea?”
“Yes.”
“Now, when it comes to your drink, make sure to order something you can use a straw with. Not champagne. I don’t want them to see you clutching the glass the wrong way anyway,” I joke. “Vodka-soda, gin-and-tonic, rum-and-coke, whatever you want. I don’t care. Just get something with a straw.” I glance at my watch. I’ve got to get going. “Got it?”
“And with the straw, I should like…”
“Come on, Lilly, you’re not an idiot. Stare those assholes down while you’re playing with it, taking it between your lips, running your tongue over it. The works.”
“Okay.” She nods vigorously but her face is full of doubt.
“Look, you’re basically an actress playing a part tonight. You’re dressed for the part. Now just play it.”
“Sure, I can do that.” She squares her shoulders and picks her chin up. Finally. I’m getting through to her.
“Let me see, what else could you do.” I pause and survey her thoughtfully.
“Do you think you could arrange for some maraschino cherries to be on hand?” She asks shyly.
“Of course. There will be a bar set up in the room and the bartender will have some for drinks.” What’s she getting at?
“I can tie a cherry stem into a knot with my tongue.” She shrugs, the picture of innocence. 
It’s such an unexpected revelation that I can’t help but laugh out loud.
“It was just a suggestion.” 
“I’m not laughing at the idea, Lilly. It’s just a surprise, that’s all. How the hell do you know how to do that?”
“Deanna and I read about the trick in this women’s magazine when we were like twelve or thirteen, I think. Deanna used to steal the more mature magazines, the ones that our parents would have never let us read, and we’d sneak off and read them secretly.” She giggles at the memory. “Anyway, there was this tutorial about tying a cherry stem and of course we spent hours practicing. I think I can still do it.”
“Sounds like you were pretty bored in Parkville,” I remark. But I’m reminded of the fact that Deanna, crazy as she may be now, was Lilly’s best friend growing up. That sisterly bond is still strong. 
She laughs and I’m relieved to see her relax for a moment. “I guess so. Anyway, I certainly never expected this talent to come in handy but if you think it would be good for tonight, I’m happy to put it to good use.”
“Absolutely. I’d ask for a preview myself but I need to get ready and get going. I want to go over the evening’s playbook with my team before other guests arrive.” I look again at my watch. It’s already nearing 6:30 p.m. 
Lilly sits patiently on the bed and watches as I clean myself up. I wash my face, apply some cologne and quickly change my shirt.
 “So how will you know if they’re, what did you call it…colluding?” She says, then wordlessly takes the cufflinks I’ve got in my hand and affixes them. It’s surprises me…catches me off guard. No woman has ever done this…but it feels normal with her.
“They’ll send each other signals one way or another. Taps on the table. Touching the face. A code word. Touching certain chips. Putting select chips onto their cards. There's all kinds of tricks, some more clever than others. It usually takes time to identify the signals. We need to play for a while. It might be a long night.” I walk down the stairs as I’m talking, Lilly trailing after me quietly. “Terry will stop by to pick you up shortly before eight. He’ll show you the way to the private room. I want you to be the last to arrive. You’re my ace in the hole.” 
“Okay,” she says, but there’s fear and confusion on her face. 
I push the button to call the elevator and turn to look at her. Even in her heels, she’s smaller than me, and I can’t help but think how vulnerable she looks now. Is she up to the task? I bring a hand to her face and brush her hair back, behind her shoulders. “Just be bold, Lilly. That’s all you have to do.”
She nods and forces the corners of her mouth up slightly, trying to give me a smile. The elevator doors open and I step inside. 
“David!” Her voice calls after me, soft but urgent.
“What?” I snap, turning back. The elevator doors are already closing. I press the button to keep them open a second longer.
“Is this dangerous? What we’re doing tonight?”
I pause. For a split second, I’m tempted to lie to her, to tell her that everything is going to be fine and that there is nothing to worry about. But that’s not who I am. I hate liars just as much as I hate cheaters, and I pride myself on being a straight shooter. 
So I tell her, “My best security will be there. Including Ben and Mike. They will
be armed. If things get hot and I tell you to leave, I want you to do just that. Got it?”
She just stares, her eyes growing wider.
“Don’t question me. Don’t argue. Don’t fucking dawdle. If I say go, you go. No questions asked.” The elevator dings impatiently, waiting on me. “Got it?” I ask again. She’s still just standing there, staring at me. 
“Got it.” She finally croaks out the words. 
“Good.” I don't have time to give her some kind of pep talk. I need to get moving. As I jab the button to close the elevator doors, I catch one last glimpse of her face, now full of fear, looking after me. 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Lilly
 
After David leaves me, I pace the penthouse floors nervously. I can’t settle down. My heels click along the marble floors as I walk up and down the length of the large room…waiting for Terry to come get me. I pause in front of a mirror and take a look at myself. Lilly, what have you gotten yourself into now? I stare at myself in wonder, barely recognizing myself or the situation I’m in. This is crazy, sexy and dangerous all mixed in to one. 
The emerald green dress David picked out might be floor-length but it still somehow manages to show skin. A lot of it. A slit runs from the ground more than halfway up my thigh. If I don’t take care when I’m sitting down, I’ll flash the entire room. That’s what David wants, I guess. Meanwhile the deep cut front shows the full curve of my breasts. The satin material is so delicate, you can clearly see the outline of my nipples. I bite my lip in embarrassment. Good thing my parents can’t see me now. 
I finger the diamond necklace he put on me. It’s truly stunning and really complements the dress. It becomes the centerpiece of the entire outfit and the glittering gems match a new sparkle in my eyes. A mix of fear and—I have to admit—excitement. My adrenaline is already pumping. Can I really do this? David seems to think I can. 
Just as I’m doubting myself and getting ready to chicken out, the elevator dings. The doors slide open and Terry steps out. 
“Miss Madison.”
“Terry.” I step forward and realize that my legs are trembling.
“I’m here to escort you downstairs.” He gives me a smile that immediately boosts my confidence.
“Thank you.” I remember how David told me that Terry was someone I could trust. I take the arm he’s offered me and gather some strength from the warmth coming from him. 
“I trust Mr. Milner has briefed you?” He asks as we step into the elevator.
“Yes, he has.”
“And do you have any last questions?” The doors slide shut behind us.
“No.” I gulp, trying to swallow my feelings of nervousness. I can’t talk anymore. The lump in my throat is making it impossible. 
We step off the elevator and Terry guides me through the maze of tiled hallways in the back part of the casino, the areas where the public never goes. 
“Thank you for picking me up tonight,” I tell him. I realize I would have never found the backroom on my own, even though I’ve been in it before.
“Of course, Miss Madison.” He pauses in front of a room that has a massive security guard out front. “Here we are.” He disengages my arm from his and turns to face me. His eyes are incredibly kind and he gives me another one of those smiles that say—everything is under control. “Don’t worry, Miss Madison.”
I suddenly realize that my fear must be written plainly across my face and quickly rearrange my expression to one that I hope is exuding calm and composure. 
Terry goes on, “Mr. Milner has handled situations like this more times than I can count. And he’s got the best team from the casino in the room. You’ll be just fine. And, you look lovely.” 
“Thank you, Terry.” 
He gives a small bow and then walks off. The security guard, without a word, opens the door to the room and ushers me inside. Here, I’m grateful to see a familiar face. Tessa greets me with a smile. 
“Welcome back, Miss Madison. What can we get you to drink?” She asks, holding back the red velvet curtain so I can walk through.
“Good to see you, Tessa,” I smile. It’s comforting to have her here. “Just a glass of champagne please.” 
“Of course.” She nods to a bartender I don’t recognize and steps after me, letting the red velvet curtain fall behind us. 
I’m the last one to arrive, just like David wanted. He really is a puppet master, always in control of every detail. I’m not sure if that knowledge makes me feel more secure or more afraid. 
“Gentlemen, please welcome Miss Lilly Madison,” Tessa announces my arrival to the room. But my arrival, for once, doesn’t need announcing. The second I step into the small space, every head turns towards me. Again, just like David wanted.
Maurice stands and nods politely. “Good to see you again, Miss Madison.” He gives me a small smile. Like last time, he has a cigar in his hand. Apparently it’s a permanent fixture. 
“Whew, Vegas agrees with you!” That young guy Jeremy who was there the night Deanna played is here too. “You are smokin’!” His eyes run over my body.
“She sure is!” Another man at the table speaks up. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mizz Madison. I’m Bobby.” The small, balding man gives me a friendly nod. Unlike Maurice, he doesn’t even try to hide the fact that he’s blatantly checking me out. “Quite a dress you got there. What about givin’ us a twirl?”
“Shaddup Bobby, ya’ feckin’ idiot.” The stranger’s partner, the other half of the duo that David has warned me about, speaks up. He’s sitting across the table from Bobby. This one is pale and thin, with a rat-like face and slicked-back dark hair. He doesn’t smile at me or even say hello. “Tony.” That’s the most of an introduction he gives me, or rather my tits, which he’s staring at. 
And then there’s David. His eyes are boring into me with just as much intensity as on the first night that I stepped into this room. His eyes aren’t smiling though, and he looks intensely serious. But, there’s the tiniest spark of something in his face. Pride, maybe? He’s taken his hands from the table and jammed them into his pockets, and his jaw is clenched tight. It’s a look that I first associated with irritation. Now I realize it’s a sign of self-control. He’s holding himself back. 
“I’ve set a place for you to the side,” Tessa smoothly gestures to the tall chair against the wall to one side of the table, next to the bar. It’s positioned so I’m easily in line of sight to Tony and Bobby. David will only be able to see me from the corner of his eye or if he looks to the bar to place an order. Again, I realize he must have planned every detail just so.
“Thank you, Tessa.” I glide to my spot—careful not to get a heel caught on my long dress—and I slip into my seat. As soon as I’m settled, Tessa has a glass of champagne ready for me. I take it by the stem the way David taught me…and then notice I’ve already fucked up. I was supposed to order something with a straw! For a moment, I panic before realizing this is easily fixed. 
“Tessa, I’m sorry, you know I think I’ll take a gin and tonic instead,” I murmur quietly, hoping David hasn’t noticed my screw up. “With a straw, please.”
“Good call, girly! I like a girl who drinks hard liquor. None of this fancy-pants champagne nonsense,” Bobby calls over. David jerks his head in my direction and observes quietly, one eyebrow raised, as my champagne is swapped out for a gin and tonic. Embarrassed, I avoid his gaze.
“Shall we?” David turns his attention back to the table. 
“Let’s do this,” Tony, the sour-faced man responds. 
“Yep, locked and loaded,” Bobby chimes in. 
Maurice simply gives a delicate nod. David looks to the dealer, and with that, the night has begun.
Other than the five men and the dealer at the table, the room holds me, Tessa, and a bartender. There are no extra cocktail waitresses tonight. Tessa seems to be handling the drinks herself. Ben and Mike stand silently in the shadows, looking straight ahead. They don’t even watch the game. They’re like statues and will only come to life at David’s call. I hope that their muscle won’t be needed tonight. 
Having taken in the surroundings, I turn my attention to the game. David loses a few hands early on. I’d find it strange except for the fact that I now know exactly what he’s up to. Just as he did with Deanna, he’s sizing up Tony and Bobby, taking the time to learn their tells and, in this case, identify whatever means they might be cheating by.
I watch as hand after hand is played, finding the game more interesting now that I have a—albeit vaguely—better understanding of what’s going on. Two-pair. Straight. Full house. Four-of-a-kind. Trips. The game is moving quickly and I become so immersed, I forget all about my duties. Until David reminds me. 
“I’ll take a scotch, neat,” he turns to the bartender to place the order. As he does, he lets his eyes rest briefly on my face. The corner of his lip twitches ever so slightly, the tiniest reminder that I’m supposed to bring him his drink. I take a sip of the drink in my hand, summoning courage. I’m less steady in these heels than I’d like to be and playing the part of femme fatale is not in my repertoire. But that’s exactly what you’re doing, Lilly. Playing a part. Just like David said.
As soon as the bartender places David’s scotch on the bar, I stand and take it in my hand. I notice that Tessa doesn’t even make a move towards the bar. So she’s also aware that I’m the one meant to bring David his drinks. 
A fresh hand is being dealt as I make my way slowly to David, careful to keep my footing while trying to sway my hips slightly. Standing behind him to one side, I lean over and place the glass on the black coaster already set out and waiting. 
“Thank you.” He doesn’t even look up at me as he says the words. That same can’t be said for the rest of the table. Bobby looks about ready to climb across the table and into my cleavage and even Maurice lets his eyes flicker quickly over my exposed chest. Tony observes quietly. He gives me the creeps, to be honest. And then he speaks up.
“That’s a nice…necklace.” Finally, he looks up and makes eye contact with me, the first time he’s done so all night. I immediately feel a chill run through me. Bobby seems harmless enough, like a buffoon. But with his eerie quietness, Tony scares me.
“Yeah, Tony, the necklace is what’s nice, buddy,” Bobby lets out a laugh.
“Check yer fuckin’ hole cards so we can get movin’,” Tony reprimands Bobby, who is by now holding up the game by ogling my boobs. 
“Ah shaddup, you’re no fun sometimes, Tony. Just payin’ the pretty lady a compliment.”
I suppress a smile and straighten up, walking slowly back towards my chair. I feel more comfortable in my stilettos already and I’m keenly aware that the men’s eyes are on me. I swing my hips slightly, wiggling my ass just a little bit. Maybe I’m going to enjoy playing this part. 
Perched back on my chair, I continue to watch. I keep an eye on Tony and Bobby myself, curious if I’d be able to catch the signs of collusion that David described earlier. At one point, I catch Tony sneaking a peek at me. Without hesitation, I carefully allow my leg to peek out from the slit and run my hand gently up my thigh, toying with the delicate material. He licks his lips once, slowly, then looks back at his cards. Again, he fails to even look me in the face. What a jackass. But it’s exactly what I want. Or rather, what David wants. 
I finish my first gin and tonic, and signal silently to Tessa for a second one. This time I toy with the straw using my tongue, taking it delicately between my teeth as I wrap my lips around it. I keep my eyes on the cards, as if I’m not even paying any attention to the men at the table. Bobby makes a low whistling sound and I peek in his direction. He’s looking at me as if he were a cartoon character with hearts in his eyes. I give him a slow, sweet smile and then return my attention to the cards. 
I feel bold and beautiful, perhaps for the first time in my entire life. It’s an adrenaline rush. But I remind myself to focus on the cards. David hasn’t looked in my direction even once since ordering his scotch. At one point, I notice Tony clicks one chip on top of another one in a weird way that I haven’t noticed before. Is it a signal? Is it just an offhand, meaningless action? I look to David, but his face remains impassive, giving me no hint as to whether this was a tell or a sign of cheating or not. At another point, Bobby rubs his hand over his chin and I wonder again whether it could be a signal. But I have no way of knowing for sure. 
David seems to know something, however. He’s playing more aggressively. Should I go for the cherry stem now? I ask the bartender for the needed supply. I carefully put the cherry in my mouth, making the motion as obvious as possible to attract the attention of Bobby and Tony. Tony gives only a brief glance in my direction. Bobby, on the other hand, is totally entranced and his eyes don’t leave my face for a second as I carefully work my tongue around the cherry stem, flicking my tongue across my lips so he can see what I’m doing. 
And then I notice it. Concentrated as I am on working the cherry stem in my mouth, I again note that distinct click of chips that I observed before. Not once, but twice. Tony is the one clicking. Meanwhile, Bobby remains transfixed by the show I’m putting on as I part my lips and seductively tie the cherry stem into a perfect knot. Jeremy is likewise ogling me. I stare Bobby straight in the face and hold his gaze as I lick my lips ever so slightly. This is the most sexy and powerful I’ve ever felt. 
Tony coughs harshly but Bobby doesn’t seem to notice. He’s still watching me. I carefully take my fingers and remove the cherry stem—now a perfect knot—from my mouth. I flash Bobby a big smile.
Meanwhile, Tony is clicking his chips together furiously, even louder than before. And he’s staring daggers at Bobby, clearly trying to get his attention. I see him mutter something to himself and then he coughs yet again, loudly.
With a start, Bobby turns his attention back to the table. “Awrite, awrite, I fold! Chrissake.” Is he doing exactly what David described and setting things up so Tony can take the pot?
Before another move is made, David raises his head and looks directly at Mike. He gives just one small single nod. That’s all it takes. Ben and Mike step forward, emerging from the shadows. Ben stands directly behind Tony’s chair and Mike stands directly behind Bobby’s. 
“Awwww shit,” Jeremy mutters.
Maurice, without a word, scoots his chair back from the table and puts his cards down. He clearly knows this game is over. The dealer is likewise frozen.
“‘Ey, what’s the story?” Bobby looks expectantly to the dealer and then at David. “Sorry, the girl got me a bit distracted. Was dawdlin’ on that last play.” He grins and gives a wink in my direction.
“Shaddup Bobby.” Tony is tense and looks pissed. He’s staring at David with fury in his eyes. “What’s with the muscle?” He motions over his shoulder to where Ben is standing at the ready. 
David picks up his glass and downs the remaining scotch before slamming the glass down on the table. “Gotcha,” he says, menacingly, looking Tony square in the face. His voice is low, steady, and even. I’ve never heard it so cold. “I don’t play with cheaters.” He looks up at Mike and Ben. “Take them.” Then he quickly shoots me a look, points to the ceiling and says, “Go upstairs, Lilly.”
“Ah, whad, we wasn’t cheatin’, you don’t hafta throw us out!” Bobby yelps. He scrambles up from his chair as if he’s getting ready to bolt, knocking a drink over in the process as Mike tries to restrain him.
“You better call off your guard dogs,” Tony hisses, struggling to break Ben’s grip on him. But Ben lifts the tiny man up as if he didn’t weigh a thing, and roughly pushes him towards the door. “Fucking dirt-bag!” Tony turns and lunges at Ben, knocking a chair over. His punch connects, I hear the smack, but it doesn’t seem to rattle Ben at all. It’s like using a fly-swatter on a rhinoceros. 
“Aw shit, here we go, here we go!” Jeremy has hopped up from his chair and is bouncing from one foot to the other at the side of the room, watching as if it’s fight night. Maurice frowns at him, disapproving, but the kid doesn’t seem to care. “Get him, Ben!” He mock punches the air.
“Hey, get your paws off ah me!” Bobby is struggling with Mike, his face in panic. He breaks free of Mike’s grasp and clumsily dashes for freedom, careening straight into the bar next to me. Tessa gives a shriek and skips over to me. The bartender jumps to the side as glasses go flying. I hop off my chair and Tessa pulls me to the side, away from the broken glass. What the hell is happening?!
“Get back here!” Mike roars. He wrestles Bobby to the floor with an arm-bar and then gets him to his feet. Meanwhile Ben has literally slung Tony over his shoulder and is holding him as easily as if he were a sack of potatoes.
“C’mon let’s keep playin’, nobody here’s cheatin’! Hand to God!” Bobby cries out, still wriggling as Mike steers him to the door to join Ben and Tony. “Don’t kick us out!”
“I’m not kicking you out,” David says, calmly, impervious to their cries.
“Fuck me.” Jeremy’s words set the tone. Suddenly even the kid looks deathly serious.
Now I’m getting scared. David’s face is blank and expressionless, he turns to me with a harsh stare. He told me to go. I stand up, wanting to say something, but I feel Tessa’s hand press my arm gently. The bartender is looking down and Tessa is likewise averting her eyes from the scene. 
“Da fuck! Where are you takin’ us then?” Bobby squeals, a look of horror flashing across his face.
“You’re gonna have to answer to Mickey in Chicago if you fuck with us!” Tony spits out the words at David.
“Then I’ll answer to Mickey in Chicago,” David says. He nods to Ben and Mike as they give him one last backward glance—perhaps for confirmation. “I’ll be there shortly.” He doesn’t bat an eye as his enforcers haul the two men off. They don’t stop struggling.
I can’t hold it in any longer. “David, where are they going? What are you going to do with them?” I scamper over to him, almost tripping on my dress.
“That’s nothing you have to worry about, Lilly.” He turns a calculating eye on me. I feel like I’ve been doused with ice-cold water. “Those men cheated. And they need to be taught a lesson.” 
“How? What are you going to do?” A wave of guilt washes over me as I think about the role I played in this. 
“I think it’s time for you to return to the penthouse, Lilly.” David says, preparing to push past me. I grab his jacket by the lapel to stop him, almost losing my balance as I do. His eyes have that stormy glint to them and he’s looking at me like I’m a stranger. 
“David, please! Don’t hurt them.”
“I told you to go.” He shakes me off roughly and gestures towards the door. “Now.” His voice is ice.
“I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.” I stamp my foot. 
“I said go!” David’s voice is sharp and commanding. When I don’t budge, he takes a deep breath. “Marco!” he calls out. A second later, the security guard who’d been positioned at the door outside of the room steps in.
“Yeah, boss?”
“Get her up to the penthouse. Now.” He gives a careless wave towards me, his cufflink glinting in the light. The cufflink that I helped him put on mere hours ago, as if I were an actual girlfriend of his. 
“Hands on?” Marco asks as he lumbers towards me.
“Whatever it takes.” David avoids my look. 
“David, no, you’re making a mistake,” I screech as Marco picks me up by the waist and swings me onto his shoulder. I pound on the security guard’s chest and kick my feet but it’s no use. He’s an impenetrable wall of muscle. “David, stop it! Please don’t hurt anybody! Don’t hurt them!” I’m sobbing out the words. Tears stream down my face, hot and sticky. If something bad happens to those guys...it will have been my fault! “Please, David!” 
David is unfazed when he adds to Marco, “And watch the door, don’t let her out.” Then, just like that, I’m hauled out as unceremoniously as Tony and Bobby were. My sentence is imprisonment in the penthouse.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
David
 
I’m a business man. A busy business man. And I don’t have room in my life for three fucking things—Lying, cheating, and drama. That’s why I usually steer clear of relationships. As Lilly gets hauled out of the private room, I breathe a sigh of relief. She’s almost as bad as Deanna when she wants to be. And I told her earlier in the night, when she’d asked whether the evening would be a dangerous one, that if I told her to leave, she should do so. Don’t question me. Don’t argue. Don’t fucking dawdle. If I say go, you go. No questions asked. Those were my exact words. I thought my instructions were clear but apparently not clear enough. 
Well, I’ll deal with her later. I have something more important to address right now. 
“I have to say, a night at the Fortuna is never boring,” Maurice, who is still sitting at the poker table, says. He lights his cigar and leans back in his chair, apparently unperturbed by what has transpired. “I was wondering what tricks you had up your sleeve tonight.”
“No tricks,” I shake my head firmly.
“But a plan.” He arches his eyebrow, a swirl of cigar smoke creeping above his head. As always, he’s immaculately groomed, wearing a dark charcoal suit with thin white pinstripes. A giant golden ring adorns his pinky finger, carrying the crest of the Royal Family of Monaco. Supposedly he won it from the prince in a bet. I know better than to ask. And Maurice knows better than to ask further about the night’s events. “In any case, looks like the table is cold for the night.” He pushes his chair back and stands, extending his hand to me. “A pleasure as always. Hope to see you again soon in Monaco.”
“Count on it. And…sorry about the game.” I shake his right hand while he dismisses my need to apologize with his left, then watch him disappear behind the red velvet curtain.
I turn to Jeremy as he’s casually making his exit. “See you soon, Milner.” I give him a wave. I don’t have to worry about him. He’s like furniture at Fortuna and Destino. He knows how things work and it’s not the first time he’s seen cheaters get caught…which explains his earlier behavior. He might be careless with his money but he’s no snitch. 
 “Now,” I turn to the staff members still in the room, “I’d like to thank you both for your hard work tonight. And your discretion.” I dig a wad of hundreds out of my pocket. The bartender gets a grand. Tessa gets two grand for her extra work. As I slip the money into the palm of the panic stricken bartender, I give him a reassuring smile. There’s no need for me to say anything further. Tessa will make it clear to him that he’d better keep his mouth shut about what she saw here tonight. With a last nod to Tessa, I head out the door, off to deal with Tony and Bobby. 
By the time I arrive at what we call the Wet Room, Ben and Mike already have the two men in chairs, with their hands cuffed behind their backs and their ankles cuffed to the chair legs. It looks like they’ve been roughed up a bit but nothing serious. 
The steel door falls shut behind me heavily with a thud. Tony eyes me warily, his eyes filled with hate. Bobby, on the other hand, looks like he’s about to cry. He’s drenched in sweat, his shirt soaked fully through. I take off my suit jacket and fold it neatly, leaving it on a table by the door.
“Mr. Milner! Look, I think youse got the wrong idea ‘bout what we was doing during that poker game just now!” Bobby starts blubbering the second he sees me. 
I walk towards him, rolling my sleeves up slowly. My feet click on the cement floor, echoing through the room. It’s an open, barren space, with high ceilings. This used to be a an industrial-grade restaurant kitchen. That was decades ago, before I owned the casino and remodeled it.
Some hints of what this room used to be remain. There are old steel counters, now a bit rickety—but still serviceable, cutting through the room. Tony has one next to him. There’s also some clunky old steel refrigerators, unplugged and empty, as well as a massive wash basin and meat grinder. Everything a wet room needs. The only object that’s out of place, that has nothing to do with a kitchen or cooking, is a giant steel chest with a heavy lock on it, pushed to one side of the room.
“I don’t think I’ve got the wrong idea at all.” I stop in front of Bobby, who is looking at me with pleading eyes. Like a dog. “I think you two are in cahoots. I think you cheated.”
“Nah, ya see—” Bobby starts up his wails again but Tony cuts in. 
“Shut da fuck up! This asshole don’t care what you’ve got to say.”
“That’s true,” I nod at Tony. “I don’t give a shit what you have to say. Either of you. I misspoke earlier. I don’t think you were cheating. I know you were. I’ve had my eye on you for some time. I invited you to that poker game tonight for a reason.”
“So this was a feckin’ setup, huh? You must think you’re pretty damn smart.” Tony sneers the words at me and then spits, landing a giant wad of saliva directly on my black leather shoe.
“Hey!” Ben, unprompted, steps forward and punches Tony square across the face, hard enough that the chair he’s sitting in almost tips over. “Nobody disrespects Mr. Milner like that.” He hauls his big fist back to strike again but I raise a hand to stop him. 
“That’ll do, Ben. Thank you.” 
With a nod to me and a glare at Tony, Ben steps back. Ignoring the spot on my shoe, I square off opposite the two cheating thugs. 
“As you can see, I have very loyal employees,” I tell Tony. He rolls his eyes ever so slightly but he looks less confident than he did a second ago. “If I told Ben and Mike here to rip you to shreds with their bare hands, they wouldn’t hesitate.”
“That’s right, boss,” Mike murmurs. 
“No sweat,” Ben adds.
“And as you can see, these guys have the means and strength to do just that, if they so desire,” I nod at the two. 
“Naw, you wouldn’t do that?” Bobby looks fearfully from Ben, to Mike, and then to me. “It was just a lousy card game!” His voice quivers and he swallows hard, trying to contain himself.
“To you, maybe. But the thing is, cheating at cards is, in my book, the same as stealing.” I walk over to the steel chest to one side of the giant room and punch in a combination to unlock it. The heavy lid creaks on its hinges as I heave it open. “Don't suppose either of you boys are big on the Bible, huh?” I rummage around in the steel chest as I talk.
“Whatchya got there, Mr. Milner?” Bobby asks nervously.
“What I’ve got is a question waiting to be answered.” I turn on the duo sharply. “So again—Are either of you buffoons familiar with the bible?”
“No,” Tony mutters sullenly.
“Been awhile since Sunday school,” Bobby shrugs. 
“Well, maybe you’ll remember this verse from your school days.” I grab a pair of brass knuckles out of the chest and slip them into my pocket while I’m talking. And then I grab a meat cleaver. “Matthew 18:8.”
I stand up and walk slowly towards the two men, holding the meat cleaver behind me. “You remember that one, Bobby?”
Bobby’s eyes have widened with fear and I’m realizing that he very well does remember the verse. Perfect.
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Well, recite it for us.”
Bobby licks his lips and speaks hoarsely, “And if your hand or foot causes you to sin…” He pauses.
“Yes?” I slowly bring the meat cleaver forward, holding it in front of me. 
“Jesus H. Christ,” Tony hisses in rage when he spies the heavy blade. Finally, he loses his cool. “Help!” He starts shouting, aiming his voice at the steel door. His screams reverberate through the enormous room. “For fuck’s sake, help! This asshole’s gonna fuckin’ kill us!”
I just stare at him, waiting for him to quit. He keeps screaming “HELP!” Meanwhile, Bobby’s eyes are spilling over with tears. 
When Tony stops for a moment to catch his breath, I finally speak up. “I should let you boys know this room is soundproof. I’d hate to have any of my valuable guests bothered. Now, where were we? Oh yes. Bobby.”
“Yes sir.” Bobby’s head is down and tears are falling freely from his face.
“The rest of the verse. Now.”
“Cut it off and throw it away.” He whispers the words and they’re barely audible above Tony’s heavy, raspy breathing.
“Speak up, Bobby. Ben and Mike didn’t hear you. Again. The full line.” I raise my voice. Although I haven’t touched a bible in decades, I was raised in the church. I have to admit, I’m surprised that Bobby got it right.
“If your hand or foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.” Bobby blubbers out the words, now practically sobbing in front of me.
“Fucking hell.” Tony exhales and looks nervously from me to Ben to Mike. 
“See Tony! I’m not planning to kill you.” I give him a grin. “I’m just going to cut your fucking hand off. Cheating is stealing. And stealing has unique consequences.”
“The fuck?! Youse a fuckin’ maniac!” Tony screeches. He kicks his ankles but they’re firmly cuffed to the chair he’s in. There’s no getting away.
“Shit, I’m sorry, Mr. Milner, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Bobby has lost all his cool. I notice that he’s pissed himself and that his pants are now soaked. The acrid smell of urine fills the air. 
“Fer fuck’s sake, pull yourself together, Bobby!” Tony shouts at him. 
“That’s perfectly fine,” I shrug. “We call this the wet room for a reason. Cement floors are easy to clean you know. We just hose them down when we’re done here. Blood, spit, tears, piss. Wash it all away.”
“Nah, please, sir Mr. Milner, please, please. My ma is gonna flip if I show up back in Chicago without a hand,” Bobby continues his desperate pleas. Meanwhile, Tony is just looking down, avoiding my gaze. He’s started sweating, however, and one foot is tapping nervously on the ground. 
I pause, surveying the two men. What I should do is kill them. Or, at the least, take a hand from each of them. I pace the floor, thinking. I actually feel my brow wrinkle and make a conscious effort to stop. If there are no consequences and word gets out that two idiots like these can rip me off and have their way in Vegas unchecked…we’ll have an influx of wise-guys doing all kinds of shit in this city in no time. Gambling is legal, but it’s a neighbor to a lot of unsavory enterprises in some peoples minds. Before you know it these mafiosos will be money laundering, running prostitution, drugs, guns and everything else they can think of in my backyard. The desert keeps everyone’s secrets. Sometimes we have to make our own laws. I notice that Tony flinches at the sound of my footsteps, and I feel a surge of power rush through me. It’s ugly business but it has to be done.
“Un-cuff his left hand.” I point to Tony. 
At Tony’s left is one of the old steel counters from when this place was a kitchen. Mike and Ben don’t have to ask what to do or why. They work swiftly as a team, Mike releasing one of Tony’s hands and then roughly thrusting it up to Ben. Ben jerks on Tony’s wrist, slamming his now freed arm down on the steel countertop. Tony isn’t a total idiot. He knows what’s up and immediately starts struggling, trying to wrench his hand free. But Ben holds one of his large hands firmly on top of Tony’s, and the other at Tony’s elbow. This leaves the frantic man’s wrist firmly placed against the cold steel. Exposed.
“All set, Mr. Milner.” Mike, standing behind Tony’s chair, gives me a nod. 
“Aw nah, nah, nah, ya’ crazy ass motherfucker, nah, nah, nah!” Tony is struggling, shouting at the top of his lungs now as I walk towards him. Meanwhile, Bobby has his eyes screwed shut tightly and is murmuring softly to himself. I think he might actually be reciting a prayer. Maybe I’ve inspired a religious awakening.
Standing in front of the steel counter I take the meat cleaver and line it up over Tony’s wrist, just letting the cool blade touch it for a second. Then, grasping the cleaver’s handle in both hands…here we go…I raise it up over my head and bring it down with all the force I can muster.
The crash of the cleaver against the steel is booming and Bobby, his eyes still shut, immediately starts screaming. 
Tony, in shock, and unable to fathom that he still has his hand attached, has meanwhile burst into tears and is crying uncontrollably. No more tough guy here. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m sorry, sir,” he says again and again. 
Ben and Mike look at me in slight confusion. I step back. I can’t explain to them that I have Lilly’s face in my head, her accusing words, her desperate questions. What would she think if she knew I’d taken a man’s hand off with a meat cleaver? Even if he was a cheater, that’s not the kind of logic Lilly would understand. I grit my teeth. God damn it. 
With a grunt, I throw the meat cleaver down onto the ground. It clatters sharply. I turn my back to the men, wrestling with my desire to destroy them. And my desire to not let myself become the kind of person with a soul so filthy, I’d feel like I was contaminating Lilly every time I touched her… 
Well, there still needs to be consequences, I decide. I slip the brass knuckles out of my pocket and put them on my right hand. 
Bobby is still screaming. I’ll start there. I take a step towards him and then reel back, shifting my weight onto my back foot so that when I punch him, I follow through with my body. The punch lands square on his jaw. The force sends his chair tipping over backwards and he cracks his head, hard, on the floor. But at least he shuts up. 
“Your idiot friend still has his hand.” I tell him, standing over him. “If you were man enough to keep your eyes open, you’d know that.” 
Tony sniffles quietly. 
“That true, Tony?” Bobby asks quietly.
“Yeah, Bobby. Still got it.” 
“Get him up.” I nod at Bobby. Mike quickly puts his chair back upright. “Now. Look at me. Both of you.” Bobby, docile as a puppy, looks up at me. Blood is streaming down his face from his mouth. Tony avoids my gaze, however.
“I said look at me.” I advance on Tony and give him a hit in the gut. He doubles over in pain, a whoosh of strangled air coming out of his chest. I wait for him to straighten up and then give him one in the face. A small splatter of blood spews from his nose and onto my shirt. 
I step back. The men are looking at me now, attentively. “I’m feeling unusually charitable today.” I pause and clear my throat. “You can keep the money you won earlier tonight, but in that case I’ll be keeping a right hand…from both of you. Or you can leave the money. And leave town. And leave Vegas. Forever. Don’t ever come back.”
“We’ll go, we’ll go,” Bobby responds immediately, “Right, Tony? We’ll get outta here.”
“Fine,” Tony says shortly. “But you betta know that Mickey is gonna hear about this.”
I shrug, slipping the brass knuckles off my hands and letting them drop to the floor with a clatter. “If you want to tattle, go right ahead.” I look to Ben and Mike. “Get them cleaned up enough so that they don’t attract attention. And then get them outta here. The back way. Tell Terry when it’s done. I’m turning in for the night.”
“What ya gotta go see yer girlfriend?” Tony mutters under his breath but still loud enough for me to hear.
“What was that?” I step towards him and bend over so we’re on eye level. “I don’t think I heard you.”
“I asked if you was gonna go see that slut who was waving her tits around earlier,” Tony says, lifting his chin and staring at me dead eyed. Jesus, this guy’s got balls. Without another word, I reel back and punch him again in the face, one, two, three times. Bare knuckled. It hurts like hell.
When I’m done, his face is bloodied and bruises are already forming. He’ll be swollen beyond recognition tomorrow.
“I’m going to say this once and say it so you understand me,” I tell him. “That ‘slut’ is the only fucking reason you’re alive right now.” I notice Ben and Mike exchange a glance as I say this but I don’t pay them any mind. I’m pissed. And if I don’t get out of here now, I will kills these guys. “Take care of them,” I tell Ben and Mike. And then I leave, panting with rage. I scoop up my suit jacket as I go, slipping it on to conceal my bloodied shirt.
 
