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			Dedication

			To Aria, who walked into fire and taught him how to feel.

			To Damien, who held the crown but chose her heart instead.

			For the two of them, proof that even in the fiercest battles, love writes the final victory.
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			​CHAPTER 
One

			​BOARDROOM COLLISION

			[image: ]

			Damien

			The boardroom belonged to me.

			Every inch of it, glass walls, leather chairs, the gleaming obsidian table long enough to seat kings and killers, was built to remind people who held the crown in this city.

			Me. Damien Cross.

			Nobody in Las Vegas made a move without considering what I would do. And those who tried… didn’t last long.

			That’s why silence sliced through the room the moment she opened her mouth.

			Aria Tate.

			My new intern. My mistake.

			

			I hadn’t wanted her. Hell, I didn’t want anyone near me who wasn’t already seasoned, loyal, or bought. Interns were distractions, bright-eyed, too curious, always thinking they could prove themselves.

			And this one? This one came wrapped in fire-red heels, legs that belonged on billboards, and a smart mouth sharp enough to bleed me.

			She stood at the far end of the table, chin tilted, hazel eyes locking on mine like she wasn’t afraid of the devil himself. A faint red camera lens blinked above the glass wall, unnoticed by the others, but not by me.

			“No, Mr. Cross,” she said. Her voice was smooth, calm, but carried that whipcrack edge that made everyone else at the table stiffen. “If you push that expansion, your profits will bleed out faster than a drunk gambler at a loaded table.”

			Gasps. Shifting chairs. One executive coughed into his hand, eyes wide.

			Nobody told me no. Not in my casinos. Not in my empire.

			My jaw tightened as I sat back in my chair, steepling my hands in front of me. I didn’t look at the presentation anymore, or at the men and women who’d been nodding like sheep before she cut them down. I looked at her.

			Aria Tate. Twenty-two. Just out of grad school. Bright as hell. Beautiful enough to be dangerous. Career-brave enough to challenge me in front of my empire.

			“Repeat that,” I said, my voice dropping low. A warning.

			She didn’t blink. “The expansion is reckless. You’re doubling down at the wrong end of the Strip. Tourist flow is shifting east, and your projections don’t account for the Mirage’s new development, Echelon East.”

			The way she said it, steady, sure, like she wasn’t standing in front of a billionaire who could erase her future with one phone call, ignited something inside me. Rage, yes. But beneath it… heat.

			

			I should’ve destroyed her where she stood. Fired her on the spot. Security would’ve had her out the door in sixty seconds, her badge deactivated before she reached the curb.

			Instead, I found myself staring at her mouth. The way it curved when she said “reckless.” The way it lingered when she said “wrong.”

			I forced myself to breathe, to narrow my eyes, to remind myself who the hell I was.

			“You’re new,” I said, voice lethal quiet. “You think you can stand here and tell me how to run an empire I built from nothing because you’ve read a few reports?”

			Her lips parted. I expected fear. An apology. Some recognition of the ground she was about to fall through.

			Instead, she smiled.

			Not wide. Not sweet. But sharp. A smile meant to cut.

			“With respect, sir,” she said, her tone dripping with anything but respect, “maybe it’s time someone in this room stopped nodding and actually told you the truth.”

			The silence was louder than a gunshot.

			One of my VPs dropped his pen. Another cleared his throat like he could clear the tension choking all of us. My phone buzzed with a text from Caesars’ CFO, but I ignored it.

			And me?

			I burned.

			Not just with fury, but with something darker. Something hungrier. Something I’d sworn never to let rule me again.

			I pushed back from the table and stood, every eye turning to me. I towered over her, every inch of me radiating power, money, and danger. She should’ve shrunk. She should’ve backed down.

			She didn’t.

			She met me head-on, chin lifted, eyes sparking like she wanted me to strike.

			

			I leaned down, close enough to catch the faintest hint of her perfume, something sweet layered over spice. The kind of scent that didn’t belong in boardrooms. The kind that belonged tangled in sheets.

			“Be very careful, Miss Tate,” I said, my voice a knife. “You’re playing with fire.”

			Her smile widened, just barely. “Maybe I like the heat.”

			The room broke then, chairs scraping, nervous laughter, fake coughs, everyone desperate to shatter the moment between us.

			But it was too late.

			The fire was already lit.

			I straightened, adjusting my cuffs, forcing steel back into my spine. The gold signet ring on my finger caught the light, heavy with family history. “Meeting adjourned,” I snapped. My board scattered like frightened pigeons, not daring to make eye contact.

			Aria stayed where she was, standing tall in those damn heels, as if she hadn’t just thrown herself into the lion’s den and dared me to bite.

			I turned on my heel and strode out, heart pounding harder than it should, jaw clenched so tight I tasted blood. As I walked, I slipped a gold lighter back into my pocket, the cigar box waiting in my office upstairs.

			By the time I reached the elevators, I already knew what I was going to do.

			She thought she could challenge me? Humiliate me in my own house?

			Fine.

			Let’s see how brave she is when it’s just the two of us.

			I pulled out my phone, texting my driver a single command.

			Bring the limo around. She’s coming with me.

			Flashback: Firelight and Ghosts

			

			Smoke from an old cigar curled above a walnut desk, the blaze in the fireplace reflecting off leaded glass and family oil portraits. The leather warmed by fire and time. My father’s voice, cool Macallan 18, and judgment cut through softer flames. Never blink first, son. Deals are won by the man who can out-stare the room.

			I’d learned that lesson so well, I forgot there are other kinds of fire.

			The kind that walks into your boardroom in red heels and sets a match to the oxygen.

			I swallowed the memory with a burn that tasted like fifteen-year Speyside and stepped into the private elevator.

			Aria

			I should have kept my mouth shut.

			That’s what the sensible voice says, the one my professors loved, the one that calculated odds and stayed two steps ahead of the table. My grad thesis had analyzed Strip foot-traffic heatmaps; I could predict the churn of tourists like clockwork. In Vegas, the house always wins. In Damien Cross’s boardroom, the house also wears an immaculate suit and looks at you like he invented gravity and you’re testing whether it works.

			But the other voice, the reckless, blazing, me voice, would rather burst into flames than nod along with a plan that will torch a thousand jobs and tie the city’s traffic in a noose.

			So when I said “No, Mr. Cross,” and the whole room pulled a collective hamstring from flinching, I already knew I was tipping my stack into the pot.

			I expected a scolding. A warning. Maybe security.

			What I didn’t expect was the way he looked at me.

			No surprise. Not really anger, though it hummed under his skin like a live wire. Damien Cross watched me with a kind of lethal curiosity, like I’d strolled onto his private island and planted a flag in the sand.

			“Repeat that,” he said, voice quiet enough to make my pulse skid.

			

			I repeated it because I was right. Because I’d run the numbers, walked the ground, and talked to people downstairs whose names no one in this room would ever bother to learn because a shiny new tower at the wrong corner of the Strip would be nothing but an echo chamber: all sizzle, no steak.

			And because I couldn’t stand the way everyone here nodded like bobbleheads and called it strategy.

			He prowled closer, and my heart did a stupid, treacherous thing, stuttered, then slammed. I hate that about him. I hate that men like him exist, that they move through rooms and the air rearranges for them, that their attention feels like standing too close to the sun. For a moment, the reflection of the neon crown outside landed across my hair, and I felt like a queen in a glass castle daring the king to strike.

			“Be very careful, Miss Tate,” he murmured, and my mouth that always saves me smiled before I could stop it.

			“Maybe I like the heat.”

			It was a line meant to buy me courage, but the moment the words left my lips, heat licked lower, startling enough that I had to lock my knees. God. Pull it together, Aria. He’s your boss. He’s your enemy. He’s, 

			Meeting adjourned. Chairs scraped. People bolted. He cut through the room and out the door without another word, leaving a vacuum that tasted like ozone behind him.