***
 
By the time I make it back to the penthouse, I’m already regretting my decision. Was it wise to let two men like Tony and Bobby back out onto the streets? These men aren’t just dangerous, they’re also dumb as a ton of fucking bricks. It’s a terrible combination. 
As the elevator doors to the penthouse open, my doubts leave me. Lilly is standing in the front hall, waiting on me. Her face is streaked with tears and her hair is a mess. She’s still wearing the dress I picked out for her but has kicked off her heels, which are lying sloppily by the entryway. 
“David!” She rushes over to me the second I step inside, her eyes wet with tears and wide with worry. “What happened? What did you do to those men?” She pounds on my chest in frustration, looking up at me with a face full of desperation. She strikes me again on the chest with her closed fist. It’s like being attacked by a kitten.
“You can calm down,” I tell her, taking her by the wrists firmly. “And you can stop fucking hitting me.”
“Answer my questions!” She struggles briefly, trying to pull her wrists from my hands, but it’s no use. 
“I will. Once you calm the hell down,” I shove her roughly away from me. What I need right now, is a drink. I go to the kitchen and slip off my suit jacket, tossing it over one of the tall barstools. 
As soon as she sees my shirt, Lilly’s screams begin anew. “Is that blood?!” She gestures at the rust-colored spots on my shirt. 
I don’t answer her. I’m grabbing a tumbler from the cabinet and the bottle of scotch I keep handy. I pour myself a tall, stiff drink. 
      “David, what the hell is going on? I played a part in what happened to those men. So I deserve to know what the fuck is going on.” Lilly’s voice is now calmer but firm. She stands in front of me, her arms crossed and juts her chin at me. 
“That’s the first time I’ve heard you drop an f-bomb,” I say, once my surprise wanes.
She’s already opening her mouth to light into me all over again but I raise my hand to silence her. 
“You don’t have to worry about those bozos,” I go on. I pause and take a sip of the scotch, savoring the fullness of the alcohol. “They’re fine.”
“Then what’s on your shirt?”
“You want the honest god dammed truth?” I grip the tumbler in my hand tighter, and realize I have to stop before I crush it.
“Yes. That’s all I’ve been asking for.”
“Yes, Lilly. Me and my guys roughed them up a little bit. What the hell did you expect?”
Her eyes grow wider.
“But they’re still alive, alright? They fucking shouldn’t be. In this town, cheating at cards is a death sentence.”
“That’s ridiculous.” Her voice is shrill again. “It’s just cards.”
“It’s fucking millions of dollars, Lilly. In the big picture. Billions goes through these casinos. Imagine the anarchy if every asshole with half a brain cell thought he could get away with cheating.” 
“Bullshit!” She advances on me, her eyes ablaze. “There are other ways. You don’t have to physically hurt people.” She’s right in front of me now, staring up at me, her fists balled up at her sides. 
“I should have offed both of those idiots. They’re just mafia scum anyway. God knows what crimes they’ve committed.” My voice is low and has the hint of warning that any member of my staff would recognize. It means leave me the fuck alone.
“If you’d killed them, you wouldn’t be any better than they are,” Lilly hisses at me. 
“And what makes you think I’m better than they are?” I shout. I’m starting to get pissed. I don’t want to lose control.
She just stares at me in horror and her fear spurs me on. I finally let out what I’ve had in the back of my mind this whole time, but haven’t said out loud—
“I let them fucking go, Lilly! What the fuck do you want from me? Yeah, I roughed ‘em up a little. But I let them live. That’s more of a courtesy than my own father was fucking allowed when he was murdered.” I slam the glass tumbler down on the kitchen counter. It breaks. Lilly jumps at the noise.
“Your… What?” She steps back from me, looking confused. All of the anger drains from her face and something new, like pity, takes over. It’s the last thing I want to see.
“Forget it. I’m done talking about this.” I step towards her and catch hold of one of her arms, jerking her rapidly towards me. 
“Let go!” She looks up at me and the pity on her face is replaced by rage as she squirms in my arms. “You’re just being a bully! There’s nothing wrong with talking. And I deserve an explanation. Deanna was right, you are a monster.”
“Don’t say that.” I shake her shoulders slightly. “I’ve had a long fucking day. A stressful day. I don’t want to talk anymore, about anything.”
She pauses and looks up at me. The look on her face is one I’ve never seen before. Her eyes are still slightly red from crying and she’s biting her bottom lip so hard, she’s drawing a tiny speck of blood. But her eyes are strong and blazing with a fresh fire.
“So what do you want?” She hisses the words at me, barely above a whisper.
“I want to fuck.” And with that I pull her face towards mine, kissing her on the mouth, tasting the slight remaining hint of gin from her drinks earlier. For just a second, she struggles and tries to push me away. But then she stops. And forces her tongue into my mouth, exploring me with a hunger that she’s never shown before.



Chapter Seventeen
Lilly
 
This entire evening has been a mix of emotions. I started the night nervous but excited, anticipating my role as the femme fatale at the poker game. Then I was shocked to discover that I enjoyed playing that role. I could feel the power I had over the men in the room. That feeling of power quickly gave way to fear and frustration in the face of David’s actions. As usual, I was reminded of the fact that he controls every detail of what goes on under Fortuna’s roof. Including me.
When he first kisses me, my first instinct is to pull away. He’s been acting like an asshole after all. But then that jumble of confusing emotions that’s been brewing inside of me erupts. I’m still angry, but I want him. I want to feel his body against mine. I want to forget the tangled mess of thoughts inside of my brain and just focus on my body. And his body.
Pushing my tongue into his mouth, I run my hands up over his shoulders and through his short hair. I take a tiny bit of hair between my fingers and tug, ever so slightly.
“Hey.” He jerks his head back and stops kissing me immediately. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I thought you didn’t want to talk.” I level a stare at him as I carefully trace a finger down the nape of his neck. I can feel goose bumps rising on his skin at my touch. The thought that I am capable of doing this to him is intoxicating. It’s my touch that’s getting to him.
“True.” He takes my face in his hands and kisses me again. Holding my chin in one hand, his lips on mine, he begins to trace a path down…my chin, my neck, tasting me with kisses, tickling me with his hot breath. I gasp as he bites my neck—hard. Hard enough to leave a mark. “Shush.” He stands straight and brings a finger to his lips. Without a word, he grabs the delicate straps of the evening gown I’m still wearing and tugs them over my shoulders, roughly jerking the dress down, over my butt, and letting it fall to the floor. Since I didn’t wear panties—as he’d requested—I’m now totally naked in front of him. Normally I’d feel vulnerable, but tonight…I don’t care. 
I press my body against him, sensing the heat coming through his shirt and the hardness of his muscles. His shirt is slightly moist and when I push into him, I can feel the thin sheen of sweat on his skin coming through the fabric. 
Without a word, he pushes me away and brings a hand to my neck, encircling my throat gently. His eyes have that dark storm brewing in them, but for once, I’m not afraid. He begins squeezing gently.
“Trying to take my air away to shut me up?” I whisper, curling my lip. I try to maintain my stone-cold look but have to step back to get out of his grasp. 
“Just reminding you who’s in charge,” he says coolly, watching as I inhale deeply. “You had clearly forgotten earlier.”
“I followed all of your goddamned instructions for the night,” I spit at him.
“Except for the most important one. I told you that if I asked you to leave, you should do so without question. Immediately.”
“You never asked me to leave. You told me. You never ask anybody to do anything. That’s your problem.” As I’m talking, he’s unbuttoning his shirt. I’m still angry but I can’t help watching as he reveals his muscular chest and abs. Quickly, I shift my eyes back to his face, hoping he hasn't noticed.
“The only problem I have right now is you.” I hear the click of his belt buckle being undone and have to remind myself to maintain eye contact. “You made quite a scene downstairs.” I hear the slippery sound of his leather belt being pulled off. 
“So what? I didn’t go to my room like a good little girl and now you’re going to punish me?” I ask him sarcastically.
“I told you that you had a lot to learn. And I think this lesson is long overdue.” While still watching me, he raises his arm ever so slightly and gives a firm flick of the wrist, causing the belt in his hand to snap against itself and make a loud cracking sound. I resist the urge to flinch.
“Fine.” I cross my arms and stand my ground but I can feel my stomach flip-flopping.
“Still feeling bold?” He unbuttons his pants and lets them fall to the floor before kicking them away. He’s now clad only in boxer-briefs, allowing me to clearly see his muscular physique, tensed and ready for action. 
Without another word, he steps forward swiftly, bends down slightly, and slings me over his shoulder. 
“What the fuck?” I squeal, surprised by the fast action.
He doesn’t answer and simply carries me upstairs, his steps heavy. Once in the master bedroom, he puts me down. 
“Go stand under that painting. Put your hands against the wall. Back to me.” He gestures towards one side of the room. The vast expanse of wall here has just a single, small painting in the middle. It’s nothing noteworthy, just an abstract image of some geometric shapes and lines. 
I’m still seething but I do as he says, placing my hands against the wall. The painting is just a bit above eye level. 
“Good. Spread your legs.” He nudges my feet apart with his foot, so I’m standing splayed, exposed to him. “Now I don’t want you to take your hands off that wall. No matter what. Okay?”
“Okay,” I mutter. 
He runs a hand over my head and down along my back, sending a chill down my spine. At my butt, he stops briefly, caressing me gently. Suddenly, he pulls his hand back and slaps me sharply with his palm.
I bite my lip and resist the urge to shout out. I can’t stop my body from reacting though, and my feet jump slightly.
“I said don’t move.” His voice is like ice. He moves his hand between my legs. I realize with surprise that I’m wet as he rubs his fingers over me, slipping one inside. “You really do enjoy a spanking, don’t you?”
Annoyed, I maintain my silence. 
SMACK! He lets another firm slap loose on my ass. I grit my teeth but manage to avoid jumping or making a noise. 
“Not bad. So then we can try the belt.” 
I instinctively tense my entire body.
“Do you know how many times I had to ask you to leave the room tonight before calling Marco to haul you out?” His voice is calm but I can hear the edge in it.
I shake my head.
“Answer me.”
“No.”
“I had to ask you three times. So I think it’s fair that you get three strokes,” he goes on calmly. 
I shrug my shoulders, still defiant. I have the scent of leather in my nose. I remember the first night, when he had me bite on this same belt. I couldn’t have imagine then…what was still to come. 
“Okay then.” He again runs his hand through my hair, gently touching the side of my face, before continuing down my back. He gives my ass a brief squeeze. And then he lifts his other hand. From the corner of my eye, I realize he’s folded the belt in half, giving him more control over it. The buckled part is in his hand and the small leather loop where the belt has been folded doesn’t look like it’s going to hurt that badly. But then…
CRACK! The noise the leather makes as it hits my skin is like a gunshot. The pain is something I’ve never experienced before. It’s like a blast of fire across my skin, a surge of heat followed by an intense burning that lingers. 
All thoughts of staying still and quiet leave my mind as I yelp and jump away from the wall, bent over in pain. Then, realizing what I’ve done, I look at David in fear. But he’s not paying any attention to me. I watch, confused, as he throws the belt down in irritation. He goes to the painting hanging on the wall and lifts it down. Behind the small canvas, there’s a tiny door with a keypad. A safe, I realize with a start. 
He punches in a code and the door opens. I forget the pain searing across my backside for a moment as I watch, wondering what’s inside. Cash? Passports? Drugs?
No. He pulls out a pair of handcuffs and then shuts the safe again. He secures the cuffs to the sturdy hook on the wall that was holding the painting and then he looks at me.
“Come here.”
I step forward, hesitant.
“It appears you need some help staying still.” He takes my wrists and brings my hands up, clicking the cuffs shut around my wrists. I feel the cold metal against my skin and shiver. My hands are now slightly above my head, secured to the wall. And my back is exposed to David…and his belt. 
“Okay then.” Peeking over my shoulder, I see that a thin sheen of sweat has broken out across his face. I also can’t help but notice the bulge in his boxer-briefs. He’s clearly aroused. He wipes his forehead and picks the belt up off the bed. He places one hand on my shoulder and gives a small squeeze, helping to hold me in place. Then, with his other hand, he brings the belt down yet again. CRACK! I manage to keep my lips firmly shut but can’t help the explosion of air from my nostrils when I exhale in surprise. My body jerks involuntarily but the handcuffs keep me in place against the wall. There’s a faint rattle as I squirm but other than that, the only sound in the room is David’s heavy breathing. 
“One more and you’re done,” he whispers in my ear. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Again, he brings his hand between my legs, feeling the wetness there. He rubs a moistened finger over my clit, gently. The sensation distracts me from the fire where the belt hit me. Instinctively, I push my pussy against his hand, wanting more. 
“You like that, huh?” He murmurs. The combination of pain and pleasure has me aroused and wanting more, wanting to explore every physical sensation possible. What I really want right now, as much as I hate to admit it, is David inside of me.
“Let’s just get this over with.” I spit the words at him. 
“As you wish, Miss Madison,” he replies, his voice tinged with sarcasm. I brace myself as he raises his arm with the belt, preparing to strike. Until now, he’s just been giving a flick of the wrist. I grit my teeth, determined not to cry out, and wait, tensed and ready, for him to bring his arm down. 
CRACK! All of my good intentions aside, I can’t help letting out a guttural moan as the belt makes contact with my skin. 
“Well that one will leave a mark,” David remarks coolly. He tosses the belt down and runs his hand across my ass, causing a fresh wave of pain. It’s like a thousand needles stabbing me simultaneously. Part of me wants to whimper but a bigger part of me is pissed at his curt words and cold-hearted actions. 
“Get me the fuck down.” I hiss the words at him, rattling the cuffs above my head as I squirm away from his hand.
“Still feeling pretty bold,” he comments. But he does as I ask, undoing the cuffs and letting my wrists free. 
Finally, I can turn to look at him directly. His face is hard and impassive, but his eyes are bright and alive. And I can see his cock straining against the thin fabric of his boxers. I feel the pain surging across my ass but I also recognize the thumping of my heart, and the wetness between my legs where he touched me. A foreign mix of rage and desire, a combination I’ve never felt, surges through me.
“Pissed at me now?” He asks, arching an eyebrow. 
“Shut up.” I advance on him and throw my arms around his neck. He gives a grunt of surprise as I jump up to straddle him, wrapping my legs around his waist. But then he grips me firmly, tightly against him. As he brings his hands to my butt to hold me up, fresh waves of pain wash over me. But they only drive me on and I kiss him more hungrily, gripping his muscular shoulders. I bite his lip between kisses, not caring if I’m hurting him or not. 
Still holding me up, he walks over to the bed and tosses me down onto it. He climbs on top of me, his body feeling heavy on top of mine. But that’s not what I want tonight. I summon my strength and push him angrily off of me. Taken off guard, he gives way to my touch as I shove him onto his back on the bed. I roll quickly after him as I go, and straddle him, squeezing his torso firmly between my thighs. 
He seems taken aback by my aggressiveness, but also doesn’t seem to mind. I notice his lips turning up slightly into the smallest smile as we continue kissing. He runs his hands through my hair roughly and then places them on my waist, pulling me closer against him. But I’ve had enough of him taking control tonight.
“Stop.” I cut off the kisses and sit up, still straddling him. He looks at me in confusion for a moment. “Wait here.”
I rummage in the nightstand where I’d seen him grab condoms before, find a box, and take one out. I toss it next to him. “Put that on.” He looks surprised that I’m so assertive but smiles and obliges me, jerking his boxer-briefs down to reveal his erection. I’m still standing by the bed, simply watching him. He maintains eye contact with me the entire time as he unwraps the condom and rolls it over his cock, squeezing himself gently as he does so. 
Then, I stand up and scoop the belt up off the floor. I toss the belt onto the bed next to him and follow, crawling onto the plush mattress. I swing my leg over him and straddle him, slowly lowering myself onto his dick. I can feel his member pulsating through the thin layer of latex and let out a sigh of ecstasy as I push myself further and further down onto him. 
His desire matches mine and he tilts his head back slightly, letting out a low groan as he hits me deep inside. He brings his hands up to hold my waist, trying to pull me closer. But I want to be in control now.
“No.” I grab his hands, removing them from my body. I place them firmly on the bed, palms down. 
He looks startled but leaves his hands there, unmoving. I start to feel that same sense of power I felt in the poker room earlier tonight, that confidence, knowing that I was admired and wanted. With a smile, I lean forward and kiss him slowly and softly, pushing my tongue into his mouth as I grind my hips gently. Immediately, he brings his hands up to my waist. 
“I said no.” I sit up again and give him a stern look. Then, I reach for the belt lying on the bed next to us. “Put your hands over your head.” 
After a pause, a smile spreads across his face and he does as I say. He brings his wrists together above his head. I lean forward, across him, and bind his wrists securely together with the leather belt. I feel his cock twitch happily inside of me when the buckle clicks into place. Meanwhile I feel his breath on my tits, which are in his face as I lean across him. Goosebumps pop out immediately on my arms but I ignore them. 
Straightening up, I look him square in the face. “Now, I’m going to have my way with you,” I tell him flatly. I put a hand on each of his shoulders, feeling his strength underneath me as I swivel my hips, moving myself up and down on top of him. 
I know he could easily throw me off of him and take control of the situation at any second. Still, the sight of him bound, this mass of muscle subdued under my touch, has me quivering from head to toe. I push down on his chest, bracing myself as I drop down harder and harder on top of him. Our bodies make a slapping sound as they come together, again and again and again. 
Wanting to tease out the moment, I pause, allowing just the tip of his cock to stay inside of me. He shoots me a look of irritation. I answer with a sweet smile. The rush of adrenaline I’m feeling is unparalleled. 
“You seem to like being in control just as much as you like losing control.” He remarks, his eyes snapping with sparks as I continue to hover above him, refusing to take his cock all the way inside of me.
“Maybe…” I pause and start to lower myself a bit further onto him. I bring my hands forward, on either side of his head, and lean over him so our faces are just inches apart. I can still feel the stinging from where the belt hit me and my pussy is throbbing, aching to take him all the way in. I give him a gentle kiss. He opens his mouth, gently kissing me back. But then I stop, quickly, and bite his lip. “Tonight, I’m going to cum whenever the hell I please,” I tell him. I can feel my eyes crackling. “And you won’t be able to stop me,” I add. 
And with that, I sit back up and bring my hands behind me, leaning back as I grind down on top of him. Every time I bring myself all the way down, my ass makes contact with his body, sending a fresh burst of daggers through me. My breathing is ragged and I’m on the brink, the precipice. Finally, all the pent-up tension erupts. I reach orgasm—an orgasm I orchestrated myself. I let out a scream, throwing my head back and letting it echo off of the wall behind me. David moans underneath me and I realize that he’s cum as well. I feel a smile spread across my face as I slow my pace, coming to a gentle stop. 
When I regain my senses, I look down into David’s face and see again that flicker of pride I had seen earlier in the evening. I’m also surprised to discover that my mind is totally empty. All the turbulent emotions that had been churning in me all night have disappeared. I feel calm. Looking at David, I see an expression of peace on his face. I know he feels the same way.
His eyes are friendly as he asks, “All good?”
“Yeah.” I wriggle myself off of him. I go to undo the belt holding his wrists together but stop short. It’s already undone. “What the hell?”
“I thought it would be fun to let you think you were in charge,” he says with a boyish grin. He looks so sexy, I can’t even be annoyed. With a weak smile, I make my way across the bed and snuggle in under his arm, forcing my head onto his chest. I don’t care if he wants to cuddle or not right now. I want to be close to him.
“I’ve never seen you that angry,” he remarks calmly. He brings his hand up and strokes my hair gently, absentmindedly. “I didn’t think it was possible, to be honest.”
“It’s been an emotional day,” I murmur. With my ear pressed against his chest, I listen to the gentle thud of his heart. His heart rate is slowing as he recovers from the exertion of our romp. 
“You can say that again.” These words are accompanied by a gentle sigh. I think back to his brief mention of his father. He’d said that his dad was murdered. I try to remember his words, but I know better than to ask him about it now. “I have to say…” He pauses and clears his throat, as if he’s getting ready to tell me something difficult. “You did an excellent job this evening.”
“I thought you were pissed because I didn’t go upstairs when you told me to?” I sit up in confusion and turn to look down at him. 
“Well, yeah, that part was annoying.” He gives me a grin from the pillows, rubbing his hand across the dark stubble on his chin. “But everything before that was perfection.”
“Really?” I feel my cheeks glowing warmly with his praise. 
“Sure. It’s difficult for a beautiful woman to distract disciplined men. Tony and Bobby might be buffoons but they’ve been running cards in Vegas for a while. All the casino owners know it. But nobody could catch them.”
“Until tonight,” I say. I feel happy and proud as I lie down again and nestle back into his arms. It’s not because I played a hand in getting those guys in trouble. I still kind of wish things hadn’t turned out that way, but David telling me I’m beautiful leaves me breathless. 
“Until tonight.” He affirms. “You played your part very well.”
“I guess so.”
“Didn’t you feel it? The power that you had over that room? With every man’s eyes on you?”
I pause. It feels vain to agree, to say yes, I felt beautiful. “I’ve never used my sexuality like that before,” I say. “But yes, it was interesting.”
He laughs aloud. “Interesting. Oh boy. I mean, remind me again what your sexual experiences were before you met me? I know you were a virgin but that’s about all I know.”
“There was my prom date. That was my first experience. And then a couple other guys who I dated over the years but nothing ever got serious. Well, not serious to the point that I wanted to…make them my first.”
“So it was me.” He tightens his arm around me and I can feel the strength of his muscles as he gives me a gentle squeeze.
“Yes.” I lift my chin up so I can peek up at him. He’s looking down at me, his eyes calm and clear. There’s no hint of a storm in them now.
“Well, I can assure you that nobody else in that room tonight would have guessed that just five days ago, you’d arrived in Vegas for the very first time…”
“A virgin from Parkville, Missouri?” I finish the thought for him and we both laugh. 
“Correct.” He nods and then cranes his neck forward, planting a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Tonight, everyone in that room saw a woman. Self-assured. Beautiful. Sexy. And in control of her sexuality. Tonight, Lilly, you were a fucking star.”
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
David
 
I wake up the next morning to the sound of a giant crash. What a fucking alarm clock. Sitting up in bed, I see Lilly is gone. No doubt she’s rummaging around in the kitchen. Normally I’d be annoyed by this rude awakening but with the memory of last night fresh in my mind, I don’t even care. I slip on a plush white robe and head downstairs.
“Good morning!” Lilly trills at me happily as I blearily make my way down the stairs to her. “I hope I didn’t wake you?”
“It’s fine.” She trots over to me and throws her arms around my neck, giving me a sweet kiss. She’s also just wearing a white robe but on her small frame, it looks oversized.
“I wanted to make coffee.”
“Why not just order some up? I’m not even sure I have coffee up here.”
“Sure, we can do that,” she says with a smile and a small shrug. “I guess I thought it would be nice to make it myself and bring you a cup in bed.”
“Well, how about we order up coffee, and then you can serve me in bed.” I give her a squeeze. “And we can order up some food while we’re at it.” I’m starving, I realize. I barely ate the day before, I’d been so caught up in preparations for the night’s poker game. 
“Yeah, some French toast would be amazing.” Lilly’s face lights up. “With powdered sugar. And maybe strawberries… And raspberries… Or blueberries? Or both? I think a berry mix is always the best way to go, it balances the tanginess of the red berries with the muted blueberries.” She’s like a kid in her excitement, which grows as she talks, her voice getting faster and faster. I can’t help but laugh.
“Food really is your passion, huh? You should see your face light up when you talk about it. Like I said before, you can have whatever you want, whenever you want it. You want to call down? I’m just going to brush my teeth and shave.”
“Oh, don’t shave! I love the stubble.” She grins and runs her small hand across my cheek, scratching my chin gently with her fingertips. She’s no longer shy about touching me, I realize quickly. Not after last night.
“Okay, well I’ll brush my teeth at least. Can’t kiss you with this dragon breath.”
She stands on her tiptoes and kisses me firmly on the mouth. “Mm yeah, brush your teeth,” she giggles as she pulls back. 
“Hey,” I grab her around the waist and pull her towards me, kissing her again for a minute. I feel the warmth of her body through the material of the robe.
“So what do you want?” She asks when I finally let her go.
“Just a coffee, thanks. I’ll grab some food on my way to work.”
“Oh, okay.” She nods but I sense the tiniest flicker of disappointment in her face. 
Back upstairs, I brush my teeth. Looking at myself in the mirror, I run my hands across the stubble on my face. I reach for the razor but pause. One more day won’t hurt. Plus, I have Lilly’s face in my mind, specifically that disappointed look when I told her to just get me a coffee and leave it at that. 
That’s when I decide to do something I haven’t done in over a decade. I grab my phone and punch in the first number on speed dial.
“Sir?” Terry’s voice greets me on the other end of the line.
“Terry. Everything under control down there?”
“Of course, sir. Nothing to worry about.”
“Good. I won’t be coming down today.”
“Are you not feeling well? Should I send up the doctor?”
I can’t help but laugh. “No, no, nothing like that. I’m just taking the day off.”
“Oh!” Even Terry, the pinnacle of professionalism, can’t hide his surprise at these words. 
“I trust you to handle everything, as always. If there’s an emergency, call me.”
“Yes sir.”
“But only if it’s an emergency,” I add.
“Of course, sir.”
“Thanks, Terry.”
“Enjoy.” He says, and I can hear his smile in that one word. 
I look at myself in the mirror. Scruffy but smiling. There’s a brightness in my eyes, a hint of excitement. I’m looking forward to telling Lilly that I’ll be around today after all. Eager to give her the good news, I walk briskly downstairs. She’s just hanging up the phone.
“So you better call back and add an order of bacon and eggs to that room service,” I tell her with a smile.
She just looks at me questioningly.
“I’m taking the day off,” I add. 
“Really?” She squeaks the word and clasps her hands together. Her happiness at the news sends a shockwave of warmth through my chest.
“Really,” I step forward and wrap my arms around her, feeling her small body through the oversized robe. “Terry sounded pretty surprised when I told him,” I add with a chuckle.
“When’s the last time you took a day off?” She asks shyly, her big eyes peering up at mine and glowing warmly.
“To be honest, I haven’t taken a personal day since I took over Fortuna. Not that I can remember anyway.”
“Not one?”
“I mean, there’s been a sick day here and there of course. And some business trips that took me away, but they were always working holidays, if you will. But a day just sitting around my own casino-hotel, in good health, and not working at all? Nah, I’ve never done that.”
“Wow,” she whispers softly. 
“So, mind ordering me some bacon and eggs? I’ll set up the terrace for al fresco dining, if that’s your thing.”
“That would be lovely.”
“Just have the room service boys bring the trays upstairs for you when they get here. I’ll get the table set up.”
“Okay.”
Within twenty minutes, Lilly and I are comfortably situated on the terrace of my penthouse suite. I’ve set up a large sun umbrella to offer us shade against the searing Nevada desert sun. Even this early in the morning, it’s already heating up. Two trays of food are on the large round table in front of us, one holding Lilly’s French toast, and the other my bacon and eggs. To one side of us, the Jacuzzi hums gently. Beyond the railing, the skyline of the Vegas strip stretches out in front of us.
“Breakfast with a view,” Lilly sighs happily. We’re both still in our robes and she’s curled up in her chair, sipping on a mug of coffee. 
“Yeah, it’s not bad is it? I honestly don’t take advantage of it enough.” I take a sip of my own coffee, inhaling the rich aroma as I watch her.
“It seems like you don’t take time to enjoy a lot of things in life,” Lilly notes. She pulls her chair closer to the table and starts digging into her enormous pile of French toast and berries. “I mean, if you really just work all the time, what do you do for fun? To unwind?”
“Playing cards is one way I relax.”
“And other than that?” She spears a ripe strawberry and pops it into her mouth.
“That’s about it.” I shrug as I start in on my own plate of food.
“I don’t get it,” Lilly says, munching thoughtfully. “I mean, you have the money to hire people to manage this place for you. Why not enjoy yourself a bit? Isn’t that the whole point of making money?”
“I like to keep personal control over as much as I can. My father taught me the importance of self-control, in all facets of life.” I pause, remembering what I said about my father last night.
“Was he a very controlled man?” Lilly asks carefully. She’s averting her eyes, looking down as she shoves a pile of blueberries onto her fork. I recognize the sensitivity in her delicate manner of posing the question and I appreciate it. It makes me want to tell her more.
“The opposite, actually.” I push my plate away and sit back in my chair, looking at Lilly. Her hair is gleaming in the morning light and the color in her hazel eyes looks more vibrant than ever as she glances up at me, her eyes asking the questions she can’t bring herself to turn in to words. “He was a gambling addict,” I say. “And an alcoholic.”
She doesn’t reply but puts her fork and knife down, and sits back in her chair to look at me. Her eyes are shining with compassion. I guess, now that she’s recognized that her own sister has a drinking problem, she has some idea of what I dealt with. And suddenly I want to tell her everything. 
       “My dad wasn’t a bad guy.”
She nods. 
“He was around when I was a kid. He wasn’t necessarily sober but he was there. He was never abusive or angry. He was the life of the party. That kind of guy. Charming, funny. People wanted to be around him. He had that positive energy.”
She nods and picks up her coffee cup, sipping it slowly. 
I go on. “Everyone knew him in Jamestown. He would get together with his buddies all the time to play cards. That’s how I learned. He’s the one who taught me. God damn, I must’ve been no older than eight when he first started teaching me.” I chuckle at the thought.
Lilly smiles gently. “That sounds like a nice memory.”
“It’s one of the few good ones I have of him.” I clear my throat. “Things started going downhill when I was about twelve. He wasn’t just drinking and playing cards, he was betting on cards. He developed a gambling addiction on top of the alcohol. That’s when things started to go south.”
Lilly stays silent but I can tell her attention is all on me. Her body is turned towards me, her eyes are clear and focused. A small, sad smile is on her lips. She’s just letting me talk, not pushing, and I appreciate that. So I continue.
 “Jamestown was too small for him to do any big-time gambling of course. So he started jetting off for weekends. First on the East Coast, Atlantic City. Then later he started coming all the way to Vegas. By the time I was a teenager, he was gone almost every weekend.”
“That must have been difficult,” Lilly murmurs.
“It was okay, for a while. He still took care of us, you know? He still kind of…mostly…had his shit together. He’d bring money back. Show up for the big events. He taught me how to drive,” I grin at the recollection. “And he showed up for my high school graduation. He was addicted to alcohol and gambling, but he was still functioning. He still had control of the situation.”
She nods. “So when did he lose control?” She asks slowly. 
“Probably around when I turned 18. I don’t know if that’s a coincidence or if it was conscious. Sometimes I think that, at that point, he realized that I was technically ‘grown up’ and that he didn’t have to take care of me anymore. Maybe in his mind, his son was an adult. So he could check out.” From Lilly’s face, I can tell I don’t have to explain to her that this thought haunts me. Clearly, my father’s issues are not my fault. But I sometimes wish I had been able to hold on to him longer, in some way.
“So what happened then?” She asks, soft and compassionately. 
“He started disappearing for longer stretches. He stopped sending money. He was losing more than he was winning, I guess. Then he had to start borrowing money to fund his gambling.” I pause, and take a sip of my coffee. “That’s when things got really bad.”
“Loan sharks?” Lilly asks softly.
“Yeah,” I nod. My hand is resting on the table and she reaches across from her seat, placing her small palm on top of my hand. She doesn’t say anything else, just gently strokes my hand. 
“So one day he took off and he didn’t come back for a long time. Too long. Even with his problems, it wasn’t like him to stay away for months at a time without even calling. I was in my early twenties then. I’d already started taking care of my mother, helping out financially at home. I felt like the man of the house already. So I went to look for him. I thought maybe I could help.”
“So you found him in Vegas?” Lilly asks, continuing to gently stroke my hand.
“No.” I hear the shift in my own voice. “He was already dead by the time I got here.”
“I’m so sorry, David.” Lilly whispers the words and gives my hand a gentle squeeze.
“Never got a chance to see him. I told myself I wouldn’t leave this town until I found out what happened to him. So I started working in the casinos, making contacts, and getting the dirt. The story is that he’d been in it pretty bad with one casino. The owner wasn’t happy. The loan sharks weren’t happy. There were a lot of people after him.”
“But who killed him?” Lilly asks breathlessly, edging forward in her seat. 
“Walter. This thug who owned Casino MegaMax.”
“I don’t remember seeing that one along the strip.” Lilly wrinkles her brow.
“Well, now it’s known as the Fortuna. You’re sitting in it.”
Lilly exhales sharply at these words. The surprise on her face is evident. “Did you… Did you kill Walter? As revenge?” Her eyes are wide as she asks, fearful of what revelation I might share.
“No.” I give her a small smile and squeeze her hand gently. “I was just a powerless kid then, a low-level casino employee. But when I found out that Walter was responsible for my father’s death, I started figuring out how to get revenge. That’s when I met Jack. At the time, he was the owner of Destino. Casino MegaMax was his biggest competition. Jack fucking hated Walter. There were many reasons. Walter was a shady character and never played by the rules. Even in Vegas, there are laws of the street. But Walter didn’t abide by any rules.”
Lilly nods, entranced by my words, and nudges my hand gently, urging me to keep talking.
“Well, I approached Jack. It took months. I was constantly at Destino, trying to catch him, waiting around his favorite bar, restaurant, you name it. I was like his shadow for a while. He got really mad at one point. I mean, of course he didn’t have the time of day to give some random, small-town, punk kid. But, finally, I managed to buy him a drink—and then I beat him at a game of cards. That’s how I really got his attention. So I told him my story. And that’s when he decided to help.”
“He helped you get back at Walter?”
“He did more than that. Jack took me under his wing. He saw that I was motivated and smart. Given my father’s past and my own dedication to self-control, he knew I’d never have any issues with alcohol or cards. And he knew that my desire for revenge would be the strongest motivator for me to succeed.”
“To succeed in what?” Lilly looks confused.
“As a casino owner. See, Jack had had his eye on Casino MegaMax for years. The property is perfectly situated to make it a fitting sister casino-and-hotel to Destino. So when I told Jack I wanted to take Walter down, Jack was on board. He’d been watching Walter work for years and he knew exactly what his M.O. was. Like I said before, Walter wasn’t one to play by the rules. But there’s a code in this game. If you win fair and square, you win. The other guy is supposed to pay up. But Walter never wanted to pay up. He preferred to have his henchmen dig a hole in the desert if you beat him. In that sense, much of his money was blood money.”
“Including your Dad’s.” Lilly murmurs the words sympathetically.
“Yep. At first I thought some loan sharks had taken my father out. Then, I thought maybe he’d failed to pay up after losing a private game to Walter, or that he owed Walter’s casino money. Jack told me the truth—that my father had actually won a high-stakes game against Walter. Huge pot. It would have taken care of all the money he owed. Could have set him up with a clean slate, even a new life. But of course with a pot that big…”
“Walter would rather kill your dad than pay it.” Lilly concludes the story sadly.
“Correct. Anyway, Jack had already seen me play cards. He knew I could beat Walter. And he also knew what would happen if the stakes were high enough.”
“Walter would try to kill you too.”
“Yeah. The problem was, of course, that I was just a broke kid, living paycheck to paycheck. I was making decent money in tips but I was also sending cash back to my mother. So Jack offered to front me the money to enter a high-stakes poker game with Walter. Then, he got to work on turning Walter’s people against him.”
“Like, his security team?”
“Yeah. Walter had security around him constantly. Literally by his side. I know you think that the security here is crazy,” I pause and give Lilly a small smile, “but compared to what Walter had, it’s nothing. He had four armed guards with him 24/7. You know why?”
She shakes her head in wonderment.
“Because he didn’t play by the rules. Because he cheated and killed. Jack wasn’t the only person in Vegas who had beef with Walter. A lot of people would have been happy to see him six feet under.”
“You don’t have that kind of security.”
“Because I do play by the rules. I know you think I’m extreme, the way I run my business. But that’s fair play in Vegas. People in this town know that I play fair. The only people who don’t like it are shady assholes like Tony and Bobby. But the big fish, the ones who matter, they know that I conduct myself, and my business, on the up and up. I’ve got more friends than enemies in this town, Lilly.”
She nods, but a thin line of worry is etched between her eyes.
“So,” I go on, “That was the other big thing Jack did, other than front me the money. He pulled strings, paid people off, did all the dirty work needed to ensure that Walter’s most trusted men would be prepared to turn against him. I’m still not sure how he managed it but Jack could be very persuasive.” I smile, fondly, thinking of the man who gave me my start in this business. My start in a brand new life.
“So what happened on the day of the card game?” Lilly is gripping my hand anxiously, digging her fingers into me.
“Well, I won of course,” I shoot her a grin and give her a wink.
“And then?” 
“Then it went down exactly as Jack and I expected. I was hauled out of the room—you have an idea of what that looks like after the other night—and Walter and his henchmen drove me out to the desert. When Walter gave the order to off me, though, I wasn’t the one his guys killed.”
“They shot him instead,” Lilly murmurs, awed.
“Yep. Jack had arranged it all.”
“You could have been killed, though.” Lilly blinks back tears. “What if one of those men had just been pretending to turn on Walter?”
“I had to put my trust in Jack. It was a leap of faith, I’ll admit. I thought I could trust him. As I got to know him better, I learned that he was one of the most trustworthy souls in this world. May he rest in peace.”
Lilly nods. “And then you got the casino?”
“Jack arranged for me to take over the management of Casino MegaMax, on the condition that I work with him. We rebranded it as the Fortuna. So I ran Fortuna and Jack ran Destino. We worked side-by-side like that for years. Until he died. Then he left me Destino as well.”
There’s nothing more to say. I clench my teeth firmly and square my shoulders, looking directly at Lilly. What will she think of my checkered past? Will she judge me for my sins, or even my father’s? The way the Fortuna came into my hands isn’t exactly above board. But I wanted to tell her the truth. 
She’s looking down at her lap, playing with the white tie of her bathrobe, drawing it delicately between her fingers. With her face turned away from me, I can’t tell what she’s thinking. Then she raises her eyes. There is a thin sheen of moisture over them, as if she’s holding back tears. She bites her lip and then the corners of her mouth turn up into a sad smile. 
My breath catches in my throat as I wonder what she’s going to say next, how she’s going to react to this gruesome tale. She turns away from me again and then pushes her chair back from the table, standing up. Without a word, she walks over to me and leans down over me from behind, putting her arms around my shoulders as she nuzzles her face into my neck. 
“Thank you for telling me that,” she whispers, her voice cracking slightly. And in that moment, I feel a closeness to Lilly that exceeds what I’ve felt with any woman, maybe even any person, ever.
“You’re the first person I’ve told the full story to.”
“Thank you for trusting me with it.” As she speaks those words, I realize with surprise that Lilly, in the brief time I’ve known her, has indeed become a person I trust. One of the very few people in this world whom I feel I can rely on.


 



Chapter Nineteen
Lilly
 
When David told me about his dad, so many pieces of the puzzle surrounding his personality and his past clicked into place. Now, I understand why he’s so insistent on maintaining control of his life, in all facets, whenever possible. Now, I understand why he seems to have such a keen understanding of Deanna’s own problems with drinking. Now, I understand why he’s so insistent on security. He couldn’t protect his dad. But he can protect other people. People like me. The thought is jarring but also in a way heartwarming. I can now recognize actions he took that felt invasive, or like he was trying to hold me hostage, as protective. It all makes more sense now.
I squeeze my arms around him more tightly and then plant a gentle kiss on his cheek.
“Come here,” he says. He pushes his chair back from the table, where our half-eaten breakfasts remain, and pats his lap gently. I climb onto it and snuggle up into his arms, resting my head on his chest. “You have been surprising in many ways, Lilly,” he murmurs, his breath tickling my ear.
“I could say the same about you.” With last night’s sexual exploration and this morning’s personal confessions, I feel closer to him than I ever have. I recognize him as a person now, complete with his own trials and tribulations, not just the scary, all-powerful big boss of the Fortuna and Destino. I want to say more but before I can, David’s phone rings.
“Shit.” He lets out the curse word. “Sorry. Terry is only meant to call me in case of emergencies, so…” He nudges me gently off of his lap. I climb off and step to the side, allowing him to reach into the pocket of his bathrobe.
“What?” He barks the single word into the phone. His face loses the softness it had a minute ago as he listens to whatever the person on the other end of the line is telling him. He regains the hard, tough look he usually carries. The one I’m used to. He regains that mask of the big boss, the one that scares me.
“Jesus Christ,” he exhales the words and brings his hand to his face, rubbing the spot between his eyes gently. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Which one?”
I watch with worry, wondering what the problem could be. Maybe those guys—Tony and Bobby—from the night before are back and causing trouble?
“Okay. No, it’s fine. I appreciate your letting me know, Terry. It was the right thing to do. I’ll head over there immediately.”
My heart sinks at his words. So much for David’s day off. I’d been looking forward to spending the extra time with him.
         He ends the call and stands up abruptly, looking to me. “Get dressed. We’ve got to take care of something.”
“We…like you and me?”
“Yep. It’s Deanna.”
My body turns cold and I stare at him, open-mouthed, frozen in place. 
“She managed to get herself into a high-stakes game at another casino. And she’s down almost $100k.”
“She can’t pay that,” I say dumbly. I feel numb and my brain can’t muster more beyond this obvious statement. 
“I know,” David says. “We’ve got to get over there. Now.” 
“We?!” My voice squeaks.
“She’s your sister isn’t she?” He says gruffly. “Come on.” He’s already striding briskly inside, shrugging off his robe as he walks and letting it fall to the floor. I stare at this muscular physique, watching as he rapidly pulls clothes on. 
“Lilly!” He glances at me. His tone is sharp and commanding. It’s what I need to shake me out of my daze. 
“Coming!” I trot after him and grab the first thing I can find to put on, a strapless, summery maxi dress, long and flowing, that falls all the way to the floor. 
David is already waiting by the penthouse door and tapping his foot impatiently by the time I make it down to him. 
“The car is already downstairs,” he says quickly. “Come on.”
Mike and Ben are waiting for us when we step out of the elevator. Instantly, I feel a kick of adrenaline. They accompany us through the casino and usher us into a large black Escalade that’s waiting. The burly guys get up front, Ben behind the wheel. I glance at them anxiously.
 “It’s just a precaution,” David assures me, as if reading my thoughts. “The casino owner is a reasonable man but he’s not going to be pleased when we interrupt his high-stakes game. And it never hurts to have some muscle.”
“Okay,” I say, trying to give him a confident smile. I’m pretty sure I fail. I want to say more but my stomach is tossing and turning, so I decide to keep quiet. Luckily our destination isn’t far off. After a quick ten-minute drive, we pull up in front of a small, seedy-looking property. The Glamazon. 
“Here we are,” David announces. “Ben, stay with the car. Mike will call if we need backup.” Ben immediately looks disappointed but stays put behind the wheel. “Mike, you’re with us. I want cool heads all round. I don’t want this escalating if we can avoid it.”
“Got it, boss.” Mike nods sternly. I’d say he was putting his game face on but it’s always on. I can understand why David told Ben to stay back. From what I’ve seen of the two, Ben is always eager to get his hands dirty while Mike is much calmer. 
David doesn’t miss a beat when we step inside the casino. He immediately starts moving, like a shark, swimming along the tiled floors, past the rows of slot machines in the front, and past the islands of card tables in the middle. He doesn’t stop until he reaches the very back of the large enclosure.
I glance around nervously as we race through the place. It’s still too early to be crowded and the near-empty casino has a dicey feeling to it. The Glamazon clearly isn’t of the same caliber as Fortuna. Even I can recognize that. The carpets have visible stains on them and the marble floors haven’t been polished in ages. Maybe it’s my imagination, but even the people who work here look surly and unwelcoming. 
“David,” I touch his arm gently when he stops long enough for me to catch up to him. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, won’t interfering make things worse?”
He turns sharply to face me. “Lilly, did you not hear the story I told you this morning?” He grabs my upper arms and shakes me slightly, as if he’s trying to knock some sense into me. 
“Of course I did,” I tell him, trying to wriggle away. “But this is a completely different situation.”
“Correct.” He grips my arms even more tightly. “This situation is even worse. You don’t let people who owe just walk away. If the sum total of their possessions can’t foot the bill or they can’t come up with the money, you make an example out of them. That’s what’s going to happen to your sister.”
“Deanna’s just a girl!” I can’t wrap my head around the idea that her life might be in danger—that she could meet the same fate as David’s father. My brain is refusing to accept this fact, even though I know it may well be true.
“She’s not a girl. She’s a grown woman. Old enough to know better.” His grasp on my arms is getting tighter and tighter.
“David, you’re hurting me.” I whisper the words.
“I’m sorry.” He lets go, exhaling a large gust of air as he does. He rubs his hands together briefly. “Just follow me, okay? And do what I tell you.” He arches an eyebrow, an invisible question asking me if I’ll behave today. “I don’t want a repeat of what happened at the poker game last night. Your safety depends on it. As does Deanna’s. Agreed?”
“Yes.” I nod vigorously. My heart is racing and I can feel my palms getting sweaty. I wish I were wearing something different. My long maxi dress seems not only out of place, but also ridiculous in the air-conditioned casino interior. This was made for lounging by the pool, not for busting up backroom poker games. 
Mike, who’s been off consulting some security guy he seems to know, approaches. 
“Got the location,” he says to David.
“Let’s go.”
Mike leads the way now, following another burly security guy. The setup is similar to Fortuna’s. We pass through a random unmarked door, meant for staff only, and suddenly we’re in a maze of tiled hallways. The belly of the beast. 
“This is the spot, Mikey.” The other security guard stops in front of a door. 
“Thanks, bro.” Mike gives the guy a clap on the back and shakes his hand, slipping him a crisp bill in the process.
“Prefer if you keep my name outta this.” The strange security man says.
Mike just nods. And then, without hesitation, he pushes the door open and leads us into the room. There is no red velvet curtain or hostess like in Fortuna’s backroom. The small space has old wall-to-wall carpeting and harsh fluorescent lighting overhead. On the far side of the room is a ramshackle bar, with a bored-looking bartender standing behind it. In the middle, there’s a basic, folding-leg card table, like what you could buy online.
And at that table, there’s my sister. 
“Lilly!” She screeches out in surprise the second she sees me and immediately hops up from her chair, sending a pile of chips scattering across the green tabletop. 
“What the fuck?” A slim man in a dark-navy suit, his dark hair slicked back with copious amounts of gel, stands up right after her as if to chase her down.
“Jesus fucking Christ, this just gets better and better.” Another man at the table, dressed casually in cargo shorts and an oversized t-shirt, rolls his eyes and throws his hands up.
“I thought this was supposed to be a high-stakes game but it’s just turning into a game for clowns.” The pretty girl next to him says. She, likewise, looks annoyed. She’s wearing a short, figure hugging cocktail dress that cinches tightly at her narrow waist. Her nipples are clearly visible through the flimsy pink fabric. She has a full face of makeup on and her hair is perfectly blown out—long and shining, almost down to her waist. 
“Lilly, what the fuck are you doing here?” Deanna bounds up to me and throws her arms around me impulsively. She reeks of whiskey. “Fuck, it’s good to see you! Let me look at you.” She jerks away and holds me at arm’s length. “You look great.”
I ignore her compliment. “We heard you were in trouble, Deanna,” I tell her calmly. 
“I’m not in trouble,” she says cheerily. “I just need a little bit of time to win some money back from these jokers.”
The pretty girl at the table snorts in derision while the big guy in the cargo shorts rubs his temples gently. It seems Deanna has been testing the patience of everyone in the room. The dealer looks down at his own hands, rubbing them together nervously. 
“I wouldn’t say that,” The slim man in the dark-navy suit comes up from behind Deanna. “She’s definitely in trouble. Now who the fuck are you?”
My voice clams up as the man advances. He looks about David’s age and he shares the same hard look that I’ve seen more than once on David’s face. It’s the look of an irritated businessman. 
“Antony.” David steps forward before I can say a word. I’m thankful, as my throat is so dry, I don’t think I could have gotten a word out anyway.
“David Milner? Jesus, don’t you have enough to do running your own two properties? You gotta gate crash mine too? How the hell did you all get in here anyway?” He looks suspiciously from Mike—who has receded to the background—to me, to David.
“I really do apologize for the intrusion, Antony. I know this is completely out of line.” 
“And yet you’ve done it anyway.” Antony crosses his arms and looks at David expectantly. 
“I got wind of a little trouble at the card tables here. A debt that can’t be paid?” David gestures to Deanna. 
“Bullshit! Like I said, I just need some time. A few more rounds.” She’s tugging absent-mindedly at the straps of the short, yellow mini-dress she’s wearing. 
“Like hell. You’re not playing any more hands until you pay what you already owe.” Antony turns to face her. 
“Ah, Tony, c’mon, you know the girl ain’t got the cash! Why keep pressing?” The pretty girl from the table pipes up. 
“Yeah, just get her the fuck outta here so we can keep playin’ without all the drama, huh?” The cargo shorts guy adds.
“I’m not going anywhere.” Deanna whirls on them. “And I’m not going to let some fat slob and a fucking hooker tell me what to do.” Her hair is piled in a sloppy bun on top of her head, her mascara is smudged, and her eyes are red. It looks like she’s been up all night.
“Deanna!” I stare at her in shock. “I’m so sorry,” I say to the strange duo at the table.
“Christ, honey, it’s alright. She’s not wrong. I’ve been known to lay a trap or two now and then,” the pretty girl winks at me and gives me a friendly smile. “But at least I got the money to pay my gambling debts.” Her voice turns cold and she brings her gaze to Deanna. 
“Shit, you two are twins!” Cargo shorts guy stares in wonder between me and Deanna. His eyes are likewise red and bleary. 
“You’re just realizing that, Donny.” The pretty girl giggles. “Shit, maybe it’s time we all call it on this fuckin’ table. We’ve been playing all night.”
“You know what, that’s a good idea.” Antony turns to them. “Look, you two get out of here. Have Jerry up front take care of you and settle everything…cash out. Next game’s buy-in is on me.” He hands them each a brightly colored plastic chip. “You two can go too. I’ll tip you out later. Let me deal with this first,” he gives a dismissive wave to the young bartender and dealer. 
“Alright then.” With a shrug, the pretty girl gets up. 
The cargo shorts guy—Donny—seems similarly disinterested, and not stressed about the situation at all, so he follows in her footsteps. As he heads for the door, he pauses for just a moment to stare at my face, and then at Deanna’s, and then back at mine. “Fuckin’ twins,” he murmurs under his breath. Then they’re both out the door. The two employees trail after them. 
“They’re an easygoing crowd,” David remarks, watching them go.
“Thank fucking god. The way this one’s been acting for the past hour,” Antony jerks his head at Deanna, “I’m surprised they stuck around. Guess they found the circus entertaining.”
“Are you calling me a fucking circus?” Deanna advances on Antony, her fists clenched.
David, without hesitating, steps in front of her. His voice is calm and controlled. “Take it easy, Deanna.”
“Take it easy? Don’t you
tell me what to do.” She jabs her finger in David’s chest. Mike steps forward slightly, but remains in the shadows. “You’re the reason I’m in this mess.” She keeps jabbing her finger into David’s chest with each word. He just stares down at her, his face an impassive mask. 
“The only person who got you into this mess is yourself, Deanna,” he says.
“Deanna,” I step forward and put a hand on her arm. “How much money do you owe?”
“She’s down $110k at the moment,” Antony turns to me. “Got the big bucks to bail your sister out, honey?” 
I shake my head, mute and afraid. When David first got the call, she had owed less than $100k. Things seem to have escalated, rapidly.
“You going be able to come up with that amount of money in a week?” Antony looks from Deanna’s face to mine, his hands on his hips. His gelled hair glistens in the harsh lighting and his eyes have a cold shine to them. 
I shake my head slowly.
“Yeah, I can get you your crummy pile of cash. Just let me back on your tables!” Deanna says. 
“You’re not playing anymore at The Glamazon,” Antony shakes his head firmly, “not until I get my money.”
“Fine, I’ll play somewhere else,” Deanna hisses at him, stamping her foot. With a start, I realize she’s not wearing shoes. Glancing back at the card table, I see with relief that she simply kicked them off when she ran over to say hello. The feeling is jarring though. Did I really believe that my sister would be out and about without shoes on?
“Word on the street is you ain’t got too many tables left to play on, sweetheart.” Antony looks at her coolly. “I should’ve known better than to let you in on this game.”  
“Deanna, I don’t think more gambling is the answer,” I say hesitantly, laying my arm gently on her shoulder. 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Lilly,” she gives me a sullen look. “You know, I was trying to make this money so I could buy you back from him.” She points a finger angrily in David’s direction. 
“I told you not to do anything when you came by the Fortuna the other day!” I tell her. Usually I would ignore her accusatory tone, but now, something inside of me snaps.
“I couldn’t leave you there! I got into this game to help you. This was all for you.” Her eyes are crackling with rage as she talks. But for once, my anger matches hers.
 “When you showed up before, I told you everything was fine. There are only a few days to go now anyway, so what would be the point? I’m fine where I am.” The fear I had been feeling up until now gives way to frustration, and my words come out faster and faster. “This isn’t about me, it’s about you, Deanna. You have a problem.”
“Oh come off it, Lilly! I don’t have a fucking problem, I’m just living life. An adult life, in the real world, outside of Parkville.”
“You don’t live in the real world, Deanna!” I cry out. “You’re living in some kind of delusional fairytale. You’re drunk and I don’t even know what else, and it’s barely noon. You act like you’re so cool and in control of everything, but you’re not.”
“Oh, so you’re going to judge my entire life based on seeing me for…what? A total of like twenty-four hours since you got here? While you spend the bulk of your time with Mr. Millionaire over here?” She snorts derisively and jerks her chin at David.
“My spending time with him is a result of your actions, Deanna! You are the reason that I’ve been at the Fortuna, under lock and key, for almost a week.” My voice is quivering with anger. She’s being so unreasonable. “You bet more than any sane person would have at that card game. We aren’t those people, we don’t have that kind of money! You pissed away six hundred and fifty thousand dollars like a maniac, money that could’ve changed our lives, and then you doubled down without even having any collateral!”
“And you’re the one who offered yourself up for collateral!” Deanna snaps back at me and stamps her bare foot against the crummy carpet beneath our feet. 
“ENOUGH!” Antony interrupts with a giant roar. “Fucking enough. You can take your goddamn family problems elsewhere. I don’t know what all this drama is about and I don’t fucking care. All I need to know is how I’m getting my hundred and ten grand. Because nobody plays at The Glamazon and doesn’t pay their debt.” He pauses as he levels his gaze on Deanna. “That debt’s gonna get paid, missy. One way or the other.” 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
David
 
Before Deanna can open her mouth and start spewing more garbage to make this mess even bigger, I step in. 
“Antony, I’d like to talk shop with you if you don’t mind. In private.” I nod at Lilly and Deanna. 
“Unless you’re about to pay off this bitch’s debt, Milner, I don’t wanna fuckin’ hear it.” Antony’s voice is shaking with barely contained rage. I can’t blame him for being pissed. 
“That’s exactly what I want to discuss with you,” I say, as calmingly as I can manage. There’s no point meeting his anger with anger of my own. Antony is in the right here. Deanna is—as usual—the one who has fucked up. Surprise, surprise.  
Antony raises his eyebrows but does nothing beyond that. I take it as a yes.
“Great. Mike,” I turn to Mike, who has been looming in the periphery since we got in. “Please take the girls and wait just outside the door.”
“Got it, boss.” Mike starts to usher the girls.
Lilly gives me a questioning look, but after what I told her earlier, she does as I say. 
“Wait, my shoes!” Deanna screeches and trots back, barefoot, to grab a pair of beaten-up looking heels from under the card table. “Don't try to sell me off to this asshole, Mr. Millionaire,” she hisses at me as she walks past on her way out. “Or my sister either!” The door clangs shut loudly behind her.
“Christ, what a piece of work,” Antony lets out a low whistle. “She was sober when she got in. Seemed alright. Didn’t expect her to be such a handful.”
“Happens to the best of us. So, she’s been playing all night then?”
“Yeah, she was out on the floor at first and doin’ pretty good, so we gave her some comps and invited her back here. You know the drill.”
“Sure.”
“Was a friendly enough game at first. Those other two, they’re in here regular. The workin’ gal likes to play after she’s done with her Johns for the night.”
“Yeah, we get some of those too.” I nod, stuffing my hands into my pockets and leaning against the wall. Antony is a small fish in Vegas. The Glamazon is a dump compared to casinos like Fortuna and Destino. I’m not trying to be a jackass. It’s just a fact. Everyone knows it. Even Antony. If I’m going to get him to agree to my deal, though, I need him to think that we’re on the same level. Compadres. I can’t damage his ego. 
“Anyway, so it was fine for a while. Up some, down some. The usual. Then she got sloppy. Started drinkin’ too much. Maybe some other stuff, I don’t know. I don’t like drugs under my roof but it’s hard to stop in this town.”
“I hear you.” I nod, like this is all par for the course, maintaining my casual pose. 
“Once she got sloppy, it went downhill. She’s got some obvious tells, ya’ know? So of course, the whole table got in on the action. Next thing I know, she’s pushing $100k in the hole. I tell her I’m gonna need her to pay up at $100k, just standard protocol—cuz she’s a first-timer at the Glamazon backroom. Gotta make sure she’s liquid.”
I nod, remaining silent.
“Well…” He throws his hands up in despair. “That’s when the shit hit the fan.” 
“I can imagine.” I smile.
“And then next thing I know, you’re struttin’ in here with her body double and some beefcake. How’d you get involved with these lunatic twins anyway?”
“Her sister is a close friend of mine.”
“A close friend huh? Well, that explains it. So you wanna pay off the sister’s debt for your new girlfriend?” Antony gives me a knowing smile, his teeth flashing white. 
“It’s not that,” I say, annoyed at his familiar tone. “It’s pure business. Fact is, this girl is already into me for 1.3 mil. If she has unpaid debts to you and you then choose to make an example of her…” 
“You’re up shit creek,” Antony says. 
I nod. Although the words aren’t the ones I would have chosen, he obviously gets the idea. 
“Well the way it stands, we’re both up shit creek. That crazy bitch doesn’t have a cent. I’d bet you 1.3 mil on that, easy.”
“True. She’s broke.”
      “So what are ya proposing?” Antony eyes me with suspicion. 
“How about I just give you a hundred grand and I’ll take her off your hands.”
“She owes a hundred and ten.” Antony is immediately defensive and on guard, crossing his arms. 
“I know, I know. But look. We both know she doesn’t have the fucking money. And she’s not gonna get it, either. You’re gonna try and chase her on it for a week because that’s what guys like us do. Those are the rules we play by. You can’t just make an example of her without giving her the one week and sending her a gentle reminder or two within that timeframe.”
“Yeah.” Antony uncrosses his arms and suddenly looks less sure of himself.
“That’s gonna cost you manpower. It’s gonna cost you money. It’s gonna cost you some fucking stress.”
“Yep.” 
“You’re a busy man. Like me. You’ve got a fucking casino to run. You don’t want that added headache, that extra shit, on top of all the day-to-day you’ve got here. Trying to keep drugs out, catching cheaters, keeping an eye on any working girls, making sure they’re not too obvious...”
“Ain’t that the truth.” Antony nods vigorously. “Running a casino ain’t a gig for a lazy man.”
“Agreed. Then, like I said, after you’ve put in all that time and effort, you won’t get squat from her by week’s end. And then what? You’ll have to put in even more time, effort, manpower, and money to make a goddamned example of her.”
“For fuck’s sake. Yeah. And my boys are busy enough as is.” Antony balls his fists in annoyance. 
“So let me take her off your hands. You’ll get $100k, all cash, free and clear, delivered to you today. Within the hour. I’ll have a couple of my guys personally deliver it. Then you get 100k, minus the headache.” It’s only ten grand, but if I don’t negotiate, it would look weak. 
“Yeah alright.” He pauses, his brow furrowed in thought. “I guess all that’s worth $10k down.”
“Good.” I extend my hand and, after a moment’s further thought, he takes it in his, shaking my hand vigorously. 
“Good doing business with you, Milner,” he says with a winning grin. 
“I’ll have my guys here within the hour with the cash,” I say. And with that, I head out the door. 
As I walk out, I hear Antony call after me, “Take care those twins don’t drag you into too much more trouble, Milner.” 
I ignore him and continue out into the hall where Mike is waiting with Deanna and Lilly. 
“What happened?” Lilly immediately trots towards me, her face full of concern. 
Deanna hangs back. She’s carrying her heels in one hand and standing with all her weight on one foot, hip cocked as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.
“I took care of it,” I tell Lilly.
“Oh my god.” She throws her arms around my neck. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 
“There are some conditions.” I stop her and carefully remove her thin arms from around my neck. Public displays of affection are not good for a man in my position.
      “Great,” Deanna rolls her eyes. “What are they?”
I don’t bother to mince words. “It might be time for you to consider rehab, Deanna.” 
“It might be time for you to mind your own fucking business, Mr. Millionaire.”
“I just paid off a hundred and ten thousand dollar debt for you. Your business is my business now.”
“For fuck’s sake, just because you’ve got money, you think you own people?” Her voice escalates. 
“Deanna, calm down. We owe David.”
“Christ. You’ve really been drinking the Kool-Aid, huh Lilly? You’re just a toy to this guy. He’ll be done with you in what…just one more night, right?”
“Actually, Deanna, I told him I’d stay an extra night,” Lilly says, softly, her eyes downcast.
“What the fuck?!” Deanna throws her hands up and the heels she’s holding clatter together with the gesture. “Why?!”
“Because you came by the other day.” Lilly says.
“What about your flight?!” 
“I changed it.”
“And you’re just telling me this now?! That wasn’t part of the deal!” Deanna turns on me. “Lilly said six nights! Why is it now seven?! I knew you were a shady motherfucker, I knew it from the start! You probably did cheat on that first night.”
“I told Lilly that your reckless actions needed consequences,” I tell her firmly. “And I let her choose those consequences. She could have chosen a punishment for you. She chose to give me another night of her time instead.” 
“God, you fucking monster,” Deanna grinds her teeth, staring at me with a hate I’ve rarely seen.
“Deanna, stop, please,” Lilly murmurs.
 “As I was saying before,” I interject before the twins can get into their next squabble. “I think rehab would do you good, Deanna. Antony agreed to let me buy your debt for $100k. So technically, you now owe me a hundred grand. I suggest you check into a facility within the next three months. If you do, I’ll consider the debt paid. Otherwise, I expect to have that $100k paid back. In full. With interest.”
Lilly looks at me in shock, her eyes wide. “But didn’t she owe him $110k?”
“Yes, but he figures that getting $100k cash in hand today is better than chasing after your sister for $110k he’ll never see.”
Deanna is visibly bristling. “Fucking asshole,” she mutters. But her resolve seems to be fading. She’s clearly had a long night and whatever booze or other substances she’s been on, the effect is wearing off. She’s getting tired and the fight is going out of her. “Well, I’m not going to rehab. So you’ll get your $100k,” she shrugs, “plus interest,” she adds, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
“Good.” I give her a nod. “If that’s your choice.” 
“Yeah, that’s my choice. Fucking tightwad. Not like you can’t afford it. $100k isn’t shit to you.” With another shrug, she turns to Lilly and gives her a quick hug. “Don’t let this jackass pull the wool over your eyes. I’ll be by the day after tomorrow to pick you up. Noon. On the dot.” She shoots me a sharp look. “Don’t try some stupid shit to get her to stay another night.”
And with those parting words, she ambles off, with her heels slung over her shoulder. 
“Okay?” I put a hand on Lilly’s arm.
“Yes. Can we go to the car please?” She turns towards me, her eyes shining with just a hint of unshed tears.
“Of course.” I stride ahead but then, realizing she’s having trouble keeping up, slow my pace. Mike follows closely behind us. 
“I don’t understand why you did that,” Lilly says softly as we walk. 
“What, paid the debt? Or made the condition about rehab?”
“All of it.”
“Like I said, if Deanna hadn’t been able to cough up that cash within the week, Antony would have been forced to make an example of her. I should have had Terry put the word out that she’s not to be extended any credit. Anywhere.”
“Yeah, but what do you care? Deanna hasn’t exactly been good to you. Or even remotely polite.”
We approach the car and I open the door for her, ushering her inside. Then I go to the other side of the vehicle. I’m thankful for the break this allows in the conversation.
“She’s not exactly all that nice to you either,” I say, changing tack as I slip into the seat next to her.
“Yeah, but she’s my sister. With family, it’s different. You put up with people’s crap.”
“True. But you stood up for yourself today. That was good to see.”
“That was new.” She looks down at her hands, folded in her lap. “Usually she just steamrolls over me, over everyone. She treats people so badly when she gets like that.”
“When she’s drunk. Call it what it is, Lilly.” I sigh, sinking back into the cushy leather seats of the Escalade. “And she damn well needs to get sober. And soon.”
“Why do you care?” Lilly asks again. 
I grit my teeth in irritation. What the hell does she want from me? An admission that maybe I give a rat’s ass about her—which means, unfortunately, that I also give a shit about Deanna?
“Look, I know what having a family member with addiction issues can do to a person. I’ve experienced it firsthand.” I pause, drumming my fingers on the area between us. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”
“I wish she would get help.” Lilly sighs. 
“There will come a time when she will hit rock bottom,” I tell her as objectively as I can. “Then she’ll get the help she needs, willingly. Until that point comes…” I know what I’m talking about, but I know it must be hard for her to hear. 
The car is slowing down as Mike pulls up to the back entrance of the Fortuna. 
“Mike, I’m actually going to go on to Destino,” I call up front to him. “Ben, you head inside and coordinate the money drop with Terry.”
“Yes, sir,” the men respond in unison.
Lilly looks at me in surprise. “I thought you were going to take the day off?”
“Well, that plan is shot to shit,” I say. “I should check in on things at Destino. I haven’t been over there in person in a few days. And I need to get that money over to Antony ASAP.”
 “Of course.” She looks away, embarrassed. “Thank you again for everything you’ve done today. Then I’ll see you later?” 
“I think it’s going to be a long day for me…and a late night,” I say. “Don't wait up, okay? Just get yourself some room service and relax. It’s been a rough morning.” 
“Sure.” Her shoulders slump forward slightly. Ben is already holding the door open for her and she clambers out of the back seat and heads inside. After the car door slams, I watch her go. She looks back at me but I know she can’t see me through the tinted windows. 
I know she’s disappointed, but right now, I need some time to untangle my thoughts. I run through the morning’s events as Mike drives me over to the Destino. When I went over to The Glamazon this morning, I wasn't planning on paying Antony off. Not at first. But I soon realized it was the only way to get Deanna out of her jam. And her flaws aside, Deanna is important to Lilly. And Lilly, I’m starting to realize…with a certain discomfort…is important to me. 
 
***
The rest of the day goes by in a blur. I throw myself into my work, making the rounds at Destino. It’s not until late in the evening that I make it back to the Fortuna, where I immediately head to my private office. I’m barely settled behind my desk when Terry knocks sharply on the door. 
“What?” My voice is tired. 
“Just wanted to check in.” He sticks his head in and eyes me warily.
“Come on in, Terry.” I gesture to the large leather seat across from my desk. “Want a drink?”
“I’d take a bourbon if you’ve got one handy.” He settles into the chair. 
“I keep a bottle here just for you,” I give him a tired smile as I stand up and head over to the small liquor cabinet. I pull out a bottle of Kentucky bourbon and pour two fingers into a glass, then set it down in front of him. “I think I’ll join you.” I pour myself a glass and then settle back into my chair across from him. “Cheers.”
“Cheers.” Terry raises his glass and takes a long sniff, a small smile forming on his face as he inhales the aroma. “Shit that’s good,” he grins.
“It better be, I paid top dollar for it,” I say with a chuckle. “One of the few things in life worth spending extra money on. Good liquor.”
“Agreed.” Terry takes a sip and then puts the glass down. 
“Antony got his cash?” I ask. I have no doubt that Terry took care of this hours ago, when I texted him about it. I don’t know why I’m asking him about it now. Maybe I’m just looking to talk to someone I trust.
“He did.” Terry nods. “I accompanied Ben personally to The Glamazon with it.”
 “You didn’t have to take time out of your day for that.” I glance at Terry with surprise. Normally, that’s the kind of errand he’d leave to someone else, not handle himself.
“I figured it was important to you. Thought it was best taken care of by me.”
“I appreciate that, Terry.” I nod and take a long sip of my drink. “You’re one of the few men in this town I can really rely on, you know.”
“Likewise.” 
“How long have we known each other now anyway?” I lean back in my chair and kick my feet up on the desk, feeling the stress of the day slowly wash away.
“Over a decade. Fifteen years maybe?” He looks thoughtful.
“Hmm.” I don’t say anything else. I’m thinking of the fact that in all those years, I’ve never met a girl who has managed to have the effect on me that Lilly does. “You think I’m nuts for bailing that girl out today?” 
“No.” Terry raises his eyebrows in surprise at the question but his response is immediate. “It’s pocket change to you…but it will make all the difference in that girl’s life. Probably saved her life. Even if that girl doesn’t mean anything to you, her sister…might.” He drops the last word heavily. 
“Yeah.” I turn the glass and stare through the bourbon, hoping there’s an answer inside, but there isn’t. There’s not much more I can say. I just let the word float in the air between us. “Yeah.”
The silence in the room is thick until Terry cuts it. “In any case, it was the right thing to do.” He drains his glass and puts it down gently. “I’ve got to get back out on the floor. Thanks for the drink.” He stands and marches to the door but turns back before walking out. “Miss Madison—Lilly—is a lovely girl, David. You just gave her and her family a little helping hand. I wouldn’t question that…if I were in your shoes.” It’s one of the few times Terry has called me by my first name, I realize with a start, but I just give him a nod…and then he’s gone. 
I sink back into my chair. He’s right. The little help I’ve given Lilly by bailing Deanna out is no skin off my teeth. Still, I need to temper expectations. Lilly will be gone in two days, back to a life that is far away from here both physically and mentally. I’m shocked that I’ve managed to get myself involved to this extent and that I care about her as much as I do. After all, it’s barely been a week. 
I won’t sleep with her tonight, I decide. My life here will go on after Lilly leaves, just like it did before. And her life will go on without me. Tonight, I just need a little space. The distance is a gentle reminder that this is only temporary. A reminder for both of us. Thinking of Lilly’s disappointed face when I told her not to wait up, I’m well aware that it’s a reminder both of us need. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Lilly
 