			I inhaled, slow and steady. My hands were steady, even if the rest of me hummed.

			“Insane,” someone hissed as they swept by. “Career suicide,” another muttered, trying not to meet my eye. No one said my name. No one offered me a glass of water. No one offered anything at all.

			Fine. I’d brought my own fire.

			I gathered my notepad, slid my pen behind my ear, and treated the boardroom like the stage it was. Head high. Spine straight. Smile cool enough to frost the glass.

			

			In the hall, the carpet ate my footsteps. The elevators gleamed at the end like a finish line. I was three paces away when the doors pinged open and a wall of tuxedo-clad muscle stepped out.

			“Ms. Tate,” he said, voice polite enough to be dangerous. “Mr. Cross would like a word.” The name on his badge read Hale.

			Of course, he would.

			The smart move was to say I had another meeting. The survival move was to pretend I didn’t know what a word meant when it came from a man who owned half the skyline. But I’d already shoved my chips in. Running now would only make me look weak, and worse, like I was scared.

			I smiled up at the mountain in a tux. “Lead the way.”

			He led. I followed every step a count of ten in my head to keep my breathing even. My throat was dry. My palms weren’t. I told myself it was adrenaline, not anticipation, and if my heart didn’t quite believe me, it could keep its commentary to itself.

			We didn’t stop at the bank of elevators that everyone else used. We took the private one, the one with a keycard and a little camera eye that winked red. The doors slid open to a hush of air that smelled faintly of citrus and money.

			Down, not up.

			Hypnotic lights flickered past in a blur, floors swallowed whole as we dropped. When the doors parted, cool night wind slipped in from a side entrance, bringing the neon’s electric tang with it. Outside, the Strip burned bright enough to be daytime if daytime were sinful.

			And waiting at the curb like a black baccarat shoe was the limo.

			He was already inside. I felt him before I saw him, the way you feel thunder just before it rolls over you. The door opened, the tuxedo mountain motioned, and I pasted on a look that said untouchable even as my pulse sprinted like a jackpot wheel.

			My heels hit the curb. The limo’s interior yawned velvet-dark, sleek, quiet, and expensive enough to make me want to scuff the floor with my shoe just to leave a mark.

			

			“Ms. Tate,” Damien said from the shadowed bench, his voice a low slide across my nerves. “Get in.”

			My body reacted before my pride could protest. Not because of the order, God, I wanted to hate that, but because of the man giving it. He sat like a king after a battle, jacket open, tie loosened just enough to make my mouth dry. The cab’s low lights carved his cheekbones out of stone and left his eyes a predator’s dark.

			I reminded myself of every reason to despise him: the headlines, the ruthless deals, the way this city bent around him and called it progress. I climbed in anyway.

			The door shut with a soft hush as a secret. Soundproof world. The Strip’s roar dimmed to a distant purr. The driver’s partition slid up, its bulletproof glass gleaming with authority, and we were suddenly alone with nothing but the hum of the engine and the breathing we both pretended was even.

			I sat opposite him, crossing my legs with practiced calm. One heartbeat. Two. Three. He watched me like I was the first risk he’d wanted to take in years.

			“So,” I said lightly, though the word scraped my throat, “is this where you tell me I’m fired? Because I’d prefer an email. I collect them.”

			A flicker tugged at his mouth. Not a smile. A warning, it might happen someday, and no one would be ready. “If I were going to fire you, Miss Tate,” he said, “you wouldn’t be in my car.”

			I considered that. Considered him. The limo slid out into the river of traffic, neon smearing across the windows in hot streaks of pink and electric blue. We could have been underwater, two predators circling, pretending we weren’t already tasting blood. Or two players, bluffing their hands across a high-stakes table.

			“I said what needed saying,” I told him. “If you built this empire on nodding heads, maybe you should question your foundation.”

			“And if you think challenging me in front of my board was about business and not about you wanting to feel something?” he returned, soft and deadly, “maybe you should question your motives.”

			

			The hit was clean. I took it and let the sting sharpen me. “You don’t scare me.”