Even though David told me not to wait up, I did try to stay awake. Everything had been going so well between us…before Deanna put her foot in it once again. I was really looking forward to spending the day with David, instead I spent it watching trashy TV and sampling dishes through room service. None of it took my mind off either him or Deanna though. I don’t know what we have or what we mean to each other or if any of this even makes sense…if any of it is even real…all I know is how I feel when I’m with David. I like that feeling. I like being with him. All I wanted was for him to come home and climb in to bed with me. But he never came back. And when I woke up this morning, it was evident that he’d not returned to the penthouse at all. He must have slept somewhere else. That left me feeling confused and rejected. It felt like we’d gotten to a special kind of place…and then suddenly it was all just switched off. I’d been alone for hours and hours and not even Marta had stopped by—she’d probably come and gone while we were at The Glamazon. I knew that if I just stayed in the room I would eventually drive myself crazy with my own thoughts, so I sought solace in the one place that always cheers me up—the kitchen.
“You have a true talent!” Jacques beams at me from across the bubbling pots on the stove. He has a spoon in hand and has just sampled the Bouillabaisse I’d concocted.
“I’m glad you like it,” I say simply, but inside I’m glowing with pride. Getting this kind of compliment from a chef like Jacques is unimaginable. It’s just what I needed. 
“What else do you have?” He asks eagerly, coming over to my side.
I suppress a smile. I couldn’t stand wondering if David had decided that the package deal, Lilly plus Deanna, was too big of a headache. So I’d asked Jacques if I could use a corner of his kitchen again. He was not only happy to oblige—he’s been by my side all morning, perusing my compositions book, making comments, taking notes, and trying dishes as I whip them up.
“Wait until you try the foie gras and then we’ll talk.” I grin as I finish searing the fatty piece of liver in the pan. Some people might turn up their noses at this but it’s considered a culinary gem.
“Yes, I’m curious to see what you have in mind for this French favorite.” Jacques eyes my handiwork, watching as I carefully plate the delicate dish. 
“Well, it’s not the traditional take,” I acknowledge, slightly nervous. “It’s with a modern twist.” I add a drizzle of caramelized peach and maple syrup, a mixture I've been perfecting for months, and throw on some diced lemon.
“Ah ha, ah ha, the sweetness of the syrup will balance the bitterness of the liver.” Jacques nods approvingly. He’s already reaching for a fork.
“Wait.” I grin and then add the final kick, a dash of Peach schnapps.
“Okay, okay! It’s ready now, Chef?” Jacques laughs. “May I try?”
“Yes sir.” I watch as he takes a bite and chews thoughtfully, letting the flavors roll around in his mouth before giving a final verdict.
“It is superb!” He smiles huge and envelopes me in a large hug, the fork still in his hand. “What fun! You have the creative mind of a top chef.” He nods approvingly and then continues eating with gusto.
Just then, the restaurant’s young host sticks his head into the kitchen and waves to Jacques frantically, phone in hand. I’m grateful for a moment to hide my blushing face.
Jacques bustles over, grabs the phone, has a brief word with the person on the other end of the line—and then makes a beeline for me.
“I’m afraid you must leave now, Miss Madison.”
“Why?” My heart sinks. Am I in trouble for using the kitchen? But David said I had free run of the property, as long as I stayed on the property.
“You are going on a trip. You have your passport?”
“Uhh…yeah. Yeah, I do.” I’d packed it as ID in my purse that first night in Vegas.
“Super!” Jacques looks so excited, you’d think he was the one going on the trip. “Then go, go! Upstairs to pack. Vite, vite! Quickly! One of the security men comes to the penthouse to get you in thirty minutes!” He’s already behind me, untying the huge white apron I have on, and nudging me towards the door.
“What? Where are we going?” My mind reels in confusion. Is David so sick of me that he’s sending me back home early?
“Oh it is a surprise!” Jacques grins. “A very nice surprise.”
“But the soufflé!” My brain is in such a jumble, I’m not thinking straight.
Jacques laughs out loud. “You are born to be a chef, always thinking of the food first.” 
“What should I pack? Should I bring all of my stuff?” I pepper him with questions as he opens the kitchen door for me and ushers me out.
“Just some nice evening things. And…” He holds up my compositions book. “Do you mind if I keep this? I don’t steal any ideas, I promise.” He holds up his hand as if taking an oath, looking very solemn. “I am just curious about the young chef’s mind.”
I pause. That ratty notebook is one of my most precious possessions.
“I will take excellent care.” Jacques pats the book gently. I will have it brought up to your room when I’m finished. It will be safe and sound.”
“Yes, okay.” I trust Jacques. And right now I have to focus on something other than food—packing. 
I swiftly make my way upstairs, still confused. Do I really want to do this? I have no idea where I’m going or who with. Do I trust David? I think back over the last six nights. And I think of how he stepped in to help Deanna yesterday. Yes, I do trust him. So then there’s only one thing to do.
Once upstairs, I grab a small travel bag, and shove in a couple dresses and pairs of heels.
He can’t be sending me back to Parkville. Then I wouldn’t need my passport. And wherever we’re going, it can’t be for more than one night. Tomorrow is the day that I leave. Deanna said she’d be here to pick me up at noon. David was there. He’s well aware of the deadline. Still, if he’s asking about my passport, it must be somewhere international? Maybe he’s taking me back to Niagara Falls, since I told him that story. He said he’d never been himself. That must be it. 
I don’t want to get one of the nice new dresses David bought for me all dirty and rumpled traveling, so I throw on the flower-print dress I was wearing on that first night David and I met. The “Laura Ingalls” dress. It’s been washed. David insisted on having it sent down to housekeeping for cleaning, even though I told him it wasn’t necessary. But now I’m glad to have it. I wouldn’t want to run through the Las Vegas airport in one of the skimpy outfits I’ve gotten since I arrived. 
“Miss Madison?” A male voice is calling from downstairs. Shoot. 
“Coming!” I run into the bathroom and with a sweeping motion, shove the makeup products and other goods on the counter into the travel bag. Then I throw on my old sandals—the ones I had when I got here—and trot downstairs. 
“Ready to go?” Mike is standing by the elevator door, smiling. I return his grin. I’ve gotten used to Mike’s calm and steady presence in the last week. Ben still scares me a bit but Mike truly seems to be a gentle giant. He puts his hand out to take my bag. “I’ll take that.” 
“Yup!” I follow him into the elevator. “Do you know where we’re going?”
“Can’t say.” His face is impassive but the corner of his lip twitches ever so slightly, as if he were hiding a smile. His eyes are twinkling. 
“Mike, you do know!” I can feel myself getting excited and I’m dying to know more. 
“That doesn’t mean I can tell you,” he replies with a wink as he ushers me out the elevator door.
“Fine, I guess I’ll have to wait and see.” I scurry alongside Mike as he leads us through the casino. Just like yesterday, a black escalade is waiting for me out front. Today, though, a driver in a black cap and dark aviator shades is at the wheel. He steps out as he sees us approaching and holds the door open for me. Mike gives me a last wave once I’m settled in the seat. “Have a good trip, Miss Madison.” He says with a smile, and then steps back to see us off.
The drive to the airport is sure to be a fast one, with the major international hub located just five miles south of the Vegas strip. The driver remains mute on the way over and, feeling shy, I don't try to engage him in conversation. If trusty Mike wasn't going to tell me where I was headed, I doubt this stranger will. 
I watch out the window as the casinos zip by, one massive multicolored building after the next. Eventually, the buildings disappear and it's just desert on either side, leading us to the open space surrounding the airport. I turn to catch sight of the famous “Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign as we pass it. 
Soon after, we're pulling up to the airport. I can see the national and international departure terminals and hold my breath as we creep towards them. We pass the national departures terminal and I exhale. Okay, so I was right. It's an international trip. Niagara, here I come. I prepare to climb out as we pull up to the doors marked international departures but then stop in confusion as the driver keeps going.
I try to catch the driver’s eye in the rearview mirror but with his sunglasses on, it’s impossible. Where is he taking me? My heart thuds loudly in my chest. Should I be worried? He proceeds to drive the car a bit past the main airport building. A long, high chain link fence separates the narrow road we’re on from the airplane runways on the other side. I catch sight of a large plane, just preparing to take off. Is he going to drive us right onto the runway? This anxiety isn’t doing anything good for me, so I resolve to just enjoy the ride and take a few deep, calming breaths.
We pull up to a small security hut and after the driver flashes a badge, a security guy walks to the chain link fence and opens a large gate. We drive right through, up to a small airplane hangar that’s set back from the larger runways. The driver pulls up in front of the hangar and stops. 
“Here we are, Miss Madison.”
“Uh, okay.” I hesitate, peering out the window while he gets out and opens the door for me. He has my bag over his shoulder. 
“Follow me, please.” He leads the way confidently, as if this was something he does every day, just strolling onto a freaking airport tarmac. I follow him to the other side of the airplane hangar where—hidden from view until now—a small jet is waiting. It has two large cursive letters emblazoned on its gleaming white tail, a D and an F. They’re just like on the cufflinks for Destino and Fortuna. Standing next to the jet is David.
When he sees me, his face breaks out into a smile. Instantly, I’m reassured. 
“I’ll take it from here, Hank.” He grabs my bag from the driver and shakes his hand, slipping him a tip in the process. “Lilly,” he turns to me. “It’s good to see you. Follow me.”
I just nod, totally bewildered by the morning’s turn of events. David mounts the steps of the small jet and I carefully go after him, hanging onto to the slim railing. The jet is already running noisily and the wind is whipping around me so I hold on tight.
“Good morning, Miss Madison!” A perky flight attendant whom I’ve never met before—but who nonetheless knows my name—greets me the second I step inside.
“Oh, uh, good morning. Cindy,” I add, catching sight of her nametag.
“Please, go on through and make yourself comfortable,” she gestures after David to the jet’s interior.  
I’ve just been following one person after the next today, and I still have no clue where I’m going.
Inside, my bewilderment grows. I haven't been on too many commercial airplanes in my life, so those still hold a sense of wonder and excitement for me. This private jet is a whole new level. A sleek grey carpet lines the aisle. At the front are two enormous, comfy-looking leather chairs, one on either side of the aisle. A single chair is probably the same size as three regular commercial airline seats combined. In front of each chair, there’s an entire table. Not just a tray. A table. The seats are a dark grey, matching the carpet, and the tables are a shining black material. 
David doesn't hesitate and proceeds immediately to the two big chairs. He throws my bag behind one and sinks down in it. I'm still standing, staring, at the front of the aisle. 
“You going to come sit down or just look?” He grins and motions to the seat next to him. 
“Sorry!” I hurry over to the big chair and sink into it, feeling it envelope my body. Behind the two big chairs are long benches on either side, also in a sleek, black and grey motif. “This is unreal,” I whisper to David.
“Glad you like it,” he replies with a smile. David looks very casual today. I like it. He’s wearing summery clothes, a pair of simple khakis and a short-sleeved polo shirt. He looks like he’s going on vacation. I feel some measure of relief that my old floral dress doesn’t look too out-of-place next to him.
I’m dying to throw my arms around his neck and kiss him, but I’m feeling shy. For one thing, I’m still not sure where he was last night and why he didn’t come back at all. Plus, Cindy is only a few feet away and I’d feel embarrassed if I were to jump on David in front of her. So, instead of kissing him, I talk.
“So where are we going?” I ask. “Mike was super secretive about the whole thing. For a second this morning, I thought you were going to send me back to Parkville. But then I figured I wouldn’t need my passport for that. It’s lucky I actually brought it with me to Vegas,” I babble on. My nerves are clearly getting the better of me.
“We’re headed to Monte Carlo,” David replies.
“Oh!” I hadn’t expected that answer. If I’m honest, I couldn’t find Monte Carlo on a map, but I don’t want to admit that to David. I feel myself color slightly at the thought of this. 
“It’s a lovely spot,” he goes on smoothly, ignoring my blush. “Monte Carlo is an administrative area in the Principality of Monaco. It’s along the Mediterranean Coast, nestled next to France. Just a tiny strip of land.”
“That sounds nice,” I smile, grateful that he gave me the explanation I needed without my having to ask. “This is all so nice.” I wave my hands vaguely at the jet’s interior. 
“I guess you’ve never flown private before?” 
“No. Do you always travel like this?”
“I do. It saves me a lot of time and headaches. I can’t be wasting my days in lines at the airport.”
“Would you like something to drink, Miss Madison?” Cindy glides up to us. 
“Is it possible to get a coffee?” I ask nervously. 
“Of course,” she smiles. “And maybe you’d like a glass of fresh-pressed orange juice alongside it?”
“Yes, please.” I return her friendly smile. 
“I’ll have the same, please, Cindy.” David tells her. He turns to me and says, “We’ll have a light lunch in the air on the way there. That should tide us over till dinner. That is a meal best saved for Monte Carlo.”
“Do you already have a restaurant in mind?” I ask, curious.
“Yep. Our table is reserved at La Brasserie. Authentic French food at it’s very best.”
“Don’t tell Jacques at La Petite Coquette that,” I can’t help but joke.
David lets out a rare, loud belly laugh. “Even Jacques would have to admit that this place gives him a run for his money. You’ll see.”
I smile and start to relax. I’m always more at ease when David is in a mood like this, instead of in his stern and scary businessman persona.
Minutes later, I have a freshly made cappuccino in my hand. I take a long sip, letting the caffeine take its effect. Then I nearly toss the cup in surprise as the jet starts rolling. 
David chuckles gently. “Might want to go ahead and buckle up. We’ll be in the air within the next ten minutes.”
“Anything else before takeoff, sir?” Cindy steps forward.
“No, all fine. Thanks, Cindy.” 
She heads to the front and buckles herself into a small seat, leaving us alone. 
“Well, that was quite the morning,” I murmur, leaning back. I’m still in a daze. I want to ask David about last night—why he didn’t come back—but I feel like that’s the last thing he wants to talk about. Is this trip all just a ruse to distract me, to keep me from asking questions? “So why Monte Carlo?” I ask.
“There’s a casino there,” he says. “You mentioned that you haven’t seen much of the world and since it’s our last night together, I thought it might be a good experience for you.”
“It’ll be my first time in Europe,” I respond dumbly. Of course, he knows that. I’ve already told him the only time I’ve been out of the country was to go to Canada. 
“You’ll love it,” he replies. “Beautiful architecture, lovely natural coastline, and of course, fantastic food.” He gives me a wink. 
I smile, feeling my excitement grow and my nagging doubts fall away. Who cares if he’s arranged this just to distract me from his mysterious absence the previous night? Who cares if it’s our last night together? Who cares if I’ll never see David again after tomorrow? I have one day left so I decide then and there that I’m going to soak up every minute. 
“I can’t wait,” I tell him honestly. As I’m talking the jet pauses for just a moment. Then it starts accelerating, picking up speed. I hastily sip the rest of my cappuccino and put the cup down, so I can grip the arms of the seat on either side of me. 
“You a nervous flyer?” David gives me a curious look.
“I just haven’t done a lot of it.” I have to speak up to be heard over the growing sound of the engine. I feel myself tilt back slightly as the front wheels of the plane come up and we take to the air. 
“You’re in good hands here.” David nods in the direction of the cockpit. “Barry and John are ex air force. You can’t get better pilots.” He reaches across the aisle and squeezes my hand that’s resting on the armrest briefly. The touch sends a shock through me. It reminds me that I haven’t really touched David in twenty-four hours. I was feeling so familiar and comfortable with him just yesterday morning. And now, I’m not sure what to feel.
 I nod and give him a small smile, but then turn my attention to the window. Outside, I can see the Las Vegas strip getting smaller and smaller, and the Nevada desert stretching out on all sides. I’m still uncertain as to where David’s head is at after last night’s disappearing act. But I’m resolved to make the most of my final moments in this crazy twisted fairytale. Monte Carlo, here I come.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
David
 
On a commercial flight, getting from Vegas to Monte Carlo is a hell of a slog. It would take about fifteen hours in the air. In my private jet, it takes half as long. This little number is capable of reaching Mach 1.6 and seating twelve people. It's technically not even on the market yet but I pulled some strings and managed to get one early. At $120 million, it's one of the best purchases I ever made. The time it saves me when I travel is worth every cent.
We make it to the Monte Carlo Royal Casino & Hotel around 7:00 p.m. US time, but here it’s well after midnight—that’s when this place really comes alive. We’ve got just enough time for a quick change before dinner. A car takes us straight from the runway to the property, and as we drive up, I see Lilly’s eyes grow wide. 
Imposing, full-grown palm trees line the stone drive up to the front steps. The facade of the striking, white building is adorned with rows of ornate balconies, each one with hand-carved stone railings. Two enormous silver statues are set on either side of the grandiose front entry door, one showing the Greek figures of Hedone, the goddess of pleasure, and the other showing the figure of Dionysus, the God of wine and parties. Spotlights shine on them, illuminating the careful craftsmanship. The looming building is topped off by three large towers, each one with a unique design of shiny mosaic tiles. 
“Like what you see?”
“It’s gorgeous,” she breathes the word out. “I feel like I’ve been here before. In a dream or something.” She furrows her brow. “There’s something familiar about it.”
“Have you seen Golden Eye? The old Bond movie?” I ask.
“Oh! Yea. With Pierce Brosnan?”
“Yup. The casino featured in that movie.”
“That explains it,” she grins sheepishly.
“Your theory that you’d seen it in a dream was far more charming though.” 
Seconds later, the car stops and the doors are opened for us. 
“Mr. Milner! Always a pleasure.” George, the head of VIP guest relations, is on hand to greet us. He’s dressed impeccably, as always, in a full black suit and silk bowtie. The man is pure class.
“Good to see you, George.” I shake his hand. “And may I introduce, Miss Madison.” 
Lilly steps forward from behind me and extends a hand. Her eyes grow wider and wider as George leans down and bows, kissing the air just above her hand. “Miss Madison, it is our pleasure to have you as our esteemed guest.” George says. “Come, follow me. Your suite is ready. The Presidential Palace.”
Lilly stares at me in shock. 
“He’s old school European,” I say with a grin. “That might not be the first hand-kiss you get while we’re in Monte Carlo. Try not to let your jaw drop every time.” I give her a wink and chuckle as she snaps her mouth shut.
I can’t blame her though. Hand-kisses aside, the Monte Carlo property is really something else compared to what we have in Vegas. It’s got that old world glamor that you simply can’t replicate with a modern build. As we pass through the enormous glass front doors, we step into an entryway that was once designed for royalty, literally. 
The white marble floors are swirled with gold while the high vaulted ceilings above are flecked with gold to match, like a sea of wealth glittering above our heads. Enormous white columns line a pathway through the front hall. 
George leads us right past the check-in desk, towards an elevator at the back. A young bellhop, clad in the traditional uniform of a smart red jacket with gold buttons, bustles behind us with the bags. 
“So,” George turns to me. “I leave you here. Alexey will bring your bags up.” 
“I know my way from here. Thanks, George.” 
“And your reservation for dinner is all prepared.” George nods. “But no rush. Come down whenever you are ready. The venue is yours for the night.” With that, he turns on his heel and whirls off. I continue walking, ushering Lilly towards the elevator. 
“I guess you’re some kind of VIP here or something?” She says.
“Well, yes. I come here quite a bit. I’m also planning to buy the place.” 
Lilly stops short in her tracks, and the poor bellhop almost runs straight into her. “Another casino?” She squeaks out the words. “In Europe?”
“Sure, why not,” I reply with a smile. “With the private jet, it’s easy enough to get back and forth between here and Vegas.”
Her mouth forms that lovely little “O” of astonishment that I’ve come to relish. 
“Come on,” I take her elbow and nudge her along. “We’re holding things up.” 
I let her go ahead of me into the large elevator. It’s got mirrors on all sides, from head to toe. Even the doors are mirrored on the inside. I watch her face in the reflection as we ride up. There’s still a lingering look of surprise on her face. 
Even after almost a week with me in Vegas, she still looks just like the innocent flower she was when I first saw her. She’s even wearing the same dress as that night, and the same crappy old sandals. 
She catches me looking at her in the mirror and gives me an unsure smile. 
“Here we are, Mr. Milner.” The bellhop bows as the elevator dings and the doors slide open. Then he leads the way into the Presidential Palace. 
“Thank you, Alexey.” I give him a generous tip and he disappears, a happy smile on his face.  
I flick on the lights in the room and the sparkling chandelier overhead comes to life. The Monte Carlo Royal is different from Fortuna or Destino. This place is less flash and glitz, but has more of a calm grandeur to it.
“So, before this was a casino, this place was actually a palace. A summer home for some Monaco royals, I believe,” I tell Lilly, who’s looking around the room in awe. A plush white carpet covers the expanse of the floor. To one side, there’s a generous seating area with a large brocade-patterned couch and enormous matching chairs. To the other side, there’s a four-poster bed, ornate and grand, with fluffy white duvets and goose-down pillows. A delicate white canopy is hung between the posts, creating a private den for sleeping—among other things. 
“It’s gorgeous.” She pads across the carpet to the window, which offers a view of the palm-lined boulevard below. “So luxurious.”
“So I guess you’ve got a dress packed in that weekend bag of yours?”
“Yes,” she turns quickly.
“Good. Get changed.” I slip off my polo shirt, planning to do the same. Within minutes, we transform from looking like we were headed to a day at the beach to looking like we’re headed to a five-star meal—which is exactly the plan. I throw on a pair of simple dark-grey slacks and a maroon button-down, while Lilly is clad in a sheer, silvery spaghetti-strap dress that flows all the way to the floor. It’s cinched slightly at the waist, showing off her curves. She pairs it with a pair of perfectly matched metallic silver heels. She leaves her dark hair down, the way I like, loose and flowing over her shoulders. 
“You look as gorgeous as one of those statues out front,” I tell her, unable to hide my smile. I bring an arm around her waist and pull her in for a long, deep kiss.
“I was wondering when you’d finally kiss me again,” she says shyly as she pulls away.
“Well, I was tempted to jump you on the jet…to tell you the truth, but I thought it best to wait. Now, come on. I’m starved.”
Downstairs in the restaurant, a table is waiting for us, as promised. The host recognizes me immediately and with a friendly nod and smile, seats us and brings over a bottle of champagne, unprompted. 
“A pleasure to see you, Mr. Milner,” he says calmly as he pours us each a glass of bubbly. “Your food will be right out.”
Lilly looks at me in slight confusion.
“I took the liberty of pre-ordering for us,” I tell her, raising my glass. “Lemon poppy seed pasta with oyster mushrooms and asparagus for me, and poulet de provencal for you.” She shoots me a quizzical look. “That’s chicken,” I add.
“Well then, cheers!” She clinks her glass against mine. We barely manage a sip before two waiters in dark suits appear, setting a plate in front of each of us. 
“I guess I don’t have to tell you to dig in,” I nod to Lilly, who is already reaching for her fork and knife.
“I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I got a whiff of this chicken.” She cuts a piece off and gets to work. I watch the sensations of surprise and delight cross her face, and her hazel eyes crackle with intensity. 
“How is it?” I spear some pasta onto my fork and take a bite of my own dish. The buttery sauce melts on my tongue. 
“It’s…sublime.” She closes her eyes and chews slowly, a smile spreading over her face.
“Is that a trick you learned in culinary school?” I can’t help but tease her. “Closing your eyes to get the most out of the taste?”
Her eyes pop open in surprise and she giggles. “Well, they do say if you take away one of the senses, the others become stronger.” 
“Maybe that’s worth keeping in mind for after dinner, too.” She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t reply. I’m already thinking of devouring her after this meal. After taking last night away from her to sift through my own thoughts, I’m eager to feel her body once again. And it is, after all, our last night. My last chance. 
“So tell me more about your plans to buy this casino,” she changes the topic. 
“Well, this is actually really important to me, it’s the final part of my plan as far as my legacy goes.”
“Your legacy?”
“It’s something Jack would have wanted.”
“Your mentor?”
“Yes. He always dreamed of expanding beyond Vegas and acquiring a casino abroad. He visited Monte Carlo many times to explore the option of investing in exactly this property,” I gesture vaguely to the room around us. “But it just never clicked into place. And then he ran out of time.” 
“So it’s sort of a tribute to him, then?” She nods thoughtfully. “That’s good of you.”
“Yes.” I clear my throat. “It’s been my long-term goal for quite a while. I told him I’d manage it before he died. He even made me promise him that I’d rename one of the casino bars after him—just call it Jack’s.”
“An all-American bar.”
“Exactly. I guess it might seem strange, but for guys like Jack, that’s a legacy worth having. The man lived his entire life in his casino. It was his pride and joy.”
“So he never had children?” Lilly carefully averts her gaze as she reaches for her champagne glass and takes a sip. I notice that she takes it by the stem this time.
“Nope. I’d guess I was the closest thing to a son he ever had.” I pause and take a bite of my pasta, savoring the zesty lemon sauce and the way it balances the earthy taste of the mushrooms. “Do you want to try this?” I gesture towards my plate.
“Yes, please,” she smiles eagerly. I twirl some of the linguine on my fork and carefully spear it across the table to her. She dutifully opens her mouth and takes the bite I offer her. Just a speck of the white sauce sticks to her lips, which she quickly licks away. 
“Like it?”
“Love it,” she gasps the words out once she’s done chewing. “So you’ll finally fulfill this dream then. Jack’s dream.”
“Yep.”
“And what about your own dreams?”
“Well, this is certainly one of them. With the purchase of the Monte Carlo Royale, I’ll have achieved all of the business goals I originally set out for myself.” 
“And your non-business goals?”
“I haven’t gotten that far yet.”
“Well, if this is going to be your legacy, you’ll need someone to leave it to.” She shrugs. “Isn’t that the whole point of building a legacy?”
“Maybe so.” I remember back in Vegas, when she asked me about family. What had I told her then? Not sure it’s a must for me. It clearly had been a must have for her. The smile that she’d worn on her face—at even the thought of having children of her own—had been telling. “Anyway, first I have to close the deal.” 
“I have no doubt you’ll succeed.” She takes a last bite of her chicken and then licks the stray bits of sauce off her fork. My cock gets a rush of blood to it at the sight. “You definitely seem like the kind of man who achieves what he sets his mind to.”
“Maybe so. I am used to getting what I want.” I lock eyes with her as I say this and notice a flush come over her cheeks. “What about heading upstairs?” 
“You don’t want to play some cards first? This is a casino, after all.”
“No.” I shake my head firmly. “Not tonight. So, shall we?”
She nods and looks down, letting her hair fall forward over her face. I reach forward across the small table and push it back. “Don’t try to hide from me tonight, Lilly.”
“I just wasn’t sure, after last night, what you wanted.” She looks up at me. Her eyes are clear but there’s a hint of hurt in them. “When you didn’t come upstairs, I mean. I thought maybe you didn’t want me anymore.”
“I just had to take care of some things.” I stroke her cheek gently, and then pull my hand away and lean back. Although I’ve told Lilly plenty of personal things, I don’t want to get into the turmoil of my mind last night. There’s absolutely no point. She’s leaving…back to Parkville tomorrow. Tonight is my last chance to have her. “Let’s go.” I push my chair back and step to her side of the table, offering my hand to help her up. 
“What lesson do you have for me tonight?” She asks, as she puts her small hand in mine and stands. She looks at me with a face full of expectation.
“I’ll show you upstairs,” I whisper. Does she remember? There was one other thing I mentioned, something I wanted to try with her. Something she had never done before. My cock twitches at the thought. It will be Lilly’s last lesson under my hand. 
We make our way to the room and the second the door closes behind us, I take her in my arms. Her eagerness matches my own, and she instantly puts her arms around my neck, kissing me hungrily. I run my hands down her body, feeling her through the silky material of her dress. When my hands reach her ass, a small shiver runs through her. She must still be tender from the belt the other night. I give her a small slap. She responds by kissing me even more fiercely.
“Get on the bed,” I command her. 
She bends down to slip out of her heels.
“No,” I stop her. “Heels on. Dress on. Come on.” I take her by the hand and lead her to the bed, sitting her down on the edge, with her feet still on the floor. “Now lean back.”
She does as she’s told. Kneeling in front of her, I run my hands carefully up her shapely calves, pushing the dress up so I can get a good look at her. Her legs look gorgeous in those delicate heels. I want her to keep them on all night. 
I continue to inch her long dress up, over her knees, up to her butt. She lifts it eagerly, allowing me push the dress all the way up to her waist, out of my way. With surprise, I notice she’s not wearing panties.
“Al fresco dining, hmm?” I place a hand on the inside of each of her thighs, pushing her legs further apart, as I blow gently on her.
“I thought you might like it,” she says, sighing with sudden pleasure as I flick my tongue across her clit. She tastes amazing. Slightly sweet. I push my tongue inside of her, then work it back up to her clit, running my tongue over it in circles. 
“Fuck, David,” she moans gently as she takes my head in her hands, running her fingers through my hair. I pull back and watch as she writhes in front of me, squirming with unfulfilled desire. “Don’t stop.” Her voice is husky.
“This isn’t how you’re going to cum tonight,” I tell her. I blow cool air across her clit and watch as goose bumps pop up on her thighs. 
“I don’t care how,” she murmurs. “I just want to cum. With you.”
“Sit up.” She does as I say and I take her dress from her waist and lift it up over her head, letting it drop to the floor. Again, she leans forward and starts to bend down to take off her shoes.
“No.” I tell her sharply. “I want you to keep those on.”
She nods.
“Remember what we were talking about at dinner? About how shutting off one sense can heighten others?”
“Yes.” A wry smile plays on her lips. 
“Stand up,” I instruct her. “Back to me.” I grab the silky dress off the floor and bring it over her eyes, tying it in a knot behind her head. With her back to me, I can distinctly see a red mark running across her ass from the other night’s session with the belt. My dick gets hard at the sight of it. I have to get the fuck out of these pants.
I leave her like that, standing naked in heels and a blindfold, and strip down. I keep an eye on her all the while. She’s wobbling slightly. Not having her vision makes it harder for her to balance in the stilettos she’s got on. 
“Don’t fall,” I murmur, as I slip behind her. I let her feel the hardness of my body against her. I wrap my arms around her and pull her close, running my hands over her breasts, down her front, between her legs. 
“How does that feel?” I ask, as I slip a finger into her wet pussy.
“Good but…”
“But what? It doesn’t feel good?” I pause and she squirms.
“It feels like a tease.”
“And that?” I take my now sopping wet finger and rub it gently across her clit.
“Mmm good,” she murmurs.
I move my hand from her front and bring it to her backside. I caress the red mark on her ass briefly. She barely flinches. Then I slip my finger, still wet from her juices, gently into her ass. She squirms instinctively. I tighten my grip on her with my other arm.
“And how does that feel?” I ask, whispering in her ear as I work my finger inside of her. She’s tense at first but slowly she relaxes, until I can easily slide my finger in and out of her.
“Different,” her voice is guttural. 
“Bad different?”
“No… Just. Different.”
“I told you, there was one more lesson, right?”
“Yes. That night in the tub.” 
“You told me you’d never had anal sex.”
“Right.” She’s moving her hips gently now, matching the rhythm of my finger moving in and out of her. 
“Would you like to try now?”
She pauses. For a moment, I wonder if I’ve asked too much of her. After all, she was a virgin when I met her. But then she speaks.
“Yes. I’d like to try that. With you.” 
A smile spreads over my face and my erection grows.
“Then bend over,” I tell her. “Put your hands on the bed.” I step back away from her and watch as she puts her hands gently down on the bed in front of her. It’s a gorgeous sight—Lilly, bent over, her pert butt facing me, her back arched slightly. Her legs are trembling in the heels, just a bit. 
I walk to the far side of the bed, so I can stand across from her and get the view from the front. Her breasts, full and firm, hang down in front of her. With the blindfold on, I know she can’t see me. But she turns her head to follow the sound of my steps nonetheless. 
I head over to the seating area of the room, where I dropped my bag earlier. Rummaging through it, I grab the two things I need. A condom and a small bottle of lubricant. When I return to the bed, Lilly’s body is even more tense than before. She’s clearly anticipating what’s to come. 
I unwrap the condom and roll it on my dick, squeezing it gently. Her head moves slightly at the noise
“Recognize that sound?” I ask with a grin.
“Yes.” Her voice sounds small and afraid. 
I squirt some of the lubricant in my hand and run it over the condom. Then I put one hand on her back, stroking it gently, and take my other hand, still moist from the lubricant, and bring it between her legs. Again, like I did before, I slip a finger inside of her. She’s tight at first but then loosens up, letting me slide easily in and out of her. It’s even easier now with the lube.
I stop and instead take my cock in my hand and bring it to her ass. She jerks slightly, one foot stepping away from me.
“Okay?”
“Yes.”
“Hang on.” I notice how she braces herself against the bed, arching her back even further. I slowly nudge my way inside of her tight asshole, first just the tip of my cock, and then further, bit by bit. She gasps as I make my way into her. Once I’m all the way in, I just wait. I pause, one hand holding her hip and the other stroking her back gently.
“All good?”
“Mmm,” She grunts in the affirmative.
The pressure around my dick is incredibly tight. The sensation is unreal. I want her to loosen up, though. I want her to enjoy this. So I bend over slightly and bring the hand I have on her hip to her front, where I find her clit. She moans immediately when I start rubbing it and I feel her start to relax. 
I slide my dick partially out of her and then back in.
“Oh my god.” Her voice is louder now. She spreads her legs even wider. I smile at the sight, seeing her take me all the way in, and loving every inch. She pushes her hands more firmly against the bed and lifts her butt up, tilting it towards me. 
I quicken my motion, gently moving my cock in and out of her. She’s moaning loudly and I realize that there’s no need to pay her clit any more attention. I take both hands and hold her waist firmly, pumping in and out of her in long, smooth, steady strokes. 
“David!” That’s all she says. My name. But I know what it means. I can hear the urgency in her voice and I’m grateful to hear it, because I can’t last any longer either.
“Lilly,” I reply to her call and release myself, pounding my dick all the way into her ass one last time. She responds with a guttural groan, shuddering underneath me. Her legs are shaking so hard, I’m afraid she’s going to collapse. 
As soon as I catch my breath, I slip carefully out of her, hanging on to the condom. “Stay there,” I mutter. I walk quickly to the bathroom and get rid of it, wash my hands, and then head back to the bedroom. 
Lilly is exactly as I left her, bent over the bed, legs still trembling. Without a word, I reach over and untie the silk dress from her eyes, letting it fall down. 
“Come here,” I pat the bed as I climb in. Not missing a beat, she crawls in after me—heels still on. Her face is pink and shining. She cuddles into my arms, lays her head on my chest, and gives me a shy smile.
“I didn’t think I’d like it,” she murmurs.
“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” I pull her closer. 
She mumbles something into my chest, so quiet I can’t make it out.
“What was that?” I ask.
“I can’t believe that was the last time,” she whispers, quietly. 
“Well, the night isn’t over.” I squeeze her shoulder gently in response and stroke her hair. 
“Oh?” She looks up at me hopefully, her eyes sparkling. 
I can’t help but laugh, she looks so eager. “You thought I’d let you off with just one round on our last night together?” I pull her face towards mine and kiss her—hard. “Lilly, my dear, I’m going to keep you up all goddamn night.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Lilly
 
Waking up the morning after, I forget where I am for a moment. I sit up in bed and expect to see a view of the Las Vegas skyline. My brain, still foggy from sleep, takes a moment to register the fact that I’m in no longer in Sin City. I’m in Monte Carlo. Literally on a totally different continent. I can feel the silky sheets under my skin and notice the heaviness of the downy comforter on top of me. Even the bedding feels luxurious here—not more so than the Fortuna, just different I guess. 
David is still sleeping peacefully next to me. I sink back into the plump pillows and think about last night, feeling my face get warm at the memory. David was true to his word. We spent the entire night in bed but didn’t get to actually sleep until we were both utterly exhausted. I smile, watching the gentle rise and fall of his chest. Flashes of the night before continue to pound through my head and I make a decision. I want to give David the perfect wakeup call.
I carefully pull the blanket off of him and slide my naked body next to his. I trace my fingers along his muscular shoulder, down over his chest, across his chiseled abs, and then let my hand rest gently on his cock. His member twitches immediately at the warmth of my touch. 
“Mmm,” he groans slightly next to me. I look up at him and see him blearily opening his eyes. “Good morning.” He croaks out the words. “I was just having a hell of a dream.”
“Was I in it?” I smile and kiss him on the mouth, keeping my hand on his dick, which is growing harder and harder by the second.
“Yes, actually.” He nods downwards, to where my hand is now gently massaging the sensitive head of his cock. “And it look like my dream is about to become a reality.”
“I thought you’d appreciate this more than an alarm clock.”
“When did you become so daring?” He grins and stretches, bringing an arm around and pulling me in close to his side.
“Since I met you,” I whisper. His jaw is shadowed with stubble and his dark eyes look calm. I haven’t seen that dark storm brewing in his eyes for days. 
I sit up and move down to the end of the bed. 
“Hell of a view,” David remarks, giving my ass a light slap as I go by him.
“Hey! Don’t distract me. I have a very important job to do.” I crawl over so that my body is positioned between his legs, and kneel, sitting back on my ankles and facing him head-on.
“Yes ma’am.” He sighs happily and puts his hands behind his head, the picture of utter relaxation. “Guess I’ll just lie back and let you do your work.” He gives a wink and I giggle. 
I spit on my palms, once, twice, holding eye contact with him all the while. Then I take my moistened hands and bring them back to his dick. He’s already erect and sensitive to my touch. I carefully place one hand around his shaft, gripping firmly. With the other one, I cup his balls gently. He exhales slightly and closes his eyes for a moment. With a smile, I lean down and take the head of his dick into my mouth, carefully tracing my tongue around the edge in a circle, and then flicking it across the top. As I do, I start to work the hand gripping his shaft up and down in a slow rhythm. 
He brings a hand down to my head and I feel him run his fingers through my hair, tugging gently. I pause, looking up to meet his eyes. The head of his dick is still in my mouth so I can only look at him.
“Fuck, that’s sexy,” he says looking down at me. “You, with my cock in your mouth. And I swear your eyes get more of a greenish tint to them in the morning. But, I can think of another position I’d like even more right now. Come here.” He pats the bed next to him, gesturing for me to lie down.
I crawl up next to him on the bed and lie down on my stomach, peering at him over my shoulder.
“So, what lesson do you have in store for me today?” I ask flirtatiously, shaking my butt gently from side to side.
He rolls onto his side and strokes my back gently, from the shoulder down to the small of my back, before resting his hand gently on my butt. “No lessons this morning.” He leans in and kisses me, long and slow. “I just want to keep it sweet and simple. No wild tricks today. Today it’s just you and me.” He pulls away and reaches across me for the box of condoms on the nightstand. I already feel the tingle of excitement between my legs as I see him make the move. 
“I can live with sweet and simple.” I grin, turning over onto my back, watching from the corner of my eye as he rolls the condom on.
“Good.” He brings his body on top of mine, lowering onto me. “Games and lessons are all fun. But sometimes…it’s just about this.” He presses his weight against me, letting me feel the bulk of his frame, his muscles quivering, tense, against my skin. I can feel his cock, hard through the latex, pulsating, pressed against my belly. “Ready?”
“Yes.” I brace myself as he slides into me and let out a light gasp. I’m still slightly sore from yesterday, swollen inside, and he’s reaching every nerve at once. 
“Okay?” He asks, pausing.
I don’t respond. I just bring my hands up to pull his face close to mine for a kiss, pushing my tongue into his mouth. I want to take him in fully, in every way I possibly can. As we kiss, he starts to gyrate his hips, moving slowly in and out of me. I instinctively bring my legs up and wrap them around his waist, pulling him even further inside of me, determined to devour every last inch of him while I can.
He pulls back, breaking our kisses, and stares at me intently. I want to look away but the intensity in his dark eyes is drawing me in, promising me fresh pleasure if I play by his rules.
“Put your hands over your head,” he instructs. His voice is firm but I’m not afraid. After all I’ve experienced at David’s hands, I know I can trust him. I bring my hands over my head.
“I thought no games today?” I ask saucily.
“Oh, it’s no game, Lilly. Just a little reminder.” He kisses me and places his fingers around my wrists, holding them firmly, pressing them down into the mattress. 
“Reminder of what?”
He continues gyrating on top of me all the while, pounding deep inside of me again and again. “I don’t want you to forget,” he murmurs, tightening his grip on my wrists, “who you belong to. All of you. Including your pussy.” His eyes are fierce and dark, and a thin sheen of sweat is building on his forehead. “Remember?”
I flash back to one of our first nights together, how he had demanded that I say those words to him, telling him that my pussy was his. I nod.
“So? Say it.” He quickens his pace, thrusting his full length into me more quickly.
“My pussy is yours.” I whisper the words.
“Louder.” His voice is strained.
“My pussy is yours.” I say the words again, loud and clear.
“Again.”
“My pussy is yours.” His face is just inches from mine, our eyes locked. Our bodies are entwined, forming one wild passionate animal. I can feel the throbbing between my legs, the brief flicker of ecstasy every time he hits me deep inside.
“Cum with me.” It’s not a question but a command. In the last week, he’s already gotten to know my body well enough that he can read the signals. He knows I’m on the brink anyway. And so is he. “And tell me, again.” He adds, squeezing my wrists more firmly. 
I start to roll my head back, preparing myself for the shuddering orgasm to come, but he shakes my wrists briefly. “Don’t look away.”
I return my gaze to his face. I can feel my breasts bouncing with each thrust of his body into mine, and I can feel the slick glaze of sweat over my own body.
“Now.” He says. “Tell me.” As he says the words, he alters his rhythm ever so slightly, adding a small swivel of his hips to each pounding moment. It feels like he’s hitting every nerve inside of me and seconds later, I feel my pussy explode in a fresh rush of juices.
“I’m yours.” I croak out the words, my eyes watering with unexpected wetness. It’s like every emotion in my body is pouring out at once. “My pussy is yours.” The words come out in a groan of pleasure. “Fuck. My pussy is yours,” I repeat. 
“Yes,” he breathes out the word, urging me on.
“My pussy is… YOURS,” I get it out one more time, just as I explode into a powerful orgasm, my body shaking underneath his. His entire body tenses on top of mine and he lets out a low, guttural, roar as he lets go on top of me. I can feel his cock twitching inside of me, and my own muscles, inside, tightening around him. The entire time, he maintains eye contact with me, staring me down, his eyes reminding me—You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine. 
Slowly, our bodies come to a halt. He leans down and kisses me deeply, once, and then pulls back.
“Don’t forget that,” he murmurs, before rolling off of me, onto his back, panting heavily. 
I roll over onto my side and watch, with my eyes wide, the rise and fall of his chest. I will never forget, I want to tell him. David has been all kinds of firsts for me. A part of me will always belong to him. Whether I want it that way or not. 
His phone buzzes next to him from the nightstand and he reaches over lazily to take a look. He scratches his chest absentmindedly and then runs his hand through his hair, still messy from sleep.
“The car will be here in one hour to take us to the jet.”
“Okay.” 
Without another word, he gets up and walks to the bathroom. I want to go after him, to chase him into the shower, to cuddle up to him, and kiss him even more. But something is stopping me. It’s suddenly hitting me that once we board that plane, I’ll be taking the first step on my journey home. Back to Parkville. Back out of David’s life.
I hear the water turn on in the shower and sink back into the pillows, feeling oddly hollow. What did I expect? This has been, for all intents and purposes, a fling. An out-of-this world experience…yes. One that I’ll remember forever. But still. A fling. Well, why not add one more memory to the mix? If I’ve learned one thing in the past week with David, it’s that being bold pays off. And that you don’t get what you want without asking for it. 
With a grin, I throw the covers off and trot into the bathroom. The water in the shower is still running.
“Got room for one more?” I call out over the noise.
“Thought you’d never ask,” David’s deep voice rumbles back to me.
Although the hotel itself has that old-fashioned luxury vibe, the bathroom is incredibly modern. The walk-in shower is encased in floor-to-ceiling glass. Two rain shower heads are affixed on the ceiling, pouring down a cascade of water over David's muscular frame. I watch him through the glass for a moment, taking in the sight.
“You coming in or what?” He asks, peering at me through the glass.
I smile and pull open the glass door slightly, slipping into the steamy glass cube with him. The stone floor is cool under my feet below while warm water pounds down on me from above.
“Come here,” David pulls me close, into his arms, and gives me a kiss. He has that boyish look to him, that simple grin I first noticed that day when he taught me how to play cards. He gets that look only when he’s totally at ease.
I let my body go soft in his strong arms, taking in his kisses as the water runs down over our bodies.
“You know I won’t forget,” I tell him, raising my voice so he can hear me over the water. “How could I?”
“Good. But just in case…” He pauses and lets go of me, stepping back. With a deft flick of the wrist, he shuts off the water to the shower.
I let out a small squeak of disappointment.
He looks at me, amused, water still dripping off of his chest and arms. “Don’t worry. I’m just changing the setting.”
      “The setting?”
“Sure. This isn’t just a regular shower.” He stabs another switch with his finger and a strange, loud humming noise begins. “It’s a steam shower.” 
 My mouth drops open in surprise as warm steam starts coming out of tiny jets set along the floor of the shower. I hadn’t even noticed them before but now they’re spewing out steam into the glass cube encasing us. Within seconds, a cloud of steam is separating me from David so that I can barely make out the shadowy outline of his frame.
“Here,” he reaches forward and without faltering, finds me in the foggy air. He guides me gently to one side of the shower, to the one sturdy stone wall, away from the glass ones. “Lean back. And hang on to the wall.”
I do as he says, bracing my back against the hard surface, my arms down and palms flat against the wall on either side of me for balance. It’s slightly disorienting, with the steam enveloping me and the hum of the generator all around me. 
I can’t even see David. But I can feel him. His hands confidently make their way between my thighs, gently nudging my legs apart. I inch my feet further to the sides. I want to reach down and find him but the floors and walls are slick and slippery thanks to the condensation created by the steam. I have no choice but to maintain my grip, even as I feel David’s tongue grazing across my clit, working in rhythmic circles.
At the same time, he slips his finger, already slick and wet from the steam, inside of me. I arch my back and push my shoulders more firmly against the wall, taking care not to slip. David, clearly sensing my need, removes his hand from inside of me. Then, he firmly places one hand around each of my ankles, helping to anchor me into place.
It’s a strange mixture of feeling trapped but free. I can’t move my feet at all, because I’m afraid I’ll slip. The same is true for my hands. While I feel stuck, I also feel oddly liberated. I can’t see David, I can only feel him. And he can’t see me. We’re connected primarily through his tongue, which continues to flick across my clit, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.
In the anonymous safety of that steamy shower, where nobody can see me, I let myself replay the last week with David. Each of our nights together flashes through my mind. I think of how he took me on that first night, having me bite down on the leather belt to keep quiet. I think of how he teased me to near insanity on the terrace with the vibrator. Of how he showed me how to pleasure him perfectly with my mouth. Of him taking me in the sudsy tub. Of the strikes he gave me with the belt when I disobeyed. And of last night, when after a week of firsts, he introduced me to yet one more.
The images flash through my mind, one after the other. I close my eyes, feeling the steam rise around me, focusing only on the steady motion of David’s tongue as it brings me closer and closer to yet another orgasm. I’ve never gotten off so many times in a single week, I realize with a smile. Well, what’s one more? And then I cum, letting out a low scream as I press myself against the wall. The sound of the steam machine drowns out my cry and I feel David’s hands tightening on my ankles, a reassuring reminder that I’m safe with him. 
David gives my ankles one last squeeze and then retreats. For a second, I’m alone in the mist. But then he rises and is standing directly in front of me, a big smile on his face.
“So you like the steam shower?”  
“Oh yes.” I wrap my arms around his neck, kissing him as the steam whirls around us in billowing clouds. It’s unbelievably hot and I’m sweating, every pore of my body is open in the heat and excitement. David’s body is likewise drenched. I don’t know if it’s from the steam, the sweat or the water. But I do know that I want to take him inside of me one last time.
“I think I should return the favor,” I murmur, nudging my hips against him and licking my lips. “Do we have time?”
David throws his head back and lets out that enormous laugh that I’ve been treated to a handful of times now. “Lilly. We’re flying private. The jet will wait.” With a smile, he leans back against the shower wall. “And I would never deny you when you’re in one of your rare, bold moods.”
I give him a smile and then kneel down, disappearing into the steam. For one last moment, it’s going to be just me and David. When this week began, I was nervous and uncertain. I couldn’t count down the days fast enough. But now…I know David as more than the scary big casino boss who won me in a hand of high-stakes poker. I know David as a man.
So this is our last moment, as man and woman, secluded in billowing clouds. It’s a world that’s ours alone. We aren’t in my little hometown of Parkville. We aren’t in his flashy penthouse at the casino. In this moment, our world is smaller than all of that. And we’re the only ones in it.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
David
 
Lilly is quieter than ever on the plane back to Vegas. Not that I have much to say either. We barely slept last night and I’m spent. I’m also already going through the paperwork for the Monte Carlo deal, reviewing every clause.
“So are you going to buy it for sure?” Lilly’s gentle voice cuts into my thoughts. She looks small, sitting in the oversized seat. 
“Assuming there aren’t any nasty surprises in the paperwork.” I nod at the stack of documents in front of me.
“That’s wonderful.” Her eyes are bright and clear. “It’s worth it for the restaurant alone,” she adds with a gentle smile.  “I will remember that dinner for the rest of my life.”
“And the night after it?” I tease her.
“Of course. That too.” She grins.  Her hazel eyes are calm but confident. She surprised me yet again this morning. First, with that wakeup call. And then when she chased me into the shower… I feel my cock twitch at the thought. Down, boy. I’ve never subjected the staff on my jet to an inappropriate display and I’m not about to start now.
Lilly looks away from me again, staring out at the vast ocean below.
“You know, I’ll do this later.” I bundle up the stack of papers in front of me and slip them into a briefcase. “How about one last poker lesson?”
She looks up at me eagerly. “You have cards?”
“Always.” 
“I should have known.” She giggles but she’s already repositioning herself in her chair, eagerly leaning towards me. Her face is already brighter. I guess she needed the distraction. Maybe I do, too.
So that’s how we spend the rest of the flight back. Playing cards. Talking. Laughing. Sweet and simple. At the end of the day, that’s how I like it. Lilly is sweet, uncomplicated and straight-forward. She says what she means and means what she says.
By the time we make it back to the Fortuna, having gained back the nine hours, it’s a little after noon. Walking in with Lilly by my side, I scan the room for Deanna. She’s not here yet. Once again…surprise, surprise. Let’s see if she even turns up. My heart skips a beat at the thought. Maybe she won’t. And then? Well, Lilly still has a flight to catch, I remind myself.
“You still have things in the room?”
“Yes.”
“Go get them. I’ll wait here in case your sister shows up.”
“Okay.” She pauses. “What about all the stuff you gave me? The dresses and the shoes?” She looks so sweet and earnest, but her tone leaves no doubt that she’s totally serious. 
I laugh. “Lilly, do you really think that I’d take them back from you now just because you’re leaving the casino?”
“I don’t know,” she smiles uncertainly. “They’re just so expensive.”
“You take those, Lilly.” I watch the furrow smooth out of her brow. “They were gifts. They’re yours to keep.”
“Okay.” She nods vigorously but I can still feel her hesitating, as if there’s something else she wants to say.
“Go on,” I wave her off. “Deanna is going to have my head if you’re not ready to roll by the time she gets here,” I add with a wink. “I’ll meet you back here.”
Lilly trots off, leaving me alone. While she’s gone, I make a quick stop by my office. It’s where I’ve stashed her phone and it’s time to return it to its rightful owner. 
Walking back to say our final goodbye, I take a long look at the bustling crowd on the casino floor and feel a sense of pride. This is my home. I helped create this. The thought comforts me. What I’ve created will always be here. There is security in that. Women may come and go, but Fortuna and Destino…and soon the Royale…will stand the test of time.
By the time Lilly returns with a small bag packed, I’ve talked myself into it—I felt a twinge earlier at the thought of her leaving but I can now say goodbye, set her free, and return to my real life.
She’s wearing the same short, light-pink wrap dress she wore on the evening she cooked for me. It’s been freshly cleaned and pressed, and although she looks just as sweet and innocent as she did when she first set foot on my property, she also looks more adult-like. And she looks like she wants to say something. 
Her lips part as she says my name, “David,” and then takes a deep breath. 
I look at her, waiting, wondering what she could possibly say. But before she can go further…
“Hey!” A brash voice interrupts before we can continue our conversation. “There you are. I was at the wrong entrance. This fucking place is impossible.” Deanna strolls up briskly. She looks better than the last time I saw her. Today, at least, she seems to be freshly showered. Her hair is pulled back from her face in a high ponytail, and she’s dressed casually in jean shorts, flip-flops, and a loose-fitting grey t-shirt. 
“Deanna!” Lilly’s face lights up and she gives her sister a giant hug, squeezing her tight. “Good to see you.”
“You too.” For a moment it’s like I’m not even there. Deanna’s face is peaceful when she hugs her sister. The two girls look more alike than ever, with both of their hair in ponytails. “You okay?” Deanna steps back and checks out Lilly from top to bottom, as if inspecting her for damage.
“Yeah, Deanna, I’m totally fine. There’s nothing to worry about.” Lilly shoots me a quick smile as she talks.
“Good. So, Mr. Millionaire, we all good?” Deanna turns to me, her eyes scrutinizing me with suspicion. 
“You can consider your debt from our poker game paid.” I nod, stuffing my hands into my pockets. 
“Cool, cool.” Deanna nods. She’s totally relaxed today. So, this is what she’s like when she’s sober. She seems surprisingly easygoing.
I clear my throat. “There is still the matter of the debt I pocketed at The Glamazon.”
“For fuck’s sake.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re really gonna come after me for that pocket change? It’s squat to you.”
“A deal’s a deal, Deanna.” I ball my hands into fists, irritated. But I know that talking down to her now, or trying to force her hand aggressively, won’t do any good. I grit my teeth, keeping my voice casual. “$100k. Plus interest.”
“Yeah, yeah.” She tosses her head like an annoyed teenager. “Or rehab, right?”
“Or rehab.” I nod. The fact that she even broached the topic herself is promising. “Within the next three months,” I say, firmly. 
Deanna pauses for a moment. From the corner of my eye, I see Lilly holding her breath, her hands clasped tightly. She’s smart enough not to say anything or exert any pressure in this moment.
“I don’t have the money for that shit,” Deanna shrugs, “So I guess I’ll find a way to get you that hundred grand.” Her voice has less resolve than it did in the past. Without the bravado the booze gives her, the insecurities are showing. 
“I can help,” Lilly steps forward eagerly, taking her sister by the hand. “You can have my savings, Deanna.”
I raise a hand. “That won’t be necessary.” 
The girls both stare at me. I have to suppress a smile when I see their twin faces, Deanna’s mouth also making that surprised “O” shape that I’ve seen on Lilly’s face so many times. 
“What do you mean?” Deanna eyes me with mistrust. “You wanna pay it?”
“I could.” I avoid eye contact with Lilly but I can feel her piercing gaze on me. “If you really committed to it. I mean a serious, live-in treatment center.”
“I don’t know. No strings attached?” Deanna looks at Lilly, her eyebrows raised. “You’re not gonna try to swoop in and take Lilly for a year or something?”
I chuckle slightly. “No.”
“But why?” Lilly steps forward. “Why would you do that?”
“I enjoyed our time together this week,” I say, keeping my voice even and professional. “Consider it a thank you.” 
“Jesus, must have been a hell of a good week,” Deanna says under her breath. But her face is thoughtful. Is she finally ready to do this? I can feel Lilly still staring at me and feel an urgent need to get away from her probing eyes.
“Look.” I reach into the pocket of my suit jacket and pull out one of my private cards. “Take my information. That’s my direct line. Don’t share it.” I hand the card to Deanna, who looks—despite her sarcastic gripes—slightly shell-shocked. “You can call me if you decide to go for it. There are places here in Vegas. Or I’m sure there are facilities closer to home, if you want to be near your family.”
Deanna takes the card gingerly in her hand. “Well… Shit. Okay. This doesn’t mean I’m committing to anything though,” she adds fiercely, jutting her chin at me and cocking her hip to one side. “I’m just gonna take this just in case. That’s not a yes.” 
Lilly stares at her sister and then back at me. She seems to recover from her shock and steps forward, standing on tiptoe and throwing her arms around my neck. “Thank you,” she says, her voice cracking slightly. 
I give her a gentle squeeze and take a last whiff of her hair. It smells slightly tropical thanks to a hint of coconut. And then I carefully take her arms and remove myself from her grasp. It’s time to say goodbye, for good.
“Here’s your phone.” I dig it out of my pocket and hand it over. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Lilly.” I nod firmly. A wave of disappointment and confusion crosses her face but she recovers quickly and stretches out a slim hand to me.
“Likewise.” She says, but I can hear the quiver in her voice as she takes the phone from me, and I get this sinking feeling in my stomach that I wasn’t expecting. “Thank you for everything, David.”
“Of course. Look after your sister. She’s going to need you.” I release my grip on her hand and turn to Deanna. “And you. Let me know what you decide. Three months.”
“Yeah, yeah. Three months.” Deanna rolls her eyes but there’s a spark of something new in her face. It’s something I might define as hope. Maybe that other night was her rock bottom. Maybe she’s ready for rehab. Only time will tell. “Come on, car’s waiting.” Deanna turns to Lilly.
“Did you drive?” Lilly asks, her brow instantly crinkling with worry.
“Of course not, still gonna be a year until I get my license back since the DUI. Stacy’s waiting with the car.” Deanna turns to me and gives a casual wave. “Later, Mr. Millionaire!”
Lilly pauses, looking at me as if she wants to say something. But there’s nothing left to say. We both knew this was coming. “Goodbye, Lilly,” I say. Then I square my shoulders up and walk away from her, my stride firm and steady. I catch a glimpse of her looking after me in the reflection of one of the shiny slot machines. Her expression is one of pure shock.
For a moment, I feel guilty. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so abrupt with our goodbye. I turn to look back at her, thinking I’ll give her one last wave, one last encouraging smile. But by the time I do, she and Deanna already have their backs to me and are heading for the exit. She doesn’t see me. 
Deanna has her arm encircled firmly around Lilly’s waist and the twins are walking in step, in perfect sync. I see Lilly rest her head for just a moment on Deanna’s shoulder, and then I turn away again. She’s got her sister. She’s got her family back in Parkville. And she’s got her own life and dreams to pursue. 
 
***
 
The rest of my day is spent on business. I push thoughts of Lilly out of my mind and catch up on what I’ve missed since I left—at both Fortuna and Destino. Making the rounds of both casinos packs my schedule and it’s not until almost 9:00 p.m. that I pause, taking a table at La Petite Coquette
for a late dinner and a drink. 
“And where is the pretty young chef tonight, Mr. Miln-air?” Jacques asks, sauntering over to re-pour my wine.
“She won’t be joining us again,” I answer.
“What a shame.” He shakes his head as he fills my glass. “A wonderful girl! And an excellent chef, too.”
“Yes, she liked to cook.” I respond hollowly to his pleasantries. “She studied it.”
“She is not just a cook!” Jacques protests. “She is a creative talent. A visionary. A
true
chef. I looked through her little notebook, all these recipes. Some magnificent ideas.”
“She did study cooking.” 
Jacques finally seems to notice my lack of enthusiasm. “Well, this Bordeaux is a balm for any heartache,” he adds with a wink before leaving again. I stare after him in surprise. But before I can dwell on his comment, my phone rings. It’s Terry.
“Yes?”
“I just went by your office but you weren’t in.” 
“Shit. Sorry, Terry. I’m at Jacques, grabbing a bite. I’ll be right over.” I’d told Terry earlier to meet me in my private office at 09:00 p.m. to go over the offer for the Monte Carlo purchase. In all the chaos today, it had completely slipped my mind. 
“It’s nothing that can’t wait. Want to look at it tomorrow?” 
I pause. Ordinarily, I’d never put off this kind of business. But it’s not like there’s a line of people around the block trying to spend billions on a casino. The Monte Carlo deal is as good as done. It can wait one night.
“Yeah, Terry. Please just leave it on my desk. Apologies for skipping out on our meeting like that. Won’t happen again.”
“I guess one missed meeting in over a decade is pretty good stats.” I can hear the smile in Terry’s voice. 
“True. Still.” My voice is firm. I need to get my head back in the game…clearly. This is exactly the kind of sloppy behavior I can’t stand. “In any case, I owe you a drink. Want to stop by La Petite Coquette?”
There’s a pause on the other end of the line. Terry and I occasionally have a drink together in the privacy of my office, after talking shop. Beyond that, our social contact is limited. We spend so much time doing business together, there’s little space for much else. 
But he surprises me when he says, “Yeah. I’ll be right over.” The line goes dead. 
I lean back in my seat and take a sip of wine. The restaurant is dying down, with most of the patrons already gone. There’s one guy sitting at the bar, finishing off a drink, but beyond that, it’s basically dead. All the casino guests have moved on to other entertainment for the night—gambling.
It doesn’t take long until Terry is standing in front of me. Even after a full day of undoubtedly hectic work, he looks put-together and professional. 
“Take a load off,” I gesture to the seat across from me. He slips off his tan suit jacket and lays it carefully over the back of the chair, pushing up the sleeves of his white button-down as he sits. 
“What’s on the menu?”
“I’m having a glass of red myself. But I’m sure Jacques can arrange whatever you like.”
As if on cue, Jacques emerges from the kitchen. He pauses briefly in surprise at the sight of Terry sitting at the table, but quickly regains his composure. “Monsieur Terry! A pleasure to see you.” He smiles broadly. “A glass of wine for you as well?”
“Yes, please, Jacques.” Terry nods gently. He removes his glasses and polishes them while Jacques pours him a generous glass. Then he puts them back on and levels his gaze at me, picks up his glass, and says, “To Miss Madison.”
I raise my eyebrows in surprise but I go along with it, clinking my glass against his. “She’s gone,” I say, taking a swig. 
“I know.” He nods and breathes deeply. “Do you plan to see her again?” He swirls his wine casually, looking away from me as he speaks. 
“No.” I take a sip. “We’re worlds apart.”
“Hmm.”
“What?” I hear the edge in my voice. 
“Well. Forgive me for saying so, David. You know I rarely cross the professional line with you.”
“Which I appreciate,” I add curtly.
“Look,” Terry leans forward, concentrating intently on me. “I’ll just say that I’ve known you for some time. A long time... And I’ve never known you to be so…taken with a girl.” 
I take a slow, deep breath and exhale. “A deal’s a deal. I had my time with her.” But I can feel the pang in my chest at his words…and mine.
Terry takes a sip from his glass, thoughtfully, and sits back again. “She’s more than a bet in a poker game. She may have started out as collateral for a $1.3 mil pot. But I’d hazard a guess to say she’s come to be worth far more than that.” 
“You’re not letting me off the hook easy on this one, huh Terry?” I can’t help but chuckle. 
He puts his hands up defensively but grins. “Just saying, you deserve to be happy. Like I said, I’m rarely one to get involved in your private life. I just thought I’d say it. Nothing to lose. Maybe there’s space for that girl in your life.”
“The casinos are my life,” I respond.
He raises his brow. “Maybe there’s room for both.”
“What about your personal life?” I can’t help but tease him.
“The casinos are my life,” he responds with a loud laugh. “Fair play.” He raises his nearly empty glass to cheers me once more and then downs the last sip. “That’s my cue.”
“Got a taste of your own medicine, huh?” I chuckle again.
“Yep. Message received.” He stands and grabs his jacket from the back of his chair. “See you in the morning?”
“Yeah. Monte Carlo paperwork. First thing.”
“Good. Thanks for the drink.” He gives a last nod at the empty glass and then strolls off. I’m not far behind him and head up to the penthouse shortly after. I’m exhausted. With the travel, the full day of work, and the fact that I didn’t sleep much the previous night, I’m ready to drop right into bed.
My steps echo on the penthouse floor as I enter, sounding hollow. I head straight upstairs to bed. Every trace of Lilly has been erased. You would never know that she was here. I sit heavily on her side of the bed. Even the last hint of her perfume on the pillow has vanished. Marta must have changed the linens. 
Well. What did I expect? Like I told Terry, she’s gone. She paid her debt, or rather, Deanna’s debt. I had my time with her. Even if it made any sense to ask her to stay, it wouldn’t have been the right thing to do. Now she’s back in her world. And I’m in mine. As it should be. Tomorrow I can finalize the Monte Carlo deal. Then I’ll have three casinos on two continents to keep under control. That will keep me more than busy.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Lilly
 
THREE MONTHS LATER
 
 
“Hey girl! Girl, lemme get a refill.”
My stomach is in a knot as the gruff male voice calls after me. I decide to ignore him.
“Hey! Hey, I know ya’ heard me.”
I suppress an eye roll as I walk over to the table where the guy rudely calling after me is sitting.
“My name is Lilly,” I tell him firmly as I refill his cup of coffee. “As you can see from my nametag.” I tap at the small tag on my chest. “You don’t have to call me girl.”
“Oh yeah, that’s true, I can see your nametag real good.” The guy grins, staring at my chest hungrily. I grit my teeth, reminding myself that the customer is king.
“Ya’ got some sugar for me maybe?” The guy gives a low laugh and licks his lips, still staring. 
Screw this, I think to myself. “Sure, honey.” I dial up the sweetness in my voice. I lean across him to get the sugar shaker that’s clearly sitting on the table right in front of him. Bending over, my tits are just inches from his face. For a moment, I hover like that. Then I straighten up, take the sugar shaker, and turn it upside down over his head, letting a steady stream of sweet sugary crystals down onto his leering face.
“Hey!” He yelps and scoots to the far side of the booth he’s sitting in, trying to escape. “What the fuck you think you’re doing?!” His face is red with shock. He angrily brushes bits of sugar off of his baseball cap, letting them settle on the old t-shirt he’s wearing. It’s so worn, it has holes in it, allowing patches of his pale skin and hairy belly to stick through. 
“That’s the only kinda sugar you’ll be getting here,” I tell him. I shake my head with disgust. “And if you can’t treat me and the other waitresses here with some respect, I suggest you leave.” I quickly calculate the total on his check and rip it off my pad as I’m talking, leaving it on the table and walking away.
“Crazy fucking bitch.” He mumbles the words under his breath as I walk away, but I don’t bother to turn around. He got the message loud and clear. I smile to myself as I skip past the tables.
“All good out there, sweetie?” Dad asks as I enter the kitchen at the back.
“Yeah, just clearing out the last customers. One guy was dawdling.” I give him a knowing smile. In the past, that kind of jerk customer would have had me asking for help. But lately, I’ve gotten better at handling them myself.
“Good, good. I’m ready to get out of here.” I watch as he finishes scraping off the griddle he’s been cleaning. He gives me a smile as he removes his white apron, stained with grease and sauce. “Just gotta clean up and then I’m off.”
He grabs a mop and bucket and turns his attention to the kitchen floors. Once he takes off his chef’s cap, I can see how his grey hair is thinning. He and mom still joke about the full mane he once had. I’ve seen photos of my dad with his hair past his shoulders in his freewheeling youth.
With a grin, I head back out through the swinging doors into the front of the diner. The guy who was bugging me has left and Janice, a young local girl who helps out waitressing on weekends, has already cleared his table.
Other than her, the diner is empty. I look over the space with appreciation. I basically grew up here. The lines of red plastic booths and shining white tabletops feel like home.
“You need anything else from me, Lilly?” Janice asks, pausing on the other side of the long white counter, where she’s been carefully wiping down menus.
“No, go on home. You got your tips?”
“Yeah.” She smiles happily.
“Got big plans?” I ask.
“Going to the movies with my boyfriend.”
“Driving to Charlottesburg?” There isn’t a movie theater in Parkville and Charlottesburg is the closest “big” town with an actual theater.
“Yeah,” she nods, untying her apron and stashing it under the register. “Gonna see the new James Bond.” 
“Well, get going before you miss it,” I nod towards the door and watch as the teen girl scurries off. After she steps out, I cross the white tiled floor and lock the door after her. Then I click off the fluorescent open sign, turn up the volume on the radio, and start closing the front of the restaurant. Wiping down counters and tables, mopping floors, rolling silverware for tomorrow—the tasks are soothing in their monotony. You can just shut your brain off and go through the motions.
“All good out here, Lilly Bear?” Dad strolls out of the kitchen just as I’m finishing.
“Yup. Just need to count out the register and do the books for the day.”
“Good, good. You mind handling that? I’ve got a hot date.” He nods at the front door. Mom is already there, tapping on the glass and smiling happily.
I giggle. After all these years, Mom and Dad still always insist on walking home from the diner together after they’ve closed shop for the day. If only one of them is working, the other will make the fifteen-minute walk from home to pick the other one up. Deanna thinks it’s kind of nutty but I think it’s romantic.
I follow Dad to the door and watch as he opens it, then gives Mom a sweet kiss.
“You all ready?” She asks him, her eyes crinkling with her gentle smile.
“Yep, if Lilly will do the register and lock up, I’m all yours.” He gives me an expectant look.
“Of course. Don’t get into any trouble, you two.”
“Can’t promise anything.” Dad gives me a wink. “Thanks for closing up, sweetheart.”
“It’s so good to have you here.” Mom gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Both of you,” she adds, her eyes moistening for a moment. “Even though I know I can’t keep you here forever!” She adds quickly. I had a long talk with my parents when I got home from Vegas about my eventual plans to leave Parkville. They were fully supportive—and not even surprised. It turns out they had long anticipated me pursuing a restaurant career elsewhere. They just didn’t want to push me out of the nest before I was ready.
“It’s good to be here, mom.” I give her a quick hug. 
“Hey, how about a squeeze for the old man, too?” Dad envelopes me in a big bear hug the second I let go of mom.
“Daaaad!” I protest, giggling.
“We’re just getting in our hugs before you go off to the big city for some fancy restaurant gig.”
“You have some time. It’ll take me a while to find a job. After all, I’m just getting started. Now go!” I shoo them off. “If you walk fast enough, you can still grab a scoop at the ice cream parlor before it closes.”
 “I like the way you think.” Dad gives me a wink and then encircles his arm around Mom’s waist. “Let’s go. It’s on me.”
I watch them walk off, murmuring and laughing, into the balmy night. Summer is coming to a close and this is likely one of the last warm evenings where you won’t need a jacket. Our parents have been married for thirty years and they’re still crazy about each other. Is there someone like that out there for me? It’s a thought that’s been bugging me more than usual recently.
With a sigh, I dim the inside lights and go to count out the register. I’ve been back in Parkville for almost three months. If I’m honest with myself, I’m already itching to take off. Vegas gave me a taste of a bigger world—being able to use a professional-grade kitchen like Jacques’s, even briefly, gave me a look at what my future could hold. Since I’d talked to Mom and Dad, and made it clear that my days in Parkville were numbered, I felt emotionally ready to go. Now, I just have to find the right opportunity.
I shake my head and focus my attention on the task at hand, tallying up the day’s earnings in credit card receipts and cash, and carefully making notes in the giant black ledger book. I’ve tried again and again to get dad to switch to a computerized system. I even offered to teach him how to use some basic accounting software—stuff I’d learned through my business-school courses, but he won’t budge. He’s old school like that. I smile to myself. Well, one day when I’m running my own shop, I can do it however I want.
The radio continues to hum gently in the background as I work. Once I’m done counting the cash, I bag it and put it in the drop safe. All set. I turn off the lights and the radio, and turn on the security alarm. I grab the garbage bags as I step out, the bell on the diner door jingling after me. It’s a cheerful farewell. 
I lock the door and head to the alley to dispose of the trash. The bags are heavier than I thought and I have to use my full strength to heave the first one into the dumpster. But, as I’m hoisting the second bag in, I feel it snag on an edge and it rips down the side. Perfect!  I manage to get the bag in, but a stream of eggshells, half-eaten hash-browns, and dirty napkins comes cascading out in the process—onto me!
“Ugh!” I quickly wipe myself off but the damage is already done. I’m going to smell like a garbage dump. Good thing I’m not headed off to any hot date of my own, I think to myself and sigh.
I walk back home slowly, savoring the pleasant night air. The birds have gone to bed for the night, but I can still hear the chirp of cicadas and crickets around me. It’s humid and hot, and I feel like I’m swimming through the night air. I love the sensation. You don’t get this in that dry Vegas heat. I find myself casting my thoughts back to Vegas for a moment…and to David, before pushing the thoughts out of my head.
After a slow twenty minute walk, I see the ghostly shape of the small, white, wood-paneled house in front of me. My new home. When I got back from Vegas, I finally decided it was time to get my own space. Living with Mom and Dad was easy, and it did help me save money on rent, but after all that I’d seen and done in Sin City, I felt I was ready for more independence. So I packed up my childhood bedroom and signed a lease on this house. 
I turn my keys in the lock and swing the door open. 
“Finally!” Deanna looks up from the couch, where she’s curled up with a huge bowl of popcorn in front of her. 
“Sorry, I ended up wrapping up the register for the day too.” I smile as I step inside. That’s the other reason I decided it was time to get out of my parents’ home. My sister is back in Parkville.
“Dad stuck you with that thankless task?” She giggles.
“Mom was waiting for him. Date night.”
“Yeah, well what about my date night? With you.” Deanna grins and pats the couch next to her. “Come on, chick flicks and snacks await.”
“Mmm snacks.” I collapse on the couch next to her and kick my shoes off, letting out a big sigh. 
“Jesus, what is that smell?” Deanna wrinkles her nose and gives me a sidelong glance. “Is that your feet?”
“It’s garbage,” I reply with a giggle, burying my face in my hands. “The bag ripped when I was tossing the trash into the dumpster. I totally spaced.”
“Maybe get off our brand new couch then?” Deanna replies with a laugh.
“Yeah, I’ll take a quick shower before Aurora gets here.” I heave myself back up. I’ve been seeing a lot of my old school friend since I got back to Parkville. There was loads to catch up on—clearly. And, as always, Aurora was there to offer emotional support as I grappled with the transition from glitzy Vegas back to small town Parkville. 
“What time is she getting in from St. Louis?”
“Should be here any minute. You’ll let her in if she comes while I’m showering?”
“Of course. You want anything else to eat?” Deanna calls after me. “Something sweet?”
“Do we have any cookies?”
“You got it. The junk food feast will be ready by the time you get out.” 
I smile as I close the bathroom door and strip down. I never in a million years thought I’d end up living with Deanna again. Of course, I also never expected her to move back to Parkville either. 
I turn on the water in the shower and test it with my hand before stepping in. As I rinse myself off, I think about all that’s changed in the last few months. When I left Las Vegas, I didn’t hear from Deanna for almost two straight weeks. I assumed she was spiraling out of control. Part of me wanted to jump back on a plane to Vegas and find her and convince her to go to rehab. But I remembered what David had said about her only going when she was ready. So I didn’t.
After two weeks, I got the call. Deanna. Sobbing. Drunk. Maybe high. I don’t know what. She didn’t tell me and I didn’t ask. But she did say the words I had been praying to hear—I want help. Over and over again, between giant racking sobs, she had repeated those three words. I want help. It was the scariest phone-call of my life, but also, by the end, the most hopeful. I calmed Deanna down and urged her to contact David. She had his card. And she did.
Within forty-eight hours, Deanna was checked into a full-time rehab facility, not far from Vegas. She stayed there for a full month. Then, clean and sober, she made the decision to come back to Parkville. I had already been thinking of moving out of Mom and Dad’s, and was checking out options in town. When Deanna said she wanted to come back and continue her sober journey here, close to family, it sealed the deal. I signed the lease on this small two-bedroom home and welcomed my twin sister home.
Now, we’re roommates. And friends. And I’m so thankful. I turn the water off and step out of the shower to dry off before putting on a pair of ratty old sweatpants and a t-shirt. In the other room, I can hear Deanna’s voice. Aurora must have arrived while I was showering.
“All clean?” Deanna looks up as I reenter the living room.
“Yup. Much better.”
“I heard you had a run-in with the garbage,” Aurora grins as she stands up, her long brown hair swinging gently with the motion. She comes over and gives me a hug.
“Yep. Be thankful you arrived after I got a chance to clean up.”
“Your gourmet meal awaits.” Deanna gestures to the coffee table in front of her. In addition to the bowl of popcorn, she’s set out a plate of cookies, a bowl of candy, and a big bag of chips.
“Looks perfect,” I say with a grin as I plop down onto the couch between her and Aurora. “Your culinary skills are really improving.” I nudge her playfully.
“Sorry my gourmet dish here isn’t fancy enough to make it into your treasured book of recipes.” Deanna sticks her tongue out at me.
“Hey, this is all the sustenance anyone needs.” Aurora digs her hand into the bag of chips gleefully.
“Ugh, Aurora you have all those amazing restaurants at your fingertips in St. Louis and you just don’t care do you?” I watch as she happily munches on the snack food.
“Nope. Food is your thing, Lilly.”
“Yeah, we’ll leave the cooking to you,” Deanna giggles. “When you open your big restaurant one day, I’ll just handle the marketing side of things. The food is your area of expertise.” She leans back on the couch and kicks her feet up.
“And I’ll handle the books,” Aurora adds. She works as an accountant in St. Louis. “How’s school going?” She turns to Deanna. Since my twin returned, she and Aurora have bonded, which has been nice for me. It’s like having two sisters, almost.
“Good. I actually signed up for another course, an introduction on writing for public relations. Like press releases and stuff, I guess.” Deanna has started a distance learning program, planning to get her B.A. in communications. She’s got her sights set on a career in marketing.
“You’re sure that won’t be too much?” I ask, feeling a tingle of worry. 
“Nah. It’s better to keep busy. I talked it over with my sober coach and she thinks it’s a good idea.” Deanna pauses to take a sip of the can of Coca-Cola she’s holding. “And I want to finish this degree as soon as possible. I feel like I’ve wasted so much time, you know? I’m so behind in life already.”
“That makes sense,” Aurora nods and shoots me a warning look. She’s well aware that I still stress about Deanna and often reminds me, just like David used to, that my sister is an adult, who has to live her own life and make her own mistakes.
I nod, trying not to show my concern. I know sobriety isn’t easy. But Deanna’s been going strong. She still has a sober coach from her program in Nevada, a woman whom she can call if she’s feeling stressed. And…she has me. 
“Mom was saying earlier how happy she is that you’re back.” I switch the topic.
“I never thought I’d say it, but I’m happy to be back too.” Deanna looks thoughtful. Her eyes are clear and her hair is glossy, pulled back in a neat ponytail. “Parkville is the right place for me…right now. Not forever,” she puts up a warning finger as she says the word, “but, for now.” 
“I’m happy both of you are back,” Aurora chimes in. “But yeah, you two can’t stay here forever. The world is waiting! I can highly recommend St. Louis.” She grins. Knowing that I have my sights set on a bigger city, she’s already made a strong case for St. Louis.
“I haven’t ruled it out,” I tell her.
“Me either,” Deanna says. “St. Louis might be the right fit for me. Not too big, you know? I’d be afraid to get lost again in a mega party city like New York or Los Angeles.”
“Yeah, St. Louis partying is nothing compared to those cities,” Aurora nods. “I bet you’d like it there.”
“I’ll take a closer look when I’m ready,” Deanna goes on seriously. “Parkville is good for now. And I mean, anything beats rehab.”
“Are you going to tell Mom and Dad about rehab eventually?” I ask. Deanna had begged me not to tell our parents how bad things had gotten for her, and I respected her wishes. But I still felt like they should know. 
“Yeah. Eventually. I mean, I know they’ll love me and still be there for me no matter what,” she pauses, “I think I just want to get further into my sobriety first. Maybe I need to prove it to myself. And I don’t want them to worry.”
“Don’t you two need to get your stories straight about exactly what happened in Vegas first?” Aurora, sensible as always, points out. It’s a fear that I’d voiced to her previously.
“Yeah,” Deanna nods. “If our parents find out that I checked into a full-time rehab facility for a full month, they’re going to have some questions…like how I could afford it.” She shoots me a pointed look.
“True.” I nod but look away. When Mom and Dad had asked about our birthday reunion, I obviously sugarcoated it. I didn’t tell them how Deanna seemed to be spiraling. And, I also didn’t tell them about the part where I spent a week in a casino-hotel penthouse with a billionaire…with an impromptu trip to Europe. 
“I’ll tell them.” Deanna reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze. “I don’t want you to protect me anymore. But I also need to know how much I need to protect you when I tell them.”
“There just doesn’t seem to be any point to telling them, you know? It’s not like me and David had any kind of future. So why bother telling them about a past that is just that… The past.”
“I don’t know,” Aurora shakes her head in apparent disbelief. “I still can’t believe that you’re never going to see this guy again, ever. I mean, you lost your virginity to the guy. He inspired your first Brazilian wax. You spent an entire week shacked up in his penthouse…” She pumps her hips playfully.
“Yeah, doing it like rabbits,” Deanna adds, grinning and likewise making lewd gestures.
“Ugh, stop it, you two.” I can’t help but giggle. With their love and playful humor, Aurora and Deanna have kept me emotionally afloat these last months.
“Look, we’ll figure out a story for the parents. Something about how I got into rehab and paid for it that doesn’t involve him.”
“Thank you.” I give her a smile. It’s like when we were kids, sneaking racy women’s magazines and reading them in secret. Although I’m not thrilled to keep all of this from Mom and Dad, it has brought Deanna and me closer. “I think I just need to leave it all as a memory. A sort of dream I lived.”
“Like a perverted fairytale,” Deanna quips.
“Yeah, Cinderella and the Casino King,” Aurora adds.
“Shut up,” I swat at them but I’m giggling.
“Who would’ve thought you’d use that cherry stem trick,” Deanna says.
“I still can’t believe I did that.” I cover my face with my hands in embarrassment but I’m laughing.
“I still can’t believe Mr. Millionaire
was your first. I mean, I for sure thought that you’d lost it to your prom date years ago!” As Deanna and I got closer over the last months, I revealed to her that I’d been a virgin when I met David. She’d been horrified at the thought that her high-stakes poker game led to my deflowering, but I’d quickly assured her that I had no regrets about what had happened.
“It never got that far.” I shrug. 
“Thank God! As someone who did lose their virginity on prom night, let me tell you, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Aurora says reassuringly.
“I’m pissed I missed it, to be honest. Prom, I mean, not the whole losing-your-virginity-afterwards part,” Deanna adds. She’d left Parkville as soon as she finished her last senior exam, refusing to take part in any of the celebratory formalities—like prom and our graduation ceremony.
“You were ready to see the world,” I say, matter-of-factly.
“Yeah, but I missed out on some important things at home.”
“You can always make up for lost time.” Aurora gestures to the three of us, curled up on the couch. Her dark eyes, sweet and kind, remind me yet again of Marta’s. I had made the connection when I first saw the housekeeper in Vegas and I’m struck by the similarity often now when I look at Aurora. I admit, it’s a bit weird, because thoughts of Marta, inevitably bring up thoughts of David.
 “Anyway, Vegas is all in the past now. Oh, and that reminds me…” I hop up and trot into my bedroom. Rummaging through my closet, I grab a large black duffel bag and lug it back out into the living room.
“What the hell?” Aurora asks through a mouthful of chips.
“Uh, you got a dead body in there?” Deanna’s smiling but she eyes the duffel skeptically.
“Not quite.” I smile as I unzip the massive bag. “But these goods need to go.” I lift out one piece of designer clothing after the next. Dresses, swimsuits, heels, and more. All my gifts from David.
“What?!” Deanna screeches. “No way, Lilly. You can’t just ditch that stuff.”
“Your designer goods? Absolutely not!” Aurora likewise looks horrified.
“I was thinking of just donating it.” I say, “I mean, this stuff just isn’t me.” 
“At least give it to me then!” Deanna is already pawing at the delicate fabrics eagerly.
“No.” I firmly place my hand on hers. “These things are all part of a past that we both need to let go of.” My voice is calm and commanding, and Deanna takes one look at me before grumpily flopping back on the couch. She can tell it’s no use trying to argue.
“Okay, okay.” She clears her throat. “But you could at least sell them?”
“Yeah,” Aurora adds. “Take the money and put it into your savings, for when you finally buy your own restaurant space.”
I pause. It’s not a bad idea. I basically want these reminders of Vegas out of my home as soon as possible. Donating them to a charity would be the easiest option. But Deanna has a point.
“You can sell them on eBay,” Aurora presses onwards, sensing my resolve cracking. 
“I can help you,” Deanna adds. “Come on, Lilly, you easily have twenty or thirty grand worth of merchandise here.” 
“Fine.” I nod. “It’s a good idea.”
“Good. So,” Deanna picks up the remote and aims it at the television, “what are we watching? Chick flick?”
“Yes, please!” Aurora kicks her feet up.
“Definitely.” I sigh and sink back into the couch. I want to lose myself in another person’s romance for the night, even if it’s just a Hollywood movie heroine’s. Because my own romance is done and dead. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
David
 