			“Liar,” he said, not unkindly, switching to his left ear as though tuning me in more clearly.

			Heat prickled at my nape. Not fear. Not exactly. It was the heat you feel when you step too close to the stage and the pyrotechnics go off, the kind that leaves your lips parted and your heart a little wild.

			“Why am I here?” I asked, and was proud of how steady I sounded.

			His gaze dropped to my mouth, then lower, a slow assessment that should have made me furious. It did. It also made my skin feel too tight.

			“Because you were right,” he said.

			I blinked. “About the expansion?”

			His jaw flexed. He didn’t like admitting it. Good. “About the board,” he said. “About me.”

			He leaned forward, forearms braced on his thighs, every inch of him attention honed and ruthless. The limo swallowed us closer. The neon outside pulsed like a heartbeat.

			“You came into my house and told me the truth. No one does that.” He paused, and something like a dare curled his mouth. “No one except people who want to be seen.”

			I should have laughed. I should have thrown his line back in his face and called it projection. Instead, I held his stare and let the truth he’d thrown at me hang in the air between us, shimmering like heat off asphalt.

			I have wanted to be seen my entire life.

			Not for my legs. Not for my mouth. For my mind, my work, my grit. For the way I can look at a skyline and know where the traffic will choke, where the foot traffic will flow, where to put the light so it hits a window like a promise and turns a wanderer into a whale.

			

			He exhaled, a fraction softer. “You’re not like them,” he said, like he hated the admission and needed it anyway. “Which means you’re dangerous.”

			“Afraid I’ll light a match?” I asked.

			“I’m afraid you already did,” he said.

			Silence stretched. It wasn’t empty. It was loaded, vibrating with things neither of us was ready to label.

			His phone buzzed. He didn’t look. Outside, a swarm of tourists laughed like they’d never heard the word consequence. The limo slid past a marquee flashing gold: a new show, half promise, half threat.

			He shifted closer by an inch. Then another. He smelled like cool citrus under something darker, the kind of cologne that should come with a warning label. My breath went shallow. I hated that he could do that to me by breathing the same air.

			“This is a terrible idea,” I said, and realized too late that I’d said it out loud.

			“Yes,” he agreed, eyes on my mouth again. “It is.”

			He settled back as if he’d given himself an order he might or might not obey. The restraint was somehow worse than the threat. I wanted him to be a villain so I could be right about him. I didn’t want to see the man who’d built something from nothing and still remembered how to count the cost.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Two

			​LIMO SEDUCTION
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			DAMIEN

			The door should’ve stayed shut.

			I should’ve let her walk away.

			But restraint isn’t something I’ve ever been good at, not when I built an empire on risks that should’ve killed me. And especially not when Aria Tate sat across from me in the limo, her legs crossed like a dare, her skirt riding high enough to torment, her hazel eyes daring me to choose between fire and ruin.

			The smart play was distance. Fire her. Forget her. But the Strip didn’t make me rich because I played it safe.

			“Cross the line,” I said.

			Her eyes flicked, widening a fraction before sharpening into challenge. “Excuse me?”

			

			“You heard me.”

			The engine purred. Neon blurred across tinted glass. I didn’t repeat myself. I never repeated myself. And when she didn’t move, I did.

			One push of my shoulders, and I crossed the space. My palms braced the leather on either side of her thighs. Her breath caught, but not in fear. In defiance.

			“This is,” she began.

			I cut her off with my mouth.

			The kiss was a collision. No finesse, no foreplay. A war declared in teeth and tongue. She stiffened, then melted, then clawed at my shirt like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to shove me away or drag me closer.

			I made the choice for her.

			My hand slid up her thigh, past the hem of her skirt, over hot, smooth skin that had no right to be offered to me and every right to undo me. She gasped, jerking, but not away. Her hips arched into my touch. My signet ring grazed her skin as I moved, the family crest imprinting her thigh like a brand.

			“Damien,” she whispered.

			“Say it again,” I growled against her lips.