“We’ll be landing shortly, Mr. Milner.”
“Thank you, Cindy.” I put aside the paperwork I’ve been reviewing throughout the flight and look out the window, watching the landscape below come into focus as the plane descends. First, I only see a patchwork of cornfields. Then, buildings come into focus and a small cityscape appears. Not quite as grand as Las Vegas but a city nonetheless—a city with an airport where the jet can land.
On the ground, a black car is already waiting for me. I still have a two-hour drive ahead of me. My final destination is a small town, with no airport of its own. It’s a hell of a trek to get here. 
I’m too antsy to focus on work during the drive and spend the ride staring out the window instead, lost in thought. We pass through one small town after the next. Stretches of farmland lie between the small municipalities. Whenever the big, black car inches through one of these little towns, people stop and stare. Fair enough. I doubt many Escalades pass through here. It certainly stands out.
These small towns all look pretty much the same. They have at least one gas station and one grocery store. Maybe a fast food joint or two. Or a locally owned diner, some kind of “mom and pop” shop. And that’s about it. No movie theatre. No arcade. No bowling alley. Not even a school, usually. The kids get bussed to school in larger cities or, if they’re old enough, drive themselves. I know because that’s how I grew up.
“Here we are, sir.” The driver glances at me in the rearview mirror as we pull up at our final destination. 
“Thank you. Go ahead and take the afternoon off. I’ll ping if I need you.” I glance at the white-paneled house and nod. The car crawls to a stop and I get out, take a deep breath, and walk without hesitation to the front door.
I knock twice, hard, holding my breath. Maybe I shouldn’t have sent the driver off already. I’m not sure she’s home. I’m not sure she’ll answer the door. I didn’t tell her I was coming beforehand.
Then the door is thrown open.
“David!” The shock on her face is evident but so is the pleasure in her voice. Without hesitation, she envelopes me in a huge hug. I feel all my tension melt away in that instant.
“Hi Mom.” I return her hug, squeezing her close and finding comfort in the familiarity. “It’s good to see you.” 
“But why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would have prepared the guest room.” She ushers me inside as she talks.
“It’s no big deal, I’m just staying for a night or two.”
“Well, you're welcome to stay as long as you like. You hungry?”
“I could go for one of your signature club sandwiches if you’ve got the goods.” I grin. Like any good mother, Louise Milner is always ready to dish up some food.
“Always on hand. Come on.” She hurries to the kitchen. “It would be a real embarrassment if I didn’t have the basics for a club sandwich on hand, since you’re using my secret recipe in your casinos now.”
“Well, I wouldn’t have held it against you since I’m here unannounced.” I chuckle as I follow her and take a seat at the kitchen table, watching as she bustles around. I usually only see my mother once a year. I send money back and take care of her, but that’s not the same as face-to-face family time. 
“So what brings you to my neck of the woods in little old Jamestown, Kentucky?” She throws some bacon into a pan as she’s talking, and it starts sizzling immediately, filling the kitchen with the homey smell of cooking. “No bad news, I hope?” She looks at me anxiously.
“The opposite, actually. I closed the deal on that casino in Monte Carlo.”
“That’s wonderful, David. Congratulations.” I watch as she carefully picks the bacon out of the pan and throws the already buttered bread in, browning it slightly on both sides. “Turkey okay? I’m out of ham.”
“Sure, thanks.” I clear my throat. “I also thought it would just be nice to see you. More often, I mean. In general.” Her back is to me as I say these words but I notice her shoulders relax slightly. 
“Of course I’d love that.” She continues working on the sandwich, her back to me. When she turns around, her blue eyes have a slight mist in them. “It’s always good to see you.” She sets the prepared plate down in front of me and squeezes my hand quickly.
“I could also fly you out to Vegas now and then, if you want.” I take a bite of the sandwich, savoring the crispy bacon. 
“I think that’s a wonderful idea.” I notice that my mother’s hair is streaked with more grey than in the past. It’s barely visible against her natural blonde, however. Only the deep crinkles around her eyes and mouth attest to the fact that she’s pushing 80. 
“Private. No hassle for you,” I add.
“Sure, sweetheart. What’s put all of this into your head?” She pulls up a chair opposite me and studies my face with some concern.
“I don’t know. I had some conversations recently about family with a friend. Someone who values family very much.” I look away and see her in my mind. “It made me question my own priorities,” I admit.
“Oh, David.” My mother’s voice is soft as she reaches across the counter and gives my hand another squeeze. “You’ve been a wonderful son. Look at how you’ve taken care of me!” She gestures vaguely to the room we’re sitting in. “This house! I never dreamed I’d grow old in a house like this.”
“It’s not the same as spending time together.” 
“No, but I’m not alone here, honey. I’ve got so many lovely friends in Jamestown. It’s home.” She pauses. “And Vegas is your home now.” She gives me an encouraging nod. 
“I guess since the Monte Carlo deal closed, I had more time to think about the personal aspects of my life,” I say, feeling a wry smile creep on to my face. 
“Well, you still have time to start a family of your own. If that’s what you want.” 
“Let’s see.” Trust my mother to read between the lines and see what’s really on my mind. Mothers always know, I guess.
“It makes sense, actually.” She sits back thoughtfully. “You’ve been so dedicated to your career, for years now. But it seems like you’ve accomplished all the big goals.”
I nod.
“Well, then. No shame in thinking about what else you might possibly want out of life. Aside from your career.” Mom nods. “Now, you wolfed that first sandwich down. Do I need to whip up another one?” She reaches for my plate, which only has a few spare crumbs on it.
“Yup. When it comes to your club sandwiches, just one won’t do.” I grin as I lean back in my chair. I appreciate my mother’s delicate sense of tact. She’s never put any kind of pressure on me about grandchildren, although I’m sure she’d be thrilled to have some. And I can tell she’s trying to keep her cool and not probe too much at the moment.
“So who is this friend you mentioned?” She asks. It seems I spoke too soon, but she’s obviously trying to keep her tone casual. 
I can’t help but laugh out loud. 
“You can’t blame me for asking!” She grins. 
“Fair enough. I guess I just dropped a pretty big bomb on you. I had to expect some maternal re-direct.”
“Not a bomb. Just a very nice surprise to see my son…and hear him wondering if there might be more to life than a casino.” She turns back to the stove. “So this friend? Anyone special?”
“Well, I met her at my casino…” And with those words, I start to tell my mother about Lilly Madison.
 
***
 
Two days later, I’m back in Vegas, recharged and refocused. Stepping into Fortuna on my first day back at work, I take a deep breath as I look around me. Home. In a way.
I make my usual rounds, starting at the security hub, where I touch base with Terry. 
“What did I miss?” I’m back on my A-game, not missing a beat. No time for formalities.
“Mostly everything’s under control,” Terry replies.
“Mostly?”
“We had to 86 a couple people here and there. Nothing major. But there’s something else we need to discuss.” He says, sounding dire.
“In private?” I glance around the security hub. We’re surrounded by security employees. Although their faces are glued to their various screens, they’re undoubtedly listening.
Terry nods.
“Let’s walk.” I head out the door with Terry in my wake. We take the route through the tiled hallways of the casino’s staff-only area in the back. 
“It’s about the Chicago guys.” Terry’s voice is low, barely audible over the harsh clicking of our shoes on the tiles.
“Those goons we kicked out of town?”
“Yeah. Word is that they’ve been sniffing around.”
“Do we have eyes on them?”
“Nobody’s actually seen them. It’s just whispers. But from reliable sources.”
“Hmm. Well, we can’t do much if we don’t know where they are.” I say. “Put some feelers out. I want it percolating on the street. I want photos if they’re spotted.”
“Already done. And if they are?” Terry arches an eyebrow.
“Then we’ll have to follow through. I can’t tell these buffoons that they’re banned from town and then let it slide when they come back.”
“Good.” Terry nods, satisfied. “And Mickey?”
“Mickey and I are pals now.”
Terry looks at me quizzically.
“I made a little stopover in Chicago on the way back from Kentucky,” I tell him with a grin.
“Well.” Terry smiles, his white teeth gleaming against his dark skin. “I should’ve expected nothing less. You told him about Tony and Bobby?”
“No, I didn’t even mention those two idiots. I’ve got a guy in Atlantic City, he owns a casino over there, he hooked me up with Mickey. I just alluded to the fact that he’s been putting some money and some skin on the streets out here. Told him I wanted to start off on the right foot. If he’s doing business in Vegas our paths will cross. I don’t want misunderstandings.”
“How’d he take it?”
“He’s a reasonable guy. A businessman in his own way. He gets it. I doubt those Tony and Bobby characters mean shit to him. He’s surrounded by his security, of course, and his consigliere, his advisors. But no sign or mention of those bozos. If he heard the story, he didn’t give enough of a shit to mention it to me.”
“Sounds good. Still, a risky move on your part. You never know with these guys.” Terry shakes his head.
“Nah, like I said, I had my AC guy line up the meeting. And it’s not like I went in alone. Or without—” I pat my jacket where a holster would be.
“Well, I’m glad it went off without a hitch.” Terry stops. “I’ll head back to the hub and get the order out on Tony and Bobby.”
“Good. I’m not too worried about them. But, can’t be too careful.”
“With loose cannons like that, every precaution is advisable.” Terry nods firmly. He turns around and heads back towards security.
“Hey, Terry!” I call after him and he turns.
“See you at Jacques later?”
“You got it.” He smiles. “The usual?” Since Terry joined me for a glass of wine on the night that Lilly left, we’ve done it more often. I guess you could call it a new tradition.
“The usual. 9:00 p.m.” He nods and turns to walk away.
Slowly, I’ve come to get to know Terry better. In retrospect, it’s completely nuts. I’ve known the man for over a decade, but we rarely crossed that professional line. Given how much trust I place in Terry when it comes to my businesses, it only follows that I should be able to trust him as a friend as well.
I exit the maze of Fortuna’s backrooms and hallways, and head out onto the floor. Over the course of the day, I progress through the various departments of the massive property one by one. It’s the usual routine. Touch base with our senior food & bev manager who looks over Fortuna’s many restaurants. Stop by guest reception for the latest updates on occupancy numbers and issues. Pause at housekeeping and janitorial to ensure all is in order. As usual, I’m on my feet for the majority of the day as I circulate and check in on the casino’s numerous components.
A good business owner keeps strict oversight over every aspect of operations. That’s what I’ve been telling myself for years. But Fortuna is a well-oiled machine by now. I’ve managed to hire excellent staff for every division and I pay them well—well above the Vegas industry standard—so I get good results. I hate to admit it to myself, but as I make these usual rounds, I’m bored.
Something is missing. I’d long ago managed to carve out my reputation as one of the city’s most successful casino owners. I don’t have to prove anything anymore to Jack, or to my old rivals…or to myself. With the purchase of the Monte Carlo property, I’ve honored Jack’s memory, paying him back in a way…for helping me to get justice for my father’s death.
I should be totally satisfied with all that I’ve accomplished. And I am. But this routine doesn’t hold any flavor for me anymore. That’s a fact that I have to come to terms with.
Shortly before 9:00 p.m. I make my way to La Petite Coquette and take my seat at the table in the back.
“Mr. Miln-air!” Jacques is on hand within seconds. “So good to see you again.” He shakes my hand vigorously. “A glass of red? Or some food perhaps?”
“Just a glass of wine, please Jacques.” I see Terry approaching in the distance. “Make that two, actually.” I nod to Terry as he sits down across from me.
“Of course!” Jacques beams at Terry. Within minutes, we’re all settled in with two glasses of red wine.
I inhale, breathing in the fragrant aroma deeply, and then cheers Terry.  
“You look well,” he takes a sip before continuing, “that trip back to Kentucky seems to have done you good.” 
“Well…yes. I needed a little break.” I loosen the knot on my tie and undo the top button of my shirt, feeling the stress of the workday melt away.
“You seemed a bit down these past months.” Terry removes his glasses as he’s talking and polishes them. By now I recognize the gesture. He does this when he’s preparing to broach a delicate topic, or say something he doesn’t really want to say. “People were talking.”
“People?” I try to keep the edge out of my voice. I know Terry is just the messenger and not the person I should be directing my anger towards.
“Employees. Even staff from other casinos. You know how Vegas is. People talk.” He shrugs. “You have a reputation to uphold in this town. I’m only telling you this because I’d hate to see it needlessly tarnished.” 
“I know.” I nod, looking at my glass of wine, swirling the dark red liquid gently. 
“That’s why I brought up the Chicago guys this morning.”
“That’s fair. I can appreciate that you’re just trying to look out for me.” I had found it a bit strange that Terry would report to me regarding rumors of Tony and Bobby being back in town, without having any actual evidence to back up those rumors. “No sighting yet, I take it?”
“None.” He shakes his head. “I just thought it best to be proactive.”
“Absolutely.” Terry is treading lightly but I can tell what he’s getting at. In the months since Lilly’s departure I’ve been slipping. It even started on the day she left, when I forgot all about my evening meeting with Terry. “I’ve been…off…these last months,” I acknowledge to Terry. “Fucking kills me to admit it but…”
“You seem to be back in the game, mentally.” Terry grins. “That Chicago move was a stroke of genius. Going directly to Mickey, the head guy.”
I bounce my brow. “I was lucky to have the contact through AC.” I know Terry’s not trying to guilt me but I’m kicking myself. I think back over the last months, the various moments when I slipped. Late to a meeting here or there. Not doing my usual rounds of the casino floors. I’d been in a funk after Lilly left. There was no way around it. Unfortunately, judging from the whispered comments that Terry’s alluded to, it seems that others noticed too. “Thanks for picking up the slack.” I raise my glass to Terry and he smiles gently, reciprocating.
“I owed you one anyway,” he says. “You took a chance hiring me even when my resume was pretty light at the time.”
“And look at you now.” I grin. Terry is renowned as being one of the best managers in the business. Other casino-owners have tried to buy him away but he’s always been loyal. “I know people here can smell weakness.” I gesture to the casino. “I appreciate you having my back.”
“Always. You know what happens when people think you can’t protect what’s yours… That’s why I mentioned those Chicago guys first thing.”
I nod.
He drains his glass and stands. “That said, what I told you the night that Miss Madison left still holds true. You miss her, don’t you? Everything seemed to change after she left. It hasn’t been the same since. You…haven’t been the same since.”
“Maybe,” I say, shoving my hands into my pockets as I lean back and look at him. 
“I’m just saying. You deserve to be happy, too. Maybe it’s time,” he pauses and huffs, like he’s about to drop a bomb on me. “You won, David. Maybe it’s time to leave history in the history books and write your own chapter for once…not just be a result of a story some old, dead gamblers started for you.” 
I shoot him a go fuck yourself look but Terry just shakes his head at me and shrugs. And with that, he’s off. As I watch him go, I have to admit—that’s food for thought. 
After trying to occupy my mind with business all day, in this moment I can’t help but let my thoughts drift to Lilly. What’s she doing right now? I know that Deanna successfully completed rehab and returned to Parkville. On the night she called me, telling me she wanted to go to rehab, I was pleasantly surprised. I didn’t delay getting her into a facility. 
Terry personally handled the logistics. I never actually saw Deanna personally. I didn’t want to see her face—a mirror image of Lilly’s. Terry reported back favorably after he escorted her from the facility to the plane taking her to Parkville. He said she looked better and seemed calmer, more serious.
Assuming Deanna has stuck to her sobriety—which, you can never know…because many people backslide—Lilly is free. She’ll no longer be hampered by worries about her twin. I smile at the thought. She might even be ready for a new challenge, one beyond the limits of her hometown.
I spy Jacques walking by me and an idea begins to take shape. I remember how Lilly spent a couple days commandeering a corner of his kitchen while she was here. He had seemed impressed with her skills. He’d even mentioned to me that he’s read through her book of recipes and found them good.
“Jacques!”
“Yes, Mr. Miln-air?” He approaches immediately. “More wine?”
“No, thank you. But a question for you.”
“Yes?” He looks at me expectantly.
“You’re tuned into the restaurant scene here.”
He nods solemnly.
“Are any of the big names hiring right now? Head chef positions?”
“You are in need of a job?” He winks. “I thought running the casinos was job enough!” He chuckles at his own joke.
“Well, not me. Someone I know.”
“Hmm.” He strokes his chin. “I can think of a few. Ruby Restaurant, I believe,” he gurgles the r’s in that French way, “also Dominica’s. There are surely more. Vegas has so many establishments, and there is always turnover and a high demand for talent.”
“Could you do some research and send me a list, please?”
“Of course, Mr. Miln-air. You will have it tomorrow!”
He bows low in front of me and then walks away, leaving me to sit alone again. The lights are being dimmed around me as the restaurant prepares to shut down. I drum my fingers on the tabletop, suddenly feeling a strange charge of electricity running through me. Something like excitement.
For months, I’ve tried to ignore thoughts of Lilly. It’s been no goddamned use. These Madison girls are intent on haunting me one way or another. But now, I know what needs to be done. I let out a long breath of air as I stand up, feeling a weight lifted off of my shoulders. It’s time. I know what I want. And I’m determined to get it. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Lilly
 
I’m still pinching myself. When the call came in, I was totally and unequivocally shocked, bowled over and slack jawed. For a while I was even convinced it was some kind of weird prank. But who would pull such a nasty trick? Then, when the voice on the other end of the line mentioned that Jacques of La Petite Coquette had referred me, I put the pieces together. This was really happening!
“So tell me more about this gig. You’re actually going to be cooking in a real restaurant kitchen?” Deanna asks. She’s sitting on my bed, painting her toenails, and watching me pack my suitcase.
“Not just cooking. I’ll be the head chef.” I concentrate on folding the stack of t-shirts in front of me, avoiding Deanna’s eyes. 
“But what does that even mean?” Deanna presses me. I’ve been so nervous about this opportunity since I got the call a couple weeks ago, I’ve been tightlipped about it. I didn’t want to tell everyone how big this could be for me—potentially—and then be embarrassed if it didn’t work out and I had to come back home. I’ve just been telling people that I’m going to see about a job offer. The whole thing seems a bit unreal so I really need to manage my expectations. 
“Well, I basically control the entire restaurant.” I try to keep my voice confident. “I can plan the menus, coordinate with suppliers, hire people.”
“And fire them,” Deanna cuts in, raising her eyebrows.
“Ugh, I hadn’t thought of that.” My stomach twists again at the thought. “I just don’t want to disappoint anyone,” I say, feeling myself frown—I have to consciously make the effort to wipe the look from my face. I’ve been keeping my fears to myself since I accepted the job offer, but if there’s anybody I can vent to, it’s Deanna.
“You won’t! You can totally do this. You did that cooking degree at the community college. Plus on top of that, you have the business skills thanks to that distance learning degree you did.”
“I know, but school is one thing…actually doing it is another.” 
“You’ll be great.” Deanna looks down and furrows her brow, concentrating on her DIY pedicure. “Don't stress yourself. Sure, this Jacques guy knows you through a personal connection. A very personal connection,” she grins, Deanna never misses the opportunity for a joke about David, “but he wouldn’t have recommended you for the job if he didn’t think you could do it. It’s his reputation on the line too.”
“Yeah.” I nod. “I mean, he’s seen me in the kitchen. He’s reviewed my book and even tried a few things. He knows what I’m capable of.” And he believes in
me, I remind myself silently.
“Well, this guy Jacques is a pro. Clearly the dude who offered you the job trusts him. You just need to trust yourself. 
The “dude” that Deanna is referring to is Gerald Mayes, the owner of Ruby Restaurant in the Casino Diamond. It’s a premiere property on the Vegas strip. And I’ll be working there, as of Monday, taking over the role of head chef.
“I definitely owe Jacques big. This job is going to change my life.” I’d already phoned Jacques to thank him personally for his recommendation. Although I didn’t have his number, I’d managed to reach him by calling La Petite Coquette
at the Fortuna directly. I smile, remembering how pleased he’d been to hear from me.
“I still think Mr. Millionaire must have had a hand in all of this too,” Deanna surveys her toenails, “not just the French cook.”
“Chef,” I correct her absentmindedly. “I mean, yeah, I assume David pulled some strings.” My voice trails off. “I did try to thank him.”
“You said you sent flowers. What did you send?”
I pause, feeling my face color. “Lilies,” I admit, sheepishly.
Deanna greets my admission with a yelp of laughter. “I knew it. You’re too cute.”
“Well, apparently he didn’t think so.”
“Maybe flowers just aren’t a guy thing. Like, what dude expects to get a bouquet? Especially an alpha dog like Mr. Millionaire.”
I can’t help but giggle. “He’s not a dog and the name is Mr. Milner, not Millionaire. Besides, he’s probably a billionaire.”
“Fine, fine, Milner, Millionaire, whatever. Shit!” A blob of nail polish has gotten on the bedspread. “Sorry.” Deanna scrubs it away furiously with a Q-tip.
“It’s not like I just randomly sent flowers,” I go on, my cheeks get hot with embarrassment. “I also texted him.”
“I know, I know, and he didn’t reply. Still, don’t you think deleting his number was a bit extreme?” She shoots me a sidelong glance as she blows on her nails, drying them.
“I didn’t want to look like some crazy stalker! Who texts a guy and then keeps on texting him without him responding at all?! Without his number, I had to stop texting him.” I’m trying to keep my cool but this has been bothering me. It’s not like I expected anything from David. He made it perfectly clear that we were both going to return to our respective lives after our week together ended. And I’d seen the life he lived. It was one I knew I could never be a part of, nor would I want to be. My dreams for life include a house, with a yard where my children can play. Not a casino penthouse. But I at least thought maybe we could stay in touch and…I don’t know…maybe even stay friends? 
“Maybe Mr. Millionaire is too busy to respond,” she says, giving me a gentle smile. Deanna screws the cap back on the nail polish and continues to blow on her toenails. I didn’t confess to her how hurt I was by David’s total silence, but she is my twin. She knows me.
“Maybe. He does have two casinos in Vegas. And he was getting ready to buy that other one in Monte Carlo.” I wonder briefly if the deal went through—and if David was as happy with the outcome as he’d anticipated. He’d told me it was his last big career goal. The final brick in the monument that would serve as his legacy.
“Sure. Or maybe he just prefers to be a silent benefactor. Unacknowledged. The puppet master in the shadows,” Deanna nods thoughtfully. “Kinda creepy though,” she adds with a grin.
“Deanna! He’s done so much for us. Both of us.” I give her a pointed look.
“Aw, come on, Lilly, I’m just joking. God knows, I may very well owe that guy my life. But you have to admit, it’s still kinda weird how involved he got in our lives. Paying for my rehab. Getting you this gig. I mean, you spent one freaking week with the guy.”
“Like I told you, we connected during that week,” I pause, remembering his touch, “both mentally and physically.” I’ve told Deanna a lot about my time with David, of course, but not everything. David and I shared parts of ourselves in that week that will remain a secret, forever. I’m sure of that. “Anyway. My time in Vegas led to me getting this job offer, so it’s all worth it.” I’m trying to convince myself a little bit. It’s true, of course. I don’t have any regrets. My time with David changed me, and my life, for the better. And yet… 
“Well, then let’s focus on the future, not the past. Mr. Millionaire is history. Your career as Head Chef lies ahead.” 
“Yes.” I nod with confidence.
“So what else do you know about the new gig?” 
“Not a lot, to be honest.” My stomach does a somersault as I think of this fact. “Gerald Mayes, the guy who offered me the job, owns Casino Diamond and all the restaurants in it.”
“Another Vegas big shot,” Deanna gives me a grin. “Try not to sleep with this one.”
“Hey!” I throw a balled-up t-shirt at her, giggling. “He’s my boss! Of course not.”
“Just making sure. And trying to distract you from your nerves.”
 “Ugh. Yeah. Is it that obvious?”
“You’d be crazy not to be nervous. But like I said, you can do this. I know it. The fancy French chef knows it. Mom and Dad know it. Aurora knows it. I guess Mr. Millionaire knows it.”
“It just feels like all eyes are on me!”
“What, you mean because of that press release?”
I nod, silent, cringing slightly at the reminder. I haven’t told anyone else about it, and I haven’t even showed Deanna what I found on the internet. I’m still thinking this might all be a huge mistake and I’m going to go over there and get turned right back around once they realize. After I’d accepted Gerald’s offer, he’d asked me to send a bio and a photo of myself. I was confused until he explained that it was for a press release. I couldn’t say no, of course, so I sent him a short bio detailing my education and experience as well as the time I’d spent cooking with Jacques, and a photograph of myself.
A few days later, Casino Diamond had released the press release, announcing me as the new head chef of Ruby Restaurant. Apparently it’s standard practice. A new head chef at a premiere property in Vegas is news, to some people. A few industry media outlets, food and restaurant magazines and websites, they all picked it up and circulated the story, touting me as an unknown up-and-comer. 
They painted quite a story, claiming that Jacques of La Petite Coquette had “discovered” me and my innate talent. Of course, they had to explain it somehow. A nobody with limited experience stepping into a head chef role is practically unheard of. Many articles even included direct quotes from Jacques, singing my praise. There was no reference to David anywhere. I bite my lip at the thought. I don’t want to let him or Jacques down.
“And what about you?” I shift the topic. It’s the only way not to break down into a puddle of nervous tears. “You’re going to be okay once I leave?”
“Absolutely.” She nods vigorously. “School is keeping me busy, and I’m going to start helping Mom and Dad at the diner again. Since you’re leaving us!” She sticks her tongue out.
“What about the roommate search?” This is one of the things I’m feeling most guilty about, other than the fact that I’m no longer going to be helping our parents at the diner. Deanna and I have only been sharing this small home for a couple months. And now I’m jetting off, leaving her with double the rent. I told her I’d pay my half until she found a suitable roommate, but still…
“Oh I forgot to tell you!” She smiles broadly. “Mrs. Kirke’s daughter Melanie is looking for a place. She’s tired of staying with her parents.”
“That could work,” I say slowly. I don’t know Melanie well but she comes to the diner occasionally. She’s pretty quiet and always has her nose in a textbook.
“I think so,” Deanna sounds optimistic, “she’s studying at the community college and seems really focused. And she doesn’t drink.”
“That’s great, Deanna.” Mentally, I breathe a sigh of relief. When Deanna mentioned looking for roommates, I started thinking of the party girls she had been living with in Vegas, Stacy and Blair. Of course, there wouldn’t be girls like Stacy and Blair hanging out in Parkville but there’s temptation everywhere in the world.
“Yep, so the house can remain a booze-free zone. She’s coming by next week to check it out.” We haven’t kept any alcohol in the house since Deanna moved in. She assured me it wasn’t an issue and that she didn’t mind if I had a bottle of wine around for myself, but it didn’t feel right. I’ve never been a huge drinker anyway.
“Pretty crazy, huh?” Deanna stands up and starts putting her nail polish bottles away. 
“What?”
“How the tables have turned! Here I am, sitting in Parkville, while you prepare to jet off to Vegas.”
“Yeah, I would never have predicted this,” I acknowledge with a giggle. “A few months ago, I was just heading to Vegas for our 25th birthday. And now, I’m moving there.” I shake my head in disbelief.
“Where are you going to be staying anyway?”
“There’s a suite for me in the hotel. I can literally walk to work within minutes.”
“That’s wild. My high-roller sister.” Deanna smiles.
“It’s just temporary, until I get a place of my own in Vegas.”
“But still, nice to have.”
“Yup.”
“So,” Deanna turns to me looking super serious. “What are we going to do on your last night in Parkville?”
“Uh that’s easy. Chick flicks and junk food, obviously.” Tonight, it was just going to be me and Deanna. I’d had a last night together with Aurora the previous weekend—when she came over for a visit from St. Louis to say goodbye.
“I’ll go make the popcorn. You finish packing.” Deanna walks out, leaving me sitting in my piles of clothing. I’m thankful that she talked me out of donating all my fancy Vegas gear a few weeks ago. I may need some of these outfits in Vegas. I carefully fold the last of my items into the enormous suitcase and close it. 
The sound of the suitcase zipping shut is like a moment of finality, making it clear to me that I’m really leaving tomorrow. This is it. Deanna and I had dinner at our parent’s house earlier. Tomorrow, the entire family will pack into the car to drive me to the airport. I sigh. It’s bittersweet. I’m excited about my new job, of course, but also nervous about leaving home. And I’m so nervous about the job to be honest, I’ve barely been able to eat. My favorite comfort, food, can’t even help me now.
I didn’t want to admit to Deanna how disappointed I was by David’s lack of response—my attempts to thank him. I’d feel better, more confident, knowing that he was going to be there in Vegas. I mean, obviously he’ll be there, it’s his home. But it seems he won’t be there for me. I’ll have to do this one on my own. And that’s totally okay, I remind myself. I’m twenty-five. It’s long overdue that I get out there on my own.
“You coming or what?” Deanna’s voice calls from the next room.
I smile. “Coming!” I lug my huge suitcase up and roll it out the bedroom door into the front hall. I leave it standing by the front door. My stuff is ready to go. And so am I. But first, I get one more night with my twin. My sister has returned to me after all these years, and our connection is stronger than ever. Even if David becomes a distant memory—a tiny part of my past—I will always remain grateful to him for that gift.
 
***
 
The next day, I’m sitting on an airplane, watching the cornfields of my home state, where I’ve lived for twenty-five years, fade away beneath me. My stomach is in knots. I managed not to cry when saying goodbye to my family, but only because Deanna kept making ridiculous jokes. I smile at the thought and giggle. In her own way, Deanna looks out for me too.
“Champagne, miss?” I look at the flight attendant, startled. Then I remember I’m in first class. The team at Casino Diamond insisted on flying me out in style. When I said that economy was fine, an HR rep assured me that it was just as much in the casino’s interests as my own. Keeping up appearances. My nerves are going haywire and I’d love to soothe them with booze but this wouldn’t be a smart move. I want to show up in Vegas fresh and alert.
“No, thank you. Could I have an orange juice instead?” My voice is uncertain and I immediately kick myself.
“Of course.” The woman smiles and immediately finds the juice.
I take it with a sigh. I’ll have to work on speaking authoritatively if I’m going to run an entire restaurant kitchen. Add that to the to do list. I sigh again as I think about all the things I want to get done to prepare for my first day at work. Might as well get to it now.
Over the course of the flight, I review the existing menu of Ruby Restaurant…for what seems like the hundredth time. I have to familiarize myself with every detail. I also start making a list of suggestions and notes on new dishes to incorporate. They have a great selection but it’s not holistic. The menu feels scattered and disorganized. I furrow my brow, looking at it. There needs to be a guiding, underlying thread. I start browsing through my book of compositions, marking those that would make good additions to a cohesive menu.
Once I’m done with that, I make a list of questions to ask. I’ll have to learn about everything from the local restaurant suppliers to how the casino does hiring—and, as Deanna helpfully pointed out, firing. I roll my eyes. Hopefully I won’t have to deal with that anytime soon. It reminds me of that episode of Friends where Monica hired Joey so she could fire him to make all her staff respect her more. I seriously hope I don’t end up in the same situation,  and that there’s nice people there. 
I’m so concentrated on my work—and still feeling slightly nauseous thanks to the butterflies in my stomach—that I even skip the inflight meal. The journey passes quickly and soon enough, I’m touching down in Las Vegas. The last time I was here, it was just to visit. But now it’s going to be my new home. And the inescapable fact is that it’s David’s home too. I stare out the plane window as we roll down the tarmac, watching the airport come into view.
What will I do if I see David? There’s always a chance I'll run into him, now that we’re going to be living in the same city. My heart starts beating faster at the thought alone. Will I be able to keep my cool opposite him? Yes. I have to. He’s made his stance clear with his lack of response. Even though all I was trying to do was thank him.
To David, this was business. He’s helped me and my family out in ways I can never thank him for, yes, but he did that because he’s a kind man, even if that’s hard to see under his tough guy, casino boss exterior. I’m glad I got to see a little bit of that softer side of him underneath it all. And I’m glad I met him. He’s changed my life, literally, in so many ways. Helped with Deanna. Got me this job. Taught me a thing or two. I feel a smile coming, I’m sure my cheeks are going red right now at the memory of our sexy lessons. But above all, he helped me find something within myself I never thought was there. Confidence. I just have to channel that confidence into my new job. 
Once I get off the plane, I head to the baggage claim and wait for my suitcase. Before long, I spy it on the carousel. It’s enormous and I struggle to heave the bulky piece of luggage off the conveyor-belt. But I manage, without anybody’s help. Then I head to the arrivals hall. 
A car has been arranged to take me from the airport directly to Casino Diamond. There’s a crowd of smartly dressed drivers hovering around outside of arrivals, holding handwritten signs with the names of the people they’re supposed to be meeting. I scan the signs anxiously, looking for my name. Already, my brain is in panic mode. What if the driver isn’t there? What if they forgot me? Then you’ll call the HR rep at Casino Diamond, my brain tells me. I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself. Then, I see the sign with “MADISON” written on it. All good.
“Hi.” I approach the driver holding the sign. “That’s me. I’m Lilly Madison.


Although it’s cloudy, the driver’s face is hidden behind large dark sunglasses. He gives a small nod hello, and touches his hand to his cap. “Right this way.” He takes my suitcase from me and starts walking to the parking lot—quickly.
“Uh, could we slow down a bit?” I pant. He’s walking so fast, I have to practically trot to keep up with him.
Without answering, he slows his pace just a tick. I guess he’s eager to get the job done.
We approach a large black Tahoe with tinted windows. The driver puts my suitcase into the trunk and then opens the door for me, ushering me to the backseat. Then he gets in the driver’s side.
Inside the car, I give a start of surprise when I notice another man in the passenger’s seat up front. Usually the drivers I’ve seen work alone. 
“Hi,” I say. The second man up front doesn’t turn around or acknowledge me. I peek in the rearview mirror, thinking I might be able to see more of his face, but it’s likewise concealed by dark glasses and a cap. Maybe this guy is security?
Without a word, the driver starts the engine and pulls out of the airport parking lot. Only once we’re away from the airport and out on the open road does the guy in the passenger seat turn around. 
A faint flicker of recognition runs through me. Then, he removes his hat and glasses, and I’m sure.
“Good to see ya’ again, girly.” Tony gives me a big grin. “Yer lookin’ real fine.”
“Oh my god.” The words are barely above a whisper. I utter them involuntarily, they just fall out of my mouth, because not only am I staring in the face of the guy I helped David bust for cheating…that guy’s got a gun pointed at me.
“You remember us?” The driver asks. He’s likewise removing his cap and glasses. It’s Bobby. I hear a click, the sound of the car doors being locked.
“What do you want?” My brain is struggling to understand what’s happening. I can’t stop staring at the gun pointed at me.
“Here.” Tony thrusts a cellphone at me. It’s an old one, not a smartphone. Clearly a burner phone, making it harder to track. “Call your boyfriend.”
“My…what?” 
“Milner!” Tony barks at me, shaking the gun in irritation. I cringe instinctively. 
“I don’t…” I’m getting ready to tell him I don’t have David’s number. Which is true. After my attempts to thank him for presumably hooking me up with the job at Casino Diamond went unanswered, I deleted him from my phone’s contacts. I never bothered to memorize the digits so this kept me from sending more messages—and making even more of a fool of myself. How am I going to explain this neurotic attempt to preserve my pride to these gun-wielding gangsters? But then I remember something. 
“Do it!” Tony barks again. Meanwhile, Bobby is picking up speed on the highway. I don’t know where we’re headed, but it’s not Vegas.
“Okay, okay.” I take the phone he’s thrust at me. Then I dig into my handbag, looking for something—David’s card. Deanna slipped it to me, discretely with a wink, so that our parents couldn’t see as we were saying our goodbyes. Just in case, she had whispered. You never know when you’ll need the help of Mr. Millionaire. If only she knew how right she’d turn out to be.
With my hands trembling, I take the card and punch the numbers into the phone. Tony’s mean eyes, narrowed with hate, watch me the entire time. I wait, listening to the phone ring, holding my breath. Please pick up, please pick up, please pick up. And then, he does. 
“Hello?” I hear his voice, gravelly and low, familiar even through the phone, on the other end of the line.
“David.” My voice is hoarse, barely above a whisper. My throat is completely dry thanks to my nerves. “I need your help.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
David
 
“We have a problem.” Terry speaks before I’ve even had a chance to greet him. In fact, he barely waited for me to acknowledge his knock on the door. He more or less barged right in. 
“What?” I’m already on my feet. His brow is furrowed in consternation and his mouth is set in a grim line.
“Miss Madison’s driver just called me. She didn’t show up at the airport.”
“The plane should have touched down well over an hour ago.” I’d made a note of Lilly’s arrival, which I’d secretly been counting down to for weeks.
“Something’s wrong, David, I feel it. It landed on time. And she was on it. I already talked to the airline.” Terry is pacing the floor in front of me.
“Then what the hell is—” I’m cut off by the buzzing of my phone. I pick it up without even looking at it.
“David?” I recognize her voice immediately and my pulse quickens.
“Lilly.” I make eye contact with Terry, who lets out an audible sigh of relief.
“I need your help.” There’s a quiver in her voice. Now I recognize something else, beyond the familiar tone—fear.
“What do you mean? What’s wrong? What’s going on?” The smile that came onto Terry’s face when he heard me say Lilly’s name vanishes quickly.
      “There’s these two guys here. The ones from the night of the poker game.”
“Give him our names.” I hear a muffled male voice from the background. My ears perk up immediately. I recognize that voice.
“Tony and Bobby,” Lilly says. “They say you owe them money.” Her voice is shaky and I can hear it getting thick with impending tears. She clears her throat before going on in a whisper. “They say they’re going to kill me if you don’t pay them.”
I’m going to kill these fucks. I feel a surge of adrenaline pump through me. I motion to Terry to stand by. I’m already punching in the code that opens the safe below the desk.
“Lilly, I want you to stay calm.” But she doesn’t respond. Instead I hear a slight scuffling sound. Then a man’s voice comes on the line.
“We got your attention now Milner? Now that we got ya girl?” Tony’s voice hisses at me through the phone.  
“What do you want, Tony?” I keep my voice calm and steady. Meanwhile, I’m shoving aside papers in the safe until my hand closes on the item I’m looking for. The Smith & Wesson. 
“We just want the money we’re due.” Tony sounds smug. “Plus damages. Mickey lost out on some big income when you banned us from the strip.”
“Damages?” My hand tightens on the cool metal of the gun.
“Sure. We were on a good streak when you had us kicked outta town. We coulda made millions playing the tables on the Strip these last couple months. That’s money that Mickey would still like to see.” 
“Sure, you would’ve cleaned up because you would have been cheating.” 
“You want your girl dead or alive?” Tony snaps. “If you want to see her pretty little smile again, you better cut the crap. We want $20 mil. And don’t tell me ya don’t got it, cuz I know a hotshot like you does.”
“Where are you taking her?” I ignore his comments. 
“We’re just gonna show her the old soap factory.” I can hear the smirk in his voice. “I guess ya know it.”
“The old soap factory.” I nod at Terry, who is standing tense and alert, picking up what he can from the one-sided conversation he’s hearing. “Yes, of course I know it.” It’s a defunct property on the outskirts of town, close to the desert. It’s been standing empty for years. Some misguided businessman had the bright idea to establish a manufacturing plant out there, wanting to use solar power. It was a bust. By now the space is basically little more than a flophouse for bums.
“Good. Meet us there with the money. Hand over what you owe us and we’ll hand over your little Lilly. We want all cash, plus a car.” He pauses before going on. “You’ll be happy to hear she’s looking prettier than ever. Even nicer than in that magazine.” 
“Don’t you lay a finger on her.” My voice is calm and even, but my heart is racing. “If you hurt her, you’ll never see your money,” I add. “And you’ll never use your dick again either.”
Tony chuckles, his laugh low and menacing. “Just bring us the cash. And come the fuck alone. Leave those beefcakes of yours at home.” And with that the line goes dead.
“Situation?” Terry asks. 
“We’ve got a Chicago problem to take care of. Get six of our best guys at side entrance B, ready to go in five minutes. You too. Three cars.”
 With a curt nod, Terry turns on his heel and heads off, already making a call on his phone to make it happen. 
I try to take a breath to calm myself, but it’s of no use. Even though I’m still convinced that Tony and Bobby are all talk, no action, the fact is that they have Lilly in their clutches, which means I can’t take any chances. Whether or not they’re bluffing isn’t the issue, whether or not they’re actually prepared to take her life doesn’t matter. What matters is that Lilly is scared, and that’s enough to piss me off. That makes me want to tear them to pieces and feed them to the pigs. 
Five minutes later, I head to the designated meeting point. Terry and the men—including Ben and Mike—are waiting. The three cars are there, engines already running, ready.
 “Boss,” Ben gives me a nod as I approach our small caravan. I gesture to him and the other guys to gather around.
“Terry has briefed you all.” They nod affirmatively. “Then let’s go. Old soap factory.”
Terry and I get into the back of one of the escalades, with Ben and Mike up front. We pull away, the other four men in the cars behind us, two apiece 
“Okay?” Terry looks at me.
I nod and let out the breath I’ve been holding. “Fucking Tony and Bobby. I let them walk and this is what I get for it.”
Terry isn’t the kind of guy to say I told you so, instead he just says, “Not quite the welcome back you had planned for her.”
“No, it is not.” I’d been avoiding Lilly’s efforts to reach out to me because I’d been planning a surprise for her. A life-changing surprise that I wanted to unveil when I saw her here, in Vegas, in person. Now that plan is shot to shit. “Tony mentioned a picture in a magazine on the phone.”
“The press release,” Terry confirms, dourly.
 “Yep. And you know how the Vegas kitchen scene is…”
“Biggest source of gossip in the city.” Terry shakes his head. It’s true. The network of restaurants, with their many busboys, waitresses, and chefs, is an easy place to turn for anything in Vegas. Drugs, girls, black market items—and information. 
“The media told everyone she was coming in from Missouri to Casino Diamond. Once they knew that, they worked the system to find out what day she was due, then—”
“Delayed the real driver and intercepted her at arrivals,” Terry finishes for me.
“Uh huh.” It’s an uncharacteristically savvy move for guys the caliber of Tony and Bobby. But I’m the one who gave them the opening…and the motivation. “This is my fault. I fucked up.”
“That’s pretty harsh, David.” Terry raises his eyebrows delicately. 
“No. I’ve been slipping these last months, since she left,” my voice is angry, but it’s only myself I’m angry at. “You’ve been picking up the slack. But it’s my responsibility in the end. I should have taken care of these guys when I first had the chance, when I busted them for cheating. I should have taken care of them permanently. I missed my chance.”
“Well, now you’re getting another one.”
“One that I plan to take,” I say. “Let’s pick up the pace, guys,” I call to the front seat. “I want this over and done with.”
Without a word, Mike accelerates. We’re already well beyond the Strip, out on the highways beyond the city limits. It’s a no man’s land out here, a lawless dead zone where there’s never any police or other law enforcement to be seen. 
I look out the window at the miles of rocky sand and dirt stretching out on either side of us. I’m not the first man to be out on a murder mission in this modern-day Wild West…and I won’t be the last. There are bodies buried out here, out of sight and out of mind. I’m itching to give the desert two more. To threaten me is one thing. The guys have beef with me, fine, I get that. It comes with the territory. But there are rules to this thing. Rules even for retaliation. No families. You keep them out of it. To stoop so low as to take an innocent young woman captive? All for a little cash? It’s cheap. It’s so cheap and low, it sickens me.
“Already coming up on the final destination, boss.” Ben nods ahead. On the right-hand side of the road, another mile down, a massive industrial building is looming. 
“Pull up to the good side,” I instruct him. One side of the building is charred black and burnt out. According to the Vegas rumor mill, a local bookie had to collect a debt from some guys who owed him big money. When they couldn’t pay up, he had them offed out here. Burned alive. I doubt that the story is true, to be honest, but it’s a hell of a way to set an example. Whether it’s fact or fiction, he hasn’t had trouble collecting on his debts since then. The other side of the building is largely intact. It’s a giant cement structure. 
We come to a stop on the ugly property. There’s another lone, black car parked here already. This must be what they took Lilly in. A cloud of dust rises up around us. Stepping out of the car, the air is gritty and hot. It’s midday and the sun is beating down. I glance over at Terry and can see a few drops of sweat already forming on his forehead. 
Our second and third cars pull up behind and likewise come to a stop. The men step out. I glance at the guys I have with me. Tony and Bobby won’t be expecting this show of force. 
“Follow my lead.” 
The guys nod. They know that what I mean is—don’t do shit…until I do it first. 
I’ve already spied a door ajar and know exactly where to go. I feel for the gun under my coat, taking comfort in its bulk and weight. I hope I won’t need to use it. I don’t want any violence…because I don’t want Lilly caught in the crossfire.
I pull the massive door open and it squeaks on its hinges. Then I step inside. My shoe clicks on the cement floor. It’s dimmer in here and I have to give my eyes a moment to adjust. The only light coming in is from the windows high above. There’s no working electricity out here. 
“Took you fuckin’ long enough.” I hear Tony’s familiar, snake-like voice hissing at me from the far side of the giant manufacturing hall. The space is huge, with ceilings high enough to accommodate a second floor. A metal platform runs along the edges of the room, above our heads. It’s undoubtedly where the foremen used to hold watch, keeping an eye on the workers below. I scan the platform, making sure there aren’t any armed men lying in wait.
“I’m here now,” I reply, stepping towards the sound of his voice. Rows of shelving units separate us, so I still can’t see him. This must have been the packaging warehouse, with the industrial machines next door in the burned out facilities. I round a large shelf stacked with mechanical debris and finally see him, standing with a gun in his hand. And I see Lilly, sitting in a chair, her hands behind her—likely cuffed or tied.
“David!” She calls out to me. Even in the dim light, I can see she’s been crying. Mascara is smudged across her face and her eyes are red. 
“Shaddup girly.” Bobby, fat as ever, nudges her shoulder with his gun. “Tony told ya to be quiet.” He looks nervously at Tony and I quickly realize that, as before, Tony is the one calling the shots in this duo. Bobby is just along for the ride. He’s harmless without someone to give him instructions.
“It’s okay, Lilly,” I assure her, keeping my voice calm and smooth. “It’s going to be okay. Did they touch you?”
“Nah, she’s still your little princess,” Tony cuts in. He smiles and licks his lips as he nods at Lilly. Her wide eyes are staring at me, pleading.
“I didn’t ask you.” I settle my gaze on Lilly. “Are you okay? Did they do anything to you? Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine.” She manages to croak the words out. Her hair is in a messy ponytail on top of her head but her outfit is business-like. She’s clad in a short-sleeved white blouse and a knee-length navy skirt, complete with small heels. She thought she’d be meeting her new employer shortly after her arrival. She certainly wasn’t expecting to be met by Tony and Bobby. “They didn’t do anything,” she says between sobs, “just drove me out here and tied me to this chair.” 
“Okay.” I nod, a small wave of relief running over me.
“Yer girlfriend missed ya,” Tony sneers. He looks smug—until he sees the crew of men behind me appear. “Ey, what the fuck Milner, we said you alone! What the fuck…. MILNER!”
 “Shut the fuck up!” My patience has reached its limit. I pull out my phone and start scrolling
“Who the fuck are you calling?!” Tony’s trying to keep up his tough guy façade but I’ve rattled him. His arms are crossed and his chest is puffed out, but he’s bluffing. I’m sure of that. Just like in cards, people have their tells in everyday life. Tony’s insistently crossed arms are a dead giveaway. He’s afraid…because he’s just realized that the only thing he’s accomplished by taking Lilly was signing his own death warrant. 
“Your boss.”
Tony relaxes immediately, a huge smile breaking across his face. “Yer full of it.” He says.
“Yeah,” Bobby is even giggling slightly now. “Nobody’s got the boss’s number.”
“Insignificant foot soldiers like yourself might not,” I say as I find Mickey’s number, “but I do.” I click the call button and hold the phone to my ear.
Bobby eyes Tony nervously but Tony just shakes his head slightly. He’s still looking smug, convinced that I’m bluffing. He may have been staying on top of the Vegas kitchen gossip but clearly he’s failed to stay up-to-date on what’s happening in Chicago. He has no clue that I paid a little visit to Mickey.
“What?” A gruff voice picks up the phone after a few rings.
“Mickey. It’s David Milner.” I pause.
“Yeah!” He sounds vaguely surprised. “My new pal in Vegas. What can I do for you?”
“Look, I’ve got a little situation here that maybe you can shed some light on.”
“Uh huh?” 
“About three months ago two guys were cheating in my place. A Tony and a Bobby. Now, normally I’d have cut their hearts out and dug a hole in the desert, but they begged like two little girls. One of them even pissed himself.” 
“And?”
I pause before I say the words that will explain his brand new problem in life. “They also said that they were with you.”
“That so?” he says, with his full attention. 
“That’s right. Now, as a gesture of good will, and as a courtesy, I cut these guys a break and sent ‘em home to Chicago. I figured the message would get back to you—I don’t interfere in your business, you don’t interfere in mine.”
“Sure, sure. That’s decent of you, David. I appreciate it. Why didn’t you mention this when we met the other week? I wasn’t aware these guys were causing you trouble. What’d you say their names were?”
“Tony and Bobby.” Nobody else in the room can hear what Mickey is saying except for me, but the fact that I’ve had to repeat their names is a clear indication that Mickey has no clue who these fuck-alls are. “I didn’t mention it because I thought the matter was settled. I’d assumed that you’d heard. The way they talk about you, it’s like they’ve got you on speed dial. The point is, they’re back and they’ve got something that belongs to me, something very, very important, and they’re demanding that I pay up. They say they’re doing all this for you. Now, you wouldn’t happen to know what this is all about, would you Mickey?”
“Fucking HELL!” Mickey lets out a bellow so loud, I have to momentarily hold the phone away from my ear. “They there right now?”
“Yeah, they’re standing right here. I’ll put you on speaker.” As I say the words, I see Bobby’s face turn grey and even Tony loses any hint of a smirk.
I give them a smile as I hold the phone out and turn up the speaker volume so everyone can hear. “You’re on, Mickey.” 
His voice comes crackling through the phone, reverberating across the concrete floors. “I would never knowingly do anything to disrespect you, or your business, David. I’ve never heard of these two buchiachs in my life. And you two!” The bodiless voice directs its rage at Tony and Bobby, who flinch in response.
“When you use my name in bullshit like this, you are disrespecting ME, ya hear? Who the fuck do you think you are?”
The pair stare at one another and then at the phone.
“I ASKED YOU A FUCKING QUESTION!” The voice booms from the speaker.
“We, uh, we done some deals with Lorenzo back in Chicago, sir, back in the day,” Tony says. 
“For fuck’s sake,” Mickey mutters to himself. “What? So you run a few low level deals through a business associate of mine and then you presume to drag my name into your fucking bullshit out west? David, I gotta apologize. This is a huge misunderstanding. It’s embarrassing…is what it is. These two ain’t shit to me. You do what ya want with ‘em. ” 
“Nah, please sir,” Bobby is already blubbering from the corner. “Mickey, sir, ya can’t do that, we was gonna send a piece to ya.”
“SHADDUP! Whatever Mr. Milner is about to do to you ain’t half as bad as what I’d do to you with my own bare hands if I was there. David, you’d be doing me a damned favor to get them off the street for good.”
“I can do that.”
“Good. Thank you.”
I end the call. Tony and Bobby are staring at me. They’re clearly about to shit themselves. I nod towards Lilly. “If I find that you’ve hurt one hair on head, I am not going to make this quick.” 
“Nah, please Mr. Milner.” Bobby immediately drops to his knees. “It’s not what you think. See, we wasn’t gonna touch Lilly here, it was just jokes.” He drops his gun to the floor.
“Yeah, the girl was never in any danger,” Tony adds. “Look, please, there’s a lotta ways we can make this right.” His voice is choked up. “Look, show a good faith.” He likewise drops his gun to the floor as he’s talking and falls to his knees.
I turn to the men behind me, all of them tensed and ready. “Mike, with me please. The rest of you.” All I have to do is nod.
“Nah, nah, please Mr. Milner!” They start shouting but my guys have already advanced on them…and there’s nowhere to run. Without a word, I go to untie Lilly, who is cringing in the chair, averting her eyes. The rope they used has chafed her skin. I decide immediately—It won’t be quick.
I offer her my hand to help her stand but she just looks at me and shakes her head. “My legs…” she manages to get out. For a moment my heart stops. Did they do something to her after all? No, I realize. She’s shaking so hard with terror that she can’t stand.
I scoop her up into my arms, feeling the warmth of her body against my chest, and walk towards Mike. “Let’s go. Back to Fortuna.”
Terry is watching, staying behind to deal with Tony and Bobby. He gestures with his head ever so slightly in their direction, asking permission. The look I send him says everything. He gets the message. Nobody will be seeing Tony and Bobby again.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Lilly
 
From the moment that I’d had a gun pointed in my face in the car, everything became a blur. The only hope I held out was David. When he first arrived, with his men in tow, I felt a momentary sense of relief. But even that gave way to fear as the exchange between him and my captors became increasingly violent. Now, it’s like a black fog has settled on my brain and I have no clue what’s going on.
“Please, please, please,” I sob the word over and over again into David’s chest as he carries me out of the dim building and into the light. “Please, please, please.” I hiccup and cough out the word between racking sobs. I don’t even know what I’m pleading for. Safety? Security? Sanity? All of these things seem far away and unattainable right now.
“Lilly, it’s okay, I’m here,” David murmurs into my ear. I cling to his neck, tightening my grip around it, trying to find comfort in the strength of his broad chest. I hear a car door open and then David tries to put me down in the backseat of a large black escalade. But I can’t let go of him.
“Lilly, you need to let go. It’s okay now. Just let go and then I can get in after you.” I shake my head, unable to speak.
“Okay, we’ll do it your way,” he says. He gathers me back up in his arms. “Mike can you watch her head, please?” I hear Mike’s response, and their exchange, as if it’s on another planet. 
My eyes remain screwed shut, shutting out the sunlight and the ugly, violent world around me. I just feel David’s chest, close against me, and the jostling movement as he carefully climbs into the backseat, still carrying me in his arms. For a split second, I feel a hand on top of my head. I realize dumbly that it must be Mike’s, guarding me from potentially bumping my head as David awkwardly maneuvers us both into the backseat. 
The car door slams after us and we start moving. I’m still clinging to David’s neck and my sobs are quieting, but I can’t stop the tears from streaming down my face. Meanwhile David still has me bundled in his arms. The front of his shirt is soaked with my tears.
“It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m here,” he murmurs the words into my hair. I can feel his breath on my head, a warm breeze of comfort. His arm muscles, taut, encircle me. But they can’t protect me from the dangerous world out there. Today’s events have made that clearer than ever before. 
As we drive, I slowly open my eyes and peer up. David is looking down at me, his face painted with concern. 
“Hey.” He gives me a squeeze as our eyes met. “You okay?”
I nod, struggling to sit up and scramble off of his lap. 
“Here.” He pulls a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and hands it to me. I glance quickly in the rearview mirror. Mike is politely staring straight ahead, averting his gaze, not taking his eyes from the road.
I blow my nose and wipe the tears from my face, trying to make myself somewhat presentable. Outside the car window, the stretch of desert is gradually giving way to the outskirts of the city. The familiar skyline of the Vegas strip lies ahead.
“You’re okay.” David reaches over and squeezes my knee gently. It’s meant to be reassuring but I flinch at his touch. He withdraws his hand immediately. “You’re going to be okay,” he repeats the words.
I simply nod, avoiding his inquisitive gaze, and keep my eyes peeled out the window. My brain is still trying to process what just happened, and I feel slow and stupid as I recount the afternoon’s events in my mind.
“What will happen to them?” I whisper.
“Tony and Bobby? They’re done here. You won’t have to worry about them again. Ever.”
I nod. I know I should be upset but in this moment I only feel relief.
“You heard Mickey,” David goes on. “If my people hadn’t done the job, his would have.”
I shrug, beyond caring. 
“It’s for the best, Lilly.” David doesn’t say anything further and we fall into silence in the back seat. My mind is racing. I feel like I’m going mad, but I remind myself that it’s over now. David is here and I’m safe. I’m trying to rationalize this whole thing, to compute it, but I can’t. This is not a normal thing. This is not something that ordinary people experience. I don’t know how to feel. I don’t have a reason to be scared anymore, but I’m scared that someone…anyone…can be that way to another person. Evil people. They can take everything you are, and everything you’re ever going to be, and snuff it out in an instant…and there’s nothing you can do. And David is the one who saved me.
My thoughts plague me until we’re finally pulling up in front of the Fortuna.
“You okay to walk?” David asks.
“Yes.” I take a deep breath and do my best to give Mike a smile as he opens the car door and offers me a hand to step down. 
“Thanks, Mike. I’ll take it from here.” David steps up and offers me his arm to take. Mike nods and steps away.
I want to walk alone but I’m grateful for the support in that moment. The adrenaline that has been surging through me is slowly dissipating, leaving me weak and shaky. I clutch his elbow for a few steps but then my ankle rolls slightly and I stumble.
“Come here.” David bends down and scoops me back up into his arms.
“I can walk.” I fuss. But I know it’s a lie.
“This’ll be faster.”
Embarrassed, I hide my face in his chest as he carries me through the casino. Only once I hear the ding of the elevator doors closing behind us do I look up. We’re headed for the penthouse.
“I just want to give you a quiet spot to rest and get cleaned up,” David murmurs in response to my look. “No expectations.”
Inside the penthouse, everything is exactly as I remember it. He carries me upstairs and sets me gently on the bed, then goes to the bathroom and starts water in the tub. The aroma of some lavender bath bubbles makes its way out to me, reviving me as I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling vacantly. 
David steps out and approaches me with a gentle smile. I’m finally in a calm enough state of mind to take a good look at him and register what I’m seeing. He’s still as tall and muscular as ever. He’s taken off his jacket and is just wearing slacks and button-down. The shirt is a mess. My tears and mascara are smeared across the front, and its wrinkled all over. He’s pushed the sleeves up and undone the top buttons, showing just a hint of his chest.
“You okay?” He approaches me where I’m now sitting up on the bed.
“Yeah.” I nod. “I will be,” I’m not okay right now.
“I just ran you a tub. You can get cleaned up and unwind.” He pauses. “I’ll be just downstairs.”
I watch as he turns to head towards the stairs, feeling a lump forming in my throat as his broad back moves away from me. 
      “Wait.” I choke out the word.
He turns and raises an eyebrow.
“Would you stay and sit with me? I don’t want to be alone.” It’s the truth. After what happened, I need someone I trust…him…by my side.
“Of course.” 
“Thank you.” I stand up and undo the buttons of my blouse, realizing my hands are shaking. I peel off the blouse and my skirt, letting them fall to the floor. I slip out of my bra and panties, likewise letting them drop to the ground, and then walk to the bathroom. I feel like a zombie. I don’t even think about the fact that it might be weird for David, an ex of sorts, to see me strip down naked in front of him. I’m just going through motions mechanically, like a robot.
 The tub is almost full with fluffy, white bubbles. I turn off the water and step inside slowly, hanging on to the sides of the tub for stability before sinking down into the warm water. It’s exactly what I need. I feel my muscles relax as I lean back into the lavender-scented water. Closing my eyes, I inhale the soothing aroma.
“You look better already.” David’s calm voice causes me to open my eyes. He’s looking at me from the door of the bathroom. With a smile, he walks over and sits on the edge of the tub.
“I needed this.”
“Understandable. Anybody would’ve, after the day you’ve had.”
I nod, our eyes locking.
“I’m sorry you got dragged into that, Lilly.” He looks away for a moment. I think it’s the only time I’ve ever seen David avoid my eyes.
“It’s not your fault.” While this is true, I can’t shake the nagging thought that there will always be danger in a place like Vegas. And around a guy like David. I’m already regretting leaving Parkville.
“Still. You didn’t deserve that. And they only grabbed you to get to me. They thought you were leverage.”
“Were they right?”
He returns his gaze to me. “Yes.” He clears his throat. “It’s no secret in Vegas that I…care for you.”
My heart skips a beat, first in momentary excitement but then it falls in disappointment. I care for you. The sentiment seems lukewarm, at best. I feel myself bite my lip. Now I know why he hadn’t responded to any of my attempts to reach out over the past weeks.
“What about my stuff?” I change the topic suddenly, desperate for him not to notice any trace of hurt I’m feeling. Meanwhile I grab a washcloth and carefully wipe my face, shielding myself from him. “I had bags in the car. Tony and Bobby’s car.”
“Already taken care of. Terry and the guys searched their car and found your bags. They’ll be brought here.” His voice is casual.
“And the people at Casino Diamond will be expecting me.” I’m determined not to let him see me falter.
“Don’t worry about that.”
“But my job. They’re going to think I’m a flake.”
“Trust me, Lilly. Your job is safe.” 
“Okay.” I’m too tired and shocked by the day’s events to question him further. I can only assume that he’s pulled some strings. Maybe he had Terry call them.
Weary, I take the washcloth and start scrubbing my arms and then my shoulders. I’m just going through the motions, trying to find any excuse not to look at David. And I want to scrub every bit of the day’s experience off of me. But I struggle awkwardly to reach my back.
“Want help?” David’s voice is kind.
I nod, handing him the washcloth.
He slides over so he’s sitting next to me and carefully scrubs my back and shoulders as I lean forward, staring into the sudsy bubbles in front of me.
“You’re okay. You’re going to be okay.” He repeats the words he said to me in the car. Something about his gentle tone and touch sets me off and I feel the tears welling up inside of me. 
I try my best but I can’t contain the emotion that erupts so I bring my hands to my face. “I was really afraid,” I whisper the words.
“I know.” David’s drops the washcloth and rubs my back in slow gentle circles. “But you made it through. You were incredibly brave, Lilly.”
“I didn’t feel brave. I thought I was going to die.”
“But you didn’t. You survived. And here you are, safe and sound.” He squeezes my shoulder gently. The touch sends a wave of reassurance through me. David’s touch feels like the house built from brick, stone and steel…not straw and lumber. His touch is the personification of safety. But it also sparks something else in me. Excitement.
“I survived.” I echo the words, sitting up straighter and rubbing the tears from my face. I feel a shock run through me like a jolt of electricity. I could have died but I survived. The realization washes over me, bringing a fresh surge of shock with it. And of something else—excitement? Gratitude? I’m not sure what, but it’s bringing me out of my sleepy state and leaving me with a new, heightened sense of being. I feel like I have to do something.
“Are you hungry? Or thirsty? Do you need anything?” David stands and looks down at me sweetly. “I can call room service.”
“No, thanks.” I look up at him, into those dark eyes that used to scare me so much. Now, they no longer do. Now they mean something else. 
“You sure you don’t want anything?”
I don’t know. My brain is just repeating the realization I had again and again, like a drumbeat. I survived, I survived, I survived. I’m alive and I want to feel alive, in every sense of the word. What I really want right now is to fuck.
Without replying, I carefully stand up in the tub. Soap bubbles slide off my body, into the water. 
“Want a towel?” David raises his eyebrows in surprise.
“No.” I carefully step out of the tub, so that I’m standing right in front of him. White foam still clings to parts of my body, which feel soapy and slick. And alive. “I want you.” And without any further ado, I put my arms around his neck and stand on the tips of my toes to kiss him.
After a moment of surprise, he returns the kiss, his tongue probing my mouth, his arms wrapped securely around my waist. But then he pauses, pulling back, staring down at me with a mixture of confusion and awe.
“You sure about this?”
“Yes. Or I wouldn’t have said it,” I whisper the words, “you always told me, I need to ask for what I want. And I want you. I want you to fuck me. To remind me that I'm alive. I want to feel every part of you with every part of me.” His dark eyes pierce through me and a smile grows across his lips as I talk.
“Well then.” He stoops and carefully swings me into his arms, just as he had earlier, and carries me into the bedroom, putting me down onto the giant bed. My skin is still damp and I shiver slightly as I watch him undress in front of me, revealing his toned body beneath his outfit. 
I forget all of the day’s fears as he unveils his muscular chest and abs. 
“Cold?” He asks, nodding at my trembling body.
With a smile, I nod.
He grins and gently lowers his body onto mine and presses against me, allowing the heat from his skin to warm me up. With his weight on top of me, I feel secure and safe. I tilt my chin up to kiss him, feeling his cock get hard against my body as we kiss. It’s like I never left. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him in towards me, and run my hands through his hair. 
He pauses, pulling his face back, and I run my fingers across the stubble of his chin. I even missed this, the familiarity of that scratchy texture under my hand. He’s staring at me so intently though, that I pause, my heart skipping a beat.
“What?” I ask, slightly worried that he’s stopped.
“Nothing.” He gives me a quick kiss and pulls away again “I just missed those eyes. And…” He crawls off of me and goes to the nightstand. “I better grab one of these before we go any further.” He rummages in the drawer and pulls out a condom.
I wriggle my body in anticipation, giving him a coy grin. He’s already unwrapping the condom when I stop him. “Wait.” I scramble up, off the bed, and kneel on the floor in front of him. “Before you do that…” I pause and firmly take his dick, hard as steel, in my hand, encircling the shaft in my fingers. Then I flick my tongue across the tip, once, before enveloping him fully in my mouth. I take his cock all the way in, like he taught me, allowing it into my throat. Even though my eyes water at the sensation, I keep him inside of me, maintaining eye contact all the while.
“Fuck. I missed you.” His voice is hoarse as he whispers the words, looking down on me in wonder. My only response is to start working my mouth up and down his shaft, locking my gaze with his all the while. Eventually, he bites his lip and steps back slightly, bringing his hand up to stop me.
“Get up.” He looks at me expectantly. Even the commanding tone of his voice gives me comfort. He puts out a hand and helps me to my feet. “You want to feel alive, right?”
I nod. What does he have in store for me now?
“Come on.” He leads me out through the sliding doors to the terrace. It’s dusky outside, and the sky is starting to turn shades of purple, orange, and pink. A desert sunset. Meanwhile, twinkling lights and fluorescent illuminations are coming alive along the Strip. It’s a sight you can see only in Vegas.
He leads me over to the Jacuzzi and pats the waist-high edge, motioning me to sit on it. I follow his lead, hopping up so my butt is just perched just right. My hands behind me keep me propped up. He nudges my thighs apart with his hand and gives me a wink before kneeling down before me, bringing his tongue between my legs.
My pussy starts throbbing the second he runs his tongue over my clit and I let out a sigh of happiness. He starts working his tongue in small circles over my clit, his hands holding my thighs firmly in place. I feel myself getting wetter and wetter, all while taking in the sight of the sun, slowly moseying down. 
Every sense of my being is activated. I feel the damp edge of the Jacuzzi under my hands, and hear the gentle hum of the city far below. The aromatic flowers planted along the edges of the terrace fill the air with their sweet fragrance. In front of me, I see the sparkling night come alive. And between my legs I’m feeling the most unbelievable ecstasy, as David’s tongue touches and teases me in ways I’d forgotten were possible.
I groan as he pushes his tongue inside of me, tasting me, before flitting it across my clit yet again. Months ago, I’d have been embarrassed to be out in the open like this. Although the terrace is secluded, it’s still out in the open air. A helicopter or drone could easily spot us. Even a sharp-eyed tourist on the street might be able to catch a glimpse. But I don’t care now.
“Fuck,” I exhale the word. “Me.” I want to cum with David.
He stands before swiftly slipping on the condom.
“Feeling alive yet?” He whispers, cupping my face in his hands and staring into my eyes.
“Almost.”
“How about now?” He places his hands on my waist and slips his cock gently inside of me, causing me to moan aloud yet again.
“Yes.” I’m louder, no longer whispering. “Yes, yes,” I wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck, kissing him deeply as he thrusts deep into me.
He kisses my neck, biting it gently, urging me onwards. And then he whispers in my ear. “Tell the world, Lilly. Let them hear you’re alive. Living.”
“Yes, yes, yes.” I repeat the word again and again, getting louder with each pounding motion. My fingernails are leaving red marks on his shoulders but I don’t care right now. I’m on the brink of an orgasm when he suddenly stops.
He stays inside of me, and I can feel him pulsating, also no doubt dying to cum. But David, always in control and always exercising self-control, stops himself completely. He looks me in the face, serious. “You see that city, Lilly?” He motions with his chin over his shoulder, to the Vegas skyline behind him.
“Yes.”
“That’s going to be your city. Our city. You want to conquer this town with me?”
I don’t even get what he’s saying, I only know that I want to cum. So I nod. 
He smiles, quickly, and then kisses me roughly before resuming his thrusting. It only takes a few more swivels of the hip before I’m crying out in pleasure. I bite his lip and claw at his back, taking as much of him in as I can, crying out for more, more, more. 
All of the adrenaline of the day, all of the terror, all of it…I let it out as I scream my orgasm to completion, letting my voice echo over the city streets far below, “YEEESSSSS!!!” 
I’ve never felt so alive. And once again, as if this was all written in the stars, I have David to thank for it.
 