			“Damien.”

			My name in her mouth was gasoline. I was already the match.

			Her legs parted. My control snapped.

			The driver’s gloved hands tightened subtly on the wheel. He was trained to ignore, but even he wasn’t immune to the storm happening behind him. Bulletproof partition glass gleamed faintly under the streetlights, sealing us in.

			The city outside roared, but inside was velvet-dark, secret, silent. And I was a man who always got what I wanted.

			And what I wanted was Aria Tate.

			

			Aria

			I should’ve stopped him.

			HR handbooks. Power dynamics. A thousand reasons screamed through my head. But none of them made it past my mouth, which opened under his like I was starved for everything wrong.

			His kiss wasn’t careful. It wasn’t coaxing. It was fury and hunger rolled into a single demand. And Vegas helped me, I answered it. My fingers tangled in his shirt. My body betrayed me, heat pooling low, need coiling sharp.

			His hand slid higher, fingers grazing lace, and a gasp tore from me. My thighs shook, my hips lifting as if they belonged to him already. “Damien,” I whispered, my voice broken.

			He pulled back just enough to look at me, eyes black fire. “You’re not afraid.”

			Fear wasn’t the word. Hunger was. Recklessness was. The kind of recklessness that got people fired, or ruined, or both. I clutched him harder anyway.

			“Tell me to stop,” he said.

			I should have. I didn’t.

			Instead, I kissed him again, fierce and furious, pulling him down to me as if he were oxygen and I was drowning.

			And then his fingers pushed past lace, sliding over heat I couldn’t deny. My moan echoed in the hush of the limo. His growl vibrated against my lips, low and rough.

			“You’re mine,” he muttered. “Already mine.”

			The words should have infuriated me. Instead, they lit me up, sparks exploding behind my eyes as he pushed me higher, harder, coaxing every tremor from me until I shattered. My cry filled the cabin, muffled against his shoulder. My body bowed and broke and remade itself in his hands.

			When I could breathe again, I should’ve been furious. Humiliated. Instead, heat still burned through me, fiercer than shame.

			

			Because when he lifted his fingers to his mouth and sucked them clean, his eyes locked on mine, and hunger, mine, his, ours, burned hotter than fire. In that moment, I vowed silently: I’ll never be another notch in his empire. If I fall, I fall on my terms.

			Damien

			Her taste on my tongue, I lost the last scrap of restraint. I dragged her into my lap, her legs straddling me, her nails raking down my chest. I ground her against the sharp line of my arousal, groaning when she gasped and pressed closer.

			“Do you know what you’ve done?” I asked, my mouth hot against her throat.

			“Ruined your rules?” she breathed.

			My control snapped like glass.

			I pushed her down against the seat, covering her body with mine. Her blouse tore, her hair a wild halo. She looked like sin wrapped in silk, and mine to worship.

			And God help me, I did.

			Every thrust was fire, every gasp a vow, every moan a confession. She shattered around me, and I followed, my release ripping through me until I shook with it, forehead pressed to hers as the limo swallowed our cries.

			Silence after was electric. Her eyes were still fierce, still defiant, but softened in a way that made my chest ache.

			“Never again,” I rasped, even as I knew it was a lie.

			Her smile was wicked. “Keep telling yourself that.”

			Enemies were watching every move. Marcus. Rivals. Vultures circling my empire. Yet in this moment, all I saw was her, and the fire she’d lit in me.

			

			Aria

			The limo slowed, pulling into a private lane. My body still trembled, my mind still spun. My enemy, my boss, the man I should hate, had just branded me with heat I’d never forget.

			The door opened. Cool air spilled in. “Out,” Damien ordered, voice sharp again, the ruthless king snapping back into place.

			I fixed my skirt, smoothed my hair, and stepped onto polished stone. My heels clicked, echoing into silence.

			I looked up and froze.

			Above us, glass and steel soared into the sky, crowned in gold light. The crown jewel of his empire rose above me, daring me to step inside. His private tower. His fortress.