 



Chapter Thirty
David
 
After our session on the terrace, Lilly was exhausted. Given the day she’d had, I certainly couldn’t blame her. She could barely stand after the explosive orgasm she’d experienced, so I carried her—for the last time that day—inside, into bed. Even though the sun had barely gone down, she was immediately out like a light, leaving me to reflect on the day’s events.
I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, where I’ve tucked her in, watching her. Watching over her, if I’m honest. I’m wracked with guilt about what happened today. When I enlisted Jacques’s help in arranging Lilly a job in Las Vegas, I had purposefully chosen a restaurant located in a casino property that I didn’t own. Lilly would never have accepted a job working for a restaurant in Fortuna or Destino. I’m sure of it. It just wouldn’t have felt right, and it wouldn’t have been good on a professional level, given my feelings for her. 
A legitimate opportunity through a respected establishment like Ruby Restaurant at Casino Diamond seemed like the perfect solution. They needed a chef. Lilly is a great one. And she’s got the education and experience to back it up, not to mention a stellar reference from Jacques. And, most importantly, she’s got passion. I think of her little “composition” book—how it fell out of her bag on that first night and how she asked to keep it. This was a woman who basically valued her recipes more than her mobile phone—a rare thing, indeed. At the time I thought she was being sarcastic when she said the book contained recipes. But now I know better.
I watch Lilly’s chest rise and fall as she slumbers, curled up on her side like a cat. Her lips are moving slightly in her sleep and I wonder to myself if she’s dreaming. And if so, what about? I rest a hand gently on her side, feeling the curve of her waist under the sheet. 
I had been planning to surprise Lilly today. Fact is, she isn’t just going to have the opportunity to be the head chef at Ruby Restaurant. She’s going to own the place. I struck a deal with Gerald Mayes weeks ago. Lilly will own a majority share in the place. Gerald and I will be silent partners. She has an opportunity to take over the place. Own it. Make it hers in every way possible. This was the big surprise I had planned for her when she arrived. Obviously, I hadn’t foreseen Tony’s and Bobby’s antics ruining things.
Well, I can unveil the big surprise tomorrow. I’ve already made plans with Gerald, delicately explaining why Lilly had been held up today and setting a new time for tomorrow. This almost seems serendipitous, and that’s weird because I don’t believe in luck—but I’m glad my plans have been delayed. Because now I know there’s something else I have to do.
I lean forward and gently push some hair off Lilly’s face, giving her a gentle kiss on the forehead. If I want things in place for tomorrow, I need to get moving. I quietly get dressed and head downstairs in my socks, not wanting to wake her with loud footsteps. As I step into the living room, the penthouse elevator doors open, as if they’ve been expecting me.
In fact, it’s just a coincidence. It’s Terry, coming up with Lilly’s bags. He grins when he sees me tiptoeing towards him in my socks, my shoes in hand. I motion to him to stay quiet. We load the suitcases into the penthouse in silence and then I slip my shoes on and step into the elevator with him.
As soon as the elevator doors close after us, I speak up.
“Sorted?”
“Yep.”
I don’t ask any further. If Terry says it’s sorted, it’s sorted. I trust him. And, from a legal standpoint, the less I know about Tony and Bobby’s ultimate fate, the better. You can’t give the law information that you don’t have. It’s an implicit understanding.
“She okay?” He nods upwards, back towards the penthouse.
“Yeah. She will be.” I kneel down to my shoelaces.  “She’s sleeping. Tuckered out.”
“You still going to do this big unveiling at the restaurant tomorrow?”
“Yep.” I stand up and look him in the face. “More than that.”
“Oh?” He looks at me, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise.
“Terry.” I clap him on the shoulder and give him a grin. “I’m going to need your help with one more thing today.”
 
***
 
The next morning, it’s finally time for Lilly to see her restaurant. She’s so adorably nervous about meeting Gerald Mayes, I almost want to tell her the truth—that she’s really going to own the spot and can do as she pleases. But, I manage to keep a lid on it. I don’t want anything to ruin this day. Lilly even woke up before me and had been pacing around downstairs with her book in her hands. I told her I had business with Gerald and would accompany her. Technically, it’s true.
“How do I look?” She stands nervously before me in the penthouse, twisting her hands nervously. She’s wearing a dark green dress, down to the knee, and nude pumps. Very professional but with a hint of sex appeal.
“You look like an up-and-coming head chef, ready to go see her kitchen,” I smile at her as I begin putting on my cuff links.
“Oh good, that’s exactly the look I was going for.” She giggles, then steps up to me as if on autopilot to finish the job. It feels even more intimate than the first time she did it. 
“Feeling better since yesterday?”
“Yes.” She nods vigorously. “I needed that night of sleep.”
“I don’t blame you. Ready?” 
“Ready.”
We head downstairs, to the waiting car. We pass Terry on the way out the door, who greets Lilly with a big smile and a handshake—and gives me a surreptitious wink when she isn’t looking.
After a short drive to Casino Diamond, we make it to Ruby Restaurant. The spot is connected to the casino property but has its own street-facing entrance, luring in tourists from the strip as well as those already inside the casino. It’s the ideal arrangement for any Vegas restaurant and is poised to become a goldmine, with the right touch.
Gerald Mayes is there waiting for us. He’s wearing a dark navy suit and his silver head of hair shines slightly. His mustache, likewise all grey, is perfectly groomed. In one hand he carries a briefcase, with the other he leans heavily on a dark cane—it has a silver phoenix at the top for a handle.
“He looks impressive,” Lilly whispers, a hint of fear on her face.
“So do you,” I whisper back. We exit the car and step towards him.
“David.” Gerald puts the briefcase down and extends his hand to shake mine, his face crinkling into a smile. “And chef Lilly.”
“I’m so sorry about yesterday,” she hurriedly starts talking, the words tumbling over one another. “I don’t know if David explained but—”
 “It’s okay, it’s okay.” He shakes his head and raises his hand, like it’s no big deal. “David told me you got into an unexpected spot of trouble.” He clicks his tongue and shakes his head again. “Such a shame! What a welcome wagon. You must believe me, this is not the real Las Vegas.”
Lilly colors prettily. “Thank you for your kind words.”
“So, let’s head in.” Gerald is like me. He doesn’t like to waste time. He takes a key out of his pocket and unlocks the front door, stepping inside with Lilly and myself in tow. Then he flicks on some lights.
“Wow.” Lilly exhales. “It’s gorgeous.”
Gerald looks at me, his eyes twinkling. “Maybe I leave this with you,” he nods towards the briefcase, “and let you do the honors.” He hands me the keys. Lilly is busily inspecting the large mahogany bar in the center of the room and doesn’t even notice. “Got it from here?”
“Yep.”
      “Good.” He gives me a nod and hobbles back out the door, his cane clicking on the floor beneath.
Without hesitation, I head towards the rear, where the kitchen is. “Come on,” I call over my shoulder. “This is what you really want to see, isn’t it?” I step through the swinging doors to the back.
“David! Are you sure we should just be barging in like this?” Lilly says, sounding a little panicked. “Where did Gerald go?” But she falls silent as we step into the kitchen and I put the lights on. She’s entranced, her eyes shining as she stares around the room. The white tiled floors are polished to perfection and the stainless steel countertops are gleaming. Industrial-sized freezers and fridges hum at one end of the room while at the other end, the stoves and ovens wait to be lit. 
She stares around the room, her mouth forming that lovely “O” of astonishment I’ve come to adore so much. Her hazel eyes are wide as she gazes from one spot to the next. 
“Like it?” I ask, feeling a smile spread over my face.
“Oh yes!” She clasps her hands in front of her, beaming with joy.
“Good. Because it’s yours.”
“What?” She’s so startled she steps backward, right into one of the fridges.
“Careful.” The shock on her face is evident.
“What’d you say?”
“I said, it’s yours.”
“You mean because I’m the head chef.” Her brow furrows.
“No. You own it.” I thrust the keys towards her. “It’s yours to do whatever you want with. Run the show. Cook, manage it, renovate it, rebrand it, whatever you want. You’re calling the shots.”
She reaches her hand out for a moment, the corners of her mouth turning up in a smile. But then she snatches her hand back, quickly, and her face grows serious.
“I can’t.” She purses her lips together and sets them in a firm line, shaking her head lightly. “I can’t accept this from you.”
“Of course you can, Lilly. You deserve it.” 
“No. Not like this.” She shakes her head again. “You’ve already done so much. You’ve changed my entire world. And my family’s.”
“Well, it’s not free and clear.” I walk to a nearby counter and put the briefcase on top of it, clicking open the lock. “I’ve had these contracts drawn up.”
“Always the businessman, hmm?” A smile twitches at the corners of her mouth.
“Well, I figured you wouldn’t accept it as a gift.” I send her a grin as I pull out the paperwork. “You would technically be the owner. Majority share. That means you’ll make all the decisions. But you’d have a couple of silent partners. Me. And Gerald.”
“Really?” Her voice squeaks up an octave, adorably. “So it would be a real business agreement.” 
“Of course. Gerald and I expect our share of the profits. It’s on you to deliver.”
“So you’ve just casually decided to invest in this restaurant now?” 
“Well, let’s put it this way. I believe in the head chef who will be overseeing this restaurant.” I put the papers down and look at her. “I’m serious, Lilly. I believe in you. I want to see you thrive. I have no doubt in my mind that you can do this. Of course, I’m getting involved with this restaurant because of you. When I brokered the deal with Gerald, I made it clear to him that I want to give you Ruby Restaurant to manage, to cook, to do whatever you want with it—you’ve got carte blanch.”
Her brow has been furrowing as I’m talking, and she opens her mouth—I assume to launch some kind of objection—but I put up a hand to silence her.
“I know you don’t want to accept help. But it’s okay to let someone give you a leg up. How the hell do you think I got into the casino business? I told you what my mentor, Jack, did for me. I would never have made it here without him. I figure I can pay it forward. And I should. I’ve achieved my success and I’m confident in that. Now it’s time to start looking outside of myself. To spread that success. And I’d like to start with you.” I reach into the breast pocket of my jacket and pull out a large Mont Blanc fountain pen, unscrewing the top, I offer it to her.
“It’s not just that.” She waves away the pen, her face flushed. “It’s just that…accepting this would be a huge commitment and with everything that happened yesterday…I don’t know if this is the city for me.” 
“Yesterday was a rare exception,” I tell her firmly. But I feel my heart sinking. “That’s not normal. Those guys are renegades. Were renegades,” I add. “Come on, you even heard Gerald. That’s not the real Las Vegas.”
“I know, but I just don’t think I can make it out here. The head chef job was one thing…I mean, I could always pick up and leave if I wanted to and a new chef would be hired in minutes. This is different. I… I’m not made for this world. I’m just not.” She sounds sad. “I’m sorry. I know you went to all this effort.” She motions towards the papers. “And the place is gorgeous.” She gestures around the kitchen aimlessly. “But I just can’t in good conscience accept the offer.”
“Lilly, did I teach you nothing since we met?” I slam the pen down on the steel counter. She looks at me, startled.
“I don’t appreciate you getting angry at me when I’m simply being honest.” Her voice is icy.
“Bullshit! You’re just afraid.”
“Can you blame me?” She steps forward, her eyes blazing. “After what happened? Yes, I’m afraid!” She stamps her foot, her eyes welling up with tears. She turns on her heel, getting ready to walk away from me but I grab her wrist and pull her back.
“Lilly, stop it. Cut this out. I won’t let you walk away from a good thing because of fear.”
“You can’t even understand fear!” She spits the words at me, her cheeks flushed with rage. “Get off!” She wrenches her wrist out of my grasp.
“You think I don’t understand fear? You think I’ve never been afraid in my life? After all I’ve told you about my past? And what’s more, you think I wasn’t afraid yesterday? Getting that call from you? You can still be afraid and do things, Lilly. That’s what courage is. It isn’t just never being scared. It’s doing things even when you are scared. And that’s what you do. You are one of the most courageous women I know.”
She stops short, staring at me in surprise. “I am?” She wipes away a tear that’s spilled down her face.
“Of course you are. Think of all you did to save your sister. Think of all the experiences you opened yourself up to. Think of how you accepted this job, in a city far away from friends and family. I have no doubt you were feeling fear when you did all those things. But you did them anyway. You are so much stronger than you give yourself credit for, Lilly. That’s all I’ve wanted for you to see since day one.” I try to soften my tone. “So…” I pick up the pen again and hold it out to her. “What’s one more scary decision? Plus you know I’ll always be here if you need me, just like I was yesterday.”
She gives me a sidelong glance. She wipes away another tear, smearing it across her face. But then she extends her hand and seizes the pen firmly between her fingers. “Fine. I’ll do it.” She juts her chin at me stubbornly but her eyes are drying and regaining their sparkle. She leans down and signs the papers, right then and there.
“Good. It’s yours.” I take a deep breath, a mix of relief and anticipation. My heart is racing. I have one more thing to ask Lilly today. She’s still rifling through the papers, signing on the various dotted lines. “I have one more thing to give you.” 
As I’m talking, I reach into my breast pocket and pull out the small box I have tucked in there, while dropping down to one knee. Lilly, intently signing her name on the final page of the paperwork, doesn’t seem to notice.
“Another gift?” She turns to me with a grin, but when she sees me kneeling in front of her, her face drops. “David, no.”
“Yes.”
“But we’ve only known each other for a little over a week.” She plays nervously with the hem of her dress, staring down at me in shock. “This is totally crazy.”
“Look, Lilly. I’m a gambler. I know a good bet when I see one. And this time, I’m all in.” 
She stares at me, unblinking. I notice she’s clutching the steel countertop in front of her slightly, hanging on as if she’ll topple down without it.
“But we want different things,” she pauses, “I want a family. Not now but one day.”
“Who says I don’t? I told you it wasn’t a must have for me. That was the mindset I was in before I’d closed the Monte Carlo deal, the last of my career goals. I’m in a different place now. Ready for life beyond a deck of cards. Today you said I’d changed your entire world. Somewhere along the line…I realized that you changed mine too. I love you, Lilly.”
She’s still staring at me, stunned, but a smile is starting to creep over her face, the corners of her lovely lips twitching ever so slightly.
“You gonna leave me kneeling on the floor of your restaurant forever?” I can’t help but tease her.
“No!” She exclaims hurriedly. “I mean yes! Yes. Get up. Yes, I’ll marry you, David.”
She holds out her delicate hand, and I slip the sparkling ring on to her finger—Terry helped me pick it out last night. Then I stand up and take my fiancée in my arms and give her a long kiss.
She pulls back smiling, her eyes so alive. “So we wouldn’t have to raise our kids in a penthouse, right? When the time comes?”
“When the time comes, we’ll get a big old house with a pool in the suburbs and drive a minivan.” I grin.
“You would never.” She giggles.
“Fine, I admit it. I draw the line at the minivan.” I look down at the woman in my arms, so soft yet strong. She’s shining up at me with a new light.
“I’m so grateful I met you,” she whispers. “When I have you by my side, I know I never need to be afraid. I love you, David.”
“Good.” I lean down and kiss her gently once more. “That’s exactly how I want you to feel. For the rest of our lives.”



Chapter Thirty-One
Lilly
 
ONE YEAR LATER
 
 
Ba-ring. If there's one sound that sums up a Las Vegas wedding, that's it. My phone has been ringing off the hook all morning. I thought that coordinating my nuptials would be easy enough—after all, usually I’m running a hundred-and-twenty seat restaurant and this event is only half as many people—but if my sister weren’t here to help, I’d have lost my mind by now.
“Okay, the cake lady needs your final go-ahead on the cake topper, the florist is one centerpiece short but should have it delivered before the reception, and you need to stop running around and sit to get your hair and makeup done.” Deanna rattles off at me breathlessly, interrupting my call.
“Are you on the phone with work again?” She asks, incredulously. “It’s your wedding day!”
      “Just because I’m getting married doesn’t mean the world stops.” I end the call and turn to Deanna. “Now, what’s the story with the cake toppers?”
“So pragmatic.” She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Here. Choose.” She thrusts three small figurines towards me, each one showing a bride and groom. I scrunch my eyes. 
“Uh, they all kinda look the same to me?”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” Deanna giggles. “Apparently this groom has darker hair than this groom,” she waves two identical looking figurines, “and this bride’s dress is different.”
“Unless they have a groom with grey in his hair, this isn’t going to be an accurate replica anyway.” We both giggle.
“Hey, what’s that? My bride-to-be making fun of me again?” David walks in, a huge smile on his face. 
“No, I was just saying—” Before I can go on, he swoops me up in a big hug and plants a kiss on my mouth.
“Yeah, yeah, I heard what you were saying.” He puts me down with a grin. “Calling out my greys.” He runs his hand through his hair.
“You know I love them.”
“Ugh, you two, save something for the honeymoon, okay?” Deanna screws her face we all burst out laughing. “And you both need to get dressed!” She throws her hands up in mock despair. “Getting you two to the altar on time is proving to be tougher than arm-wrestling an alligator!”
“Okay, okay, I’m going.” David laughs as she shoos him away. “See you at the altar.” He strolls out, giving me a last backward glance that sends my heart racing.
“Don’t come back here again! This is now bride central,” Deanna calls after him.
Ba-Ring! My phone goes off yet again.
“Yes? Hi Mom! Yeah, did you and Dad have a good night’s sleep? Perfect. No, we’re already at the venue. See you in a bit.”
No sooner have I hung up than there’s a sharp rap at the door. 
Deanna runs to open it and ushers in the hair and makeup artist.
“That’s her,” she points towards me. “You might have to tie her to a chair to get her to sit still though.”
“No, no, I’m ready for a break,” I say with a giggle and plop down into one of the large chairs opposite a mirror. We’re in a backroom of The Big White Chapel, a Vegas institution known for its over-the-top weddings.
“I still can’t believe you’re getting married here.” Deanna grins as she takes the seat next to me. The hair and makeup artists are already plucking, tweezing, brushing, pulling, poking, and prodding.
“I know.” I smile. “But it just seemed fitting. Vegas is our city and it’s such a crazy place. Why not go all out with a crazy Vegas wedding?”
“Fair enough. Still, I’m wondering how Mom and Dad will handle it.” Deanna, who’d already had her hair and makeup done earlier, is struggling into her bridesmaids dress as she talks.
“They’ll be fine. It’s not traditional, but then my life in Vegas isn’t very traditional either.”
      “True. And they adore David.”
“After the way you sang his praises?” I smile gently at her in the mirror, watching as she zips up the knee-length lavender gown. Since I’m only having one bridesmaid, I let Deanna choose her own dress. Anything but white—that was the only rule.
“Well, after he put me through rehab, how could I not? Plus, he’s just a good guy.” She shrugs.
“Still, it meant a lot.” I blow her a kiss in the mirror as our eyes meet. “Thank you. I do think it helped in the early days when they still weren’t totally sure about him.” Our parents had been taken aback a little bit when they first learned about David—and how we’d met. Who could blame them? But in the past year, they’ve come to love him. We’ve visited Parkville together many times, and I went to meet his mother in Jamestown, but this is the first time all our family members are coming together, under one roof, in Vegas.
“Well, looks like it all worked out.” Deanna gives me a wicked grin in the mirror. I watch as she touches up her makeup and puts some loose tendrils of hair back in place. She’s got her hair in a small chignon at the nape of her neck. The lavender of the dress makes a stunning contrast to her eyes, and looks luminescent against her tanned skin.
“You look gorgeous, Deanna.” I have to say, since quitting drinking, my sister has become even more beautiful. Some of the harsh lines of her face have smoothed, her eyes are bright, and her cheeks pink. The acne that used to bug her has disappeared.
“I can say the same for you! Wait until Mr. Millionaire sees you in that dress.” She gestures at my gown, still in its garment bag in the corner. 
“You’ve got to stop calling him that.” I giggle.
“Sorry, old habits die hard.” 
“Close, please.” The makeup girl swoops in front of my face, brandishing her makeup brushes as she gets to work on my eyes, which I dutifully shut.
“Deanna, will you go check that Mom and Dad make it here okay?” I ask, blindly.
“Sure thing. What do I tell cake lady?
“Oh jeez, I don’t care. Choose one. I literally can’t tell the difference.”
I hear the door slam as Deanna bustles off.
“You can open.” The makeup girl steps back as I open my eyes to take a look at myself in the mirror. “You like it?”
I smile at the sight. “Yes, thank you so much. It’s perfect.” She’s left the look mostly natural, as we’d discussed previously, focusing mostly on accenting my eyes. With the liner and mascara she’s added, they stand out more than ever. A bit of blush on my cheeks and a glossy sheen on my lips finishes the look.
“Hair good, too?” The girl behind me asks as she puts the finishing touches on my tresses. I take the small hand mirror she offers me and turn so I can see her handiwork. She’s left the bulk of my hair down but curled the ends so that it cascades in gentle waves over my shoulders. Two sections of hair from the front have been pulled back into a small knot at the back, holding the cascading curls in place. A single white Lilly is affixed to the clasp. Instead of a veil, I just want this single flower.
“It’s lovely. Exactly what I wanted. Thank you both so much.” I turn to the girls with a smile and they beam right back at me.
As they gather up their tools, I slip into my dress. Again, I’ve kept it simple. I’m wearing a simple white satin sheath, down to the floor, draped with a sheer mesh veil-like material. The material is light and breezy, floating around me as I walk. I check myself out in the mirror again, smoothing the gauzy material. It’s just what I wanted. Even more important, I get to marry the man I wanted.
“You all set?” Deanna barges in with a clatter. “I’ve got your bouquet. And your escorts down the aisle.” She steps aside to reveal our parents.
“Oh honey.” Mom steps towards me and clasps her hands. “Can I hug you or will the dress wrinkle?”
“Oh Mom, of course you can hug me.” I laugh and give her a big hug.
“You look so fancy, we don’t want to mess anything up kiddo,” Dad follows up, also giving me a big hug.
“No chance. You both look lovely.” I take a look at my parents—Dad is dressed in a simple black suit, the only one he owns. He’d wanted to buy something new for the wedding but Deanna and I convinced him that this one would do. It’s only been worn a handful of times and looks like new. Plus, we knew Dad would be uncomfortable in something brand new.
Mom, on the other hand, insisted on seizing the opportunity to spring for a new dress. I’d been shopping with her and David’s mother to find the perfect mother of the bride gown. Coming just past her knees, it’s a silvery sheen, with a hint of lavender when the sunlight hits it, making it the perfect link between my dress and Deanna’s.
“So, we doing this or what?” Deanna pipes up. “I’ve got your bouquet.” She thrusts the cluster of white lilies towards me. “And everyone is already seated.”
“David’s in place?” I ask, suddenly getting struck by nerves.
“Yup. Just waiting on you. Last chance to bolt.” Deanna gives me a wicked grin.
“Oh, Deanna hush, don’t put wild ideas in your sister’s head,” Mom speaks up gently, laying a hand on her arm.
“I’m just kidding Mom,” Deanna rolls her eyes. “Now let’s go get this party started!”
Deanna takes Mom by the arm. They’ll walk down first, together, and then I’ll follow with Dad. I wanted my entire family by my side to hand me over to David. And I’m so thankful they’re all here.
“Ready?” Dad looks down at me and offers me his elbow.
“Ready.”
We step out after Deanna and Mom, and round the corner into a large hallway. A giant set of wooden double doors is at the end. I see Deanna nod to the ushers manning the doors and they swing them open. Beyond the doors, I catch a glimpse of rows of pews, packed with people. 
Struck by nerves, I look down for a minute and catch my breath. Dad gives me a small squeeze. I’ve got to move. Mom and Deanna are already halfway down the aisle.
We reach the double doors and pause. It gives me a moment to take in the scene. Again, I have to catch my breath. White lilies line the aisle, leading up to the altar. On either side, the pews are filled with the faces of those I hold nearest and dearest. Old friends from Missouri…and new friends from Las Vegas. I spy Aurora, briskly wiping away tears from the corners of her eyes. Jacques is also in the crowd, a huge smile on his face, and Gerald of Casino Diamond. 
Then I hear the wedding march strike up, played by a string quartet set to the side of the altar. Dad nudges me forward and we start walking. Only then do I let myself look up to what awaits me at the far end of the aisle. David. My future. He’s never looked so handsome. Clad in his dark tuxedo, his broad shoulders tower above the crowd around us. His square jaw is clean shaven and his dark hair, sprinkled with grey, perfectly smoothed in place. When I meet his eyes, he flashes me one of those big boyish grins, his white teeth shining against his tan and his eyes crinkling at the corners. His dark eyes are piercing but calm. No storms brew there today. 
I feel a lump catch in my throat when we make eye contact but choke it down. I don’t want any tears today. Terry stands at David’s side, smiling broadly as well. He gives me an encouraging nod and then removes his glasses quickly to wipe away some moisture from his eyes. Okay, so much for no tears. I smile gently.
Before I know it, we’ve reached the altar. I give Mom and Dad each a kiss, and they take their places in the first row alongside David’s mother. Deanna remains standing and takes my bouquet as I position myself across from David. The string quartet plays the last notes of the wedding march. The air in the chapel is thick with the scent of flowers. Bouquets of lilies adorn either side of the altar. I blink my eyes rapidly, reminding myself not to cry.
Luckily, a burst of laughter from the crowd saves me.
“Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated.” Our officiant, an Elvis impersonator clad in a white jumpsuit, emerges from the wings. I giggle as David and I make eye contact. This was one of the weird, zany, Vegas touches we had agreed on for the wedding. We even managed to track down the same  “Elvis” that I saw on my first night in Vegas, the night that David and I met.
“We are gathered here today to witness the union of Lilly Madison and David Milner,” Elvis goes on in his Elvis voice. “Just a couple of small-town kids who managed to find true love, here in a city where dreams really do come true.” David gives me a grin. “And in case anyone in the crowd is wondering, yes I am legally licensed to officiate a wedding. This is the real deal, folks.” I hear Terry’s telltale chuckle from behind David and see Jacques smiling in the crowd from the corner of my eye.
David takes my hands in his and gives a squeeze. This is exactly what I wanted. Nothing too fancy or stuffy. Something sweet and loving, with our closest friends and family. Something with laughter and joy. And something a little crazy. Just like Vegas.
Elvis takes us through the ceremony but I honestly don’t hear much, I’m locked in David’s gaze…and in it I see him promising me the world…and more. 
Suddenly I realize it’s time for the vows. David and I agreed to write our own, to keep them short and sweet, and to keep them a surprise. 
David looks into my eyes and opens his mouth to start talking. I have no idea what he’s going to say. I gulp—and then I put up my hand to pause him. He looks at me in confusion.
“Alright, little lady?” Elvis likewise looks dumbfounded. A murmur goes through the crowd.
I turn to face the room. “So I know it’s tradition for the man to say his vows first. But since this isn’t exactly a traditional wedding,” I gesture to our officiant in his bejeweled jumpsuit—which earns a chuckle from the crowd, “I thought you all would bear with me while I break one more tradition. I’d like to say my vows first. If that’s alright with you.” I turn to David.
“Happy to let you take the lead. This time,” he whispers with wink. 
I give him a smile and remind myself not to cry as I try to get through the words I’m about to speak. For weeks, I’ve been worried that I’d break down in tears during the vows—especially if I heard David’s first—and that I then wouldn’t be able to go on with the ceremony. I’m still terrified now, as I get ready to bare my heart to him in front of all these people. But I know I can do it. I think back to David’s proposal, how he told me courage isn’t about never being scared, but about being scared and going ahead anyway. It’s doing things even when you are scared, he’d said to me then. I take a deep breath.
“David. When I first met you, you seemed to live in a different world—one that I could never imagine being a part of. You were larger than life. Even a little scary.” The crowd chuckles. “Over the past year, I’ve come to know you and your world. You’ve helped me to feel at home here, and make me feel like I belong. You’ve been strong for me when I couldn’t be, raised me up and pushed me forward when I’d have stayed still, you’ve held my hand every step of the way and made me feel safe because I knew you’d never let go. You took my heart and guarded it fiercely.” I see David blink quickly at these words. I can barely get these last words out, but I try. “Although I didn’t recognize it at first, you have always been my King of Hearts. And today, I’m so proud to become your Queen.” 
David’s dark eyes sparkle with a fresh fire as I speak these last words and he squeezes my hands, held in his, hard. Then he locks his eyes with mine and speaks.
“Lilly, when I first met you, I couldn’t take my eyes off you. It’s like we were connected in some way that’s just beyond explaining. You were just coming into your own. I loved you then—more than you can know. And if it’s possible, I love you even more now for the strong woman you’ve become. You never cease to amaze me with your courage, your conviction, and your compassion. As some of you may know, I enjoy gambling now and then.” A small wave of laugher runs across the crowd. “But with Lilly, I’m not gambling anymore.” He looks to me, his dark, smoldering gaze penetrating my very soul, meaning every word he says, “I know…beyond a shadow of all doubt…that you’re the person I’ve been waiting for all my life. I didn’t even know that I could want someone so much till I met you. If I have you…my queen…I have everything. I will never let you go.” 
I’m overwhelmed, I would’ve definitely started crying if he went first. Without a word, I grab him by the lapels of his tuxedo jacket and pull myself into his waiting arms and kiss him—long and deep. 
“Well then, I guess you can kiss the bride!” Elvis calls out. I smile through our kisses as I hear a roar of applause growing around us. Finally, we pull back and face the crowd.
“Ladies and gentlemen, may I present Mr. and Mrs. Milner. Your King and Queen of Hearts! The King and Queen of Vegas!” Elvis bellows the words out to cheers and laughter. Finally, the tears that were threatening to spill over come out. But I’m laughing too, overwhelmed by every emotion.
David takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. The string quartet strikes up again—but this time instead of the wedding march, they’re playing the chorus of Elvis Presley’s “Viva Las Vegas!” I burst out laughing as David and I walk down the aisle to cheers and smiling faces.
“You planned that in secret!” I shout to him over the din.
“Just wanted to end on a happy note in case the vows got us choked up,” he grins. 
“Good call.” I’ve seen more of this side of David over the past year, which I adore. His silly, goofy side is just as attractive to me as the big bad casino boss. And I love them both. There’s still the reception to come today, with family and friends, and then a fairytale honeymoon in Monte Carlo. And then? Who knows. As we make our way through the large double doors at the back of the chapel, followed by those we love, I’ve never been happier. I don’t know what lies ahead in the big picture but I know one thing for sure—with David by my side, it’s sure to be an adventure. I’d say those odds are pretty good. I’d bet on it!
 
THE END.
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