			The elevator doors slid open, spilling gold glow onto the curb. Damien’s hand pressed against my back, guiding me forward.

			I caught my reflection in the glass. Neon from the Strip bled across it, forming a faint, glowing crown over my hair. A warning. A promise.

			“Where are we going?” I asked, voice steadier than my knees.

			His lips brushed my ear, low and lethal. “Upstairs.”

			Flashback: Father’s Office

			Walnut desk. Macallan 18. The smell of leather warmed by fire. My father’s voice again, cold as marble: Never love anything you can’t burn to ash. I’d sworn I never would. And then Aria Tate walked into my world with fire in her eyes.

			Extended Suspense — Penthouse Threshold

			The elevator whispered open. Damien’s hand on my back was steady, but everything inside me was chaos. We stepped into a lobby carved in marble and obsidian, silent but alive with power. The air smelled of citrus and smoke, his cologne shifting as if the night itself bent to him.

			

			My heels sank into plush carpet, the hush almost suffocating. “This place is…” I trailed off.

			“Mine,” he said simply, his eyes flicking to the skyline blazing beyond the glass. “And now, yours to survive.”

			I bristled. “I’m not here to be owned.”

			His mouth curved, dark and dangerous. “Not owned. Tested.”

			The elevator doors slid shut behind us, sealing me in his world. A world where Marcus prowled in shadows, Julian whispered from the grave, and Vivienne waited with diamonds like blades. I didn’t know it yet, but stepping into Damien’s tower was stepping onto a battlefield.

			And the first shot had already been fired, in the back of a limo, with my mouth on his and my body still trembling from his claim.

			Suspense Expansion — The Shadow in the Glass

			As Damien guided me deeper into the lobby, a flicker caught in the reflection of the glass wall, red, pulsing. My stomach tightened. Surveillance? Or something more? Damien’s hand lingered at the small of my back, but his eyes cut to the reflection too, narrowing.

			“Someone’s watching,” I whispered.

			“Always,” he muttered, his tone sharp enough to slice. “Vegas is built on eyes in the dark. Remember that.”

			The thought chilled me. Already, I felt like prey.

			Suspense Expansion — Aria Alone

			He left me in the lounge for a moment, promising bourbon and privacy. The space was cavernous, windows spilling neon across leather couches and glass tables. I walked to the edge, staring down at the Strip, the city pulsing like a heartbeat under siege. A flicker of movement in the shadows below caught my eye. A black SUV idled too long at the curb. Men inside, silhouettes heavy, unmoving.

			

			A tremor slid down my spine. I stepped back, heart racing. Was it paranoia, or Marcus already making his move?

			Damien returned with two glasses, his jaw tight. He pressed one into my hand. “Drink. It steadies you.”

			I obeyed, the bourbon burning down my throat, but the chill didn’t leave.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Three

			​CROWN & CROSSHAIRS
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			DAMIEN

			The first shot isn’t a bullet; it’s the red dot that lands on the glass two floors below my penthouse.

			The city inhales, and I taste iron.

			“Inside,” I snap to Hale as the private elevator glides open. Aria steps in beside me, chin high, pulse sprinting at her throat. Hale’s hand never leaves the holster. The doors whisper shut; our world shrinks to steel and breath.

			A text pings from an encrypted thread. WE SEE YOUR QUEEN.

			I pocket the phone and look at the woman who made a roomful of executives forget their names this afternoon. She meets me without flinching. Fire, wrapped in excellent posture and better instincts.

			

			“Someone’s testing your fences,” she says, voice steady. “Or your nerve.”

			“Both.”

			The elevator climbs. Past the gaming floors, above the suites, into the quiet where money stops whispering and starts dictating. The doors part on obsidian and glass, Vegas burning beneath us like a treacherous sea.

			“Welcome to the part of the city that doesn’t blink,” I tell her. “Try not to, either.”

			Hale peels off to sweep the perimeter. I guide Aria into the old-money anteroom before my office, walnut paneling stolen from a Manhattan townhouse in one piece, a limestone hearth I had lifted from an estate auction, leather seating that remembers every deal inked on it. I strike my gold lighter; the cigar doesn’t get lit, but I need the flame. Macallan breathes in cut-crystal as I pour.

			I hand her a glass. “One sip. For the shakes you’ll pretend you don’t have.”

			She studies the amber. “Genius and arrogance, aged together.” A ghost of a smile. She sips, and it warms color back into her.

			“Good,” I murmur. “Now, why did you tell me no in my own house?”

			“Because you were wrong in your own house.”

			It should infuriate me. It steadies me instead. A black SUV idles too long beyond the glass, then rolls. The dot on the lower pane disappears. They were never shooting. They were watching.

			“Marcus?” she asks.

			“Maybe. Maybe the man who taught him to play nice with knives.” I lean on the mantel, flame painting my signet. “Rule one: Vegas is built on eyes. If you forget that, you bleed.”

			Her gaze flicks to the antique portrait above the hearth, my father’s chief virtue captured in oils: judgment. The fire answers with a low crack.

			

			“Rule two?” she asks.

			“Never let them see what matters to you.” I should stop there. I don’t. “Close your eyes, Aria.”

			She does.

			“Can you find the exits?”

			“Two hallways. Service corridor left of the bar. Private stair behind the wing wall.”

			“Traps?”

			“Camera in the cornice, another behind the sculpture. The cigar box is a safe.”

			I swallow a smile. “You missed one.”

			“I didn’t,” she says without opening her eyes. “You.”

			The earthquake inside my ribs has nothing to do with the helicopter thudding somewhere over the Strip.

			“Drink your whisky.”

			“I did.”

			“Then come see your city from the crown.”

			Aria

			We step onto the balcony, a sheet of glass between us and a long fall into neon. Vegas sprawls to the horizons, an animal made of color, holding its breath.

			“You said the city doesn’t blink,” I say. “But it does. Just slower than the rest of us.”

			He huffs a laugh. “Careful. You’ll have me believing in poetry.”

			In the reflection, the faint red eye of a camera blinks high on a tower across the way. I angle my body so it gets my shoulder and not my face.

			“You saw it too,” he says, approval threaded through the warning.

			“Hard to miss a predator in a tux.”

			

			“Then stop looking at me.”

			“I’m not.”

			I am.

			Out of the corner of my eye, the city rearranges itself into the heat maps that live in my head, tourist flow, choke points, places where impulsive money becomes a habit. His expansion plan would have kinked the arteries and starved the wrong end of the Strip. I can still taste the boardroom’s oxygen when I said so.

			“Someone wants you rattled,” I say. “Marcus… or someone who taught Marcus to smile on camera.”

			His jaw works. “Julian learned to smile before he learned to curse.”

			A name like a draft under a door. “Your brother.”

			“His shadow.”

			The wind lifts. Somewhere far below, a fountain leaps and collapses; the crowd’s noise rides up in a glittering wave. His phone buzzes across the stone.

			DINNER. TONIGHT. STRAT. A number with no name. Then: COME ALONE.

			“Trap,” I say.

			“Bait,” he corrects, and when I open my mouth, he adds, “Which I won’t take. Not without a net.”

			“Or a partner,” I say, and the word hangs, bright and dangerous.

			“Inside,” he says again, but softer.

			Damien

			There’s a fireplace in my office for one reason only: to remind me of who taught me never to beg the dark for favor. I tap ash I’m not smoking into a tray and watch Aria walk my maps with her eyes, miles of city cut into wire.

			“Say it,” I tell her.

			

			“You have a leak,” she says. “Not in accounting. In the human layer. The red dot, the SUV, the dinner test…they’re all confidence plays. Whoever’s running point thinks you’ll go feral to protect your perimeter.”

			“They’re not wrong.”

			“They’re counting on you to be alone when you do.” She glances at the mantle. “Which is why they think the old rules still own you.”

			“What do you know about old rules?”

			“I’ve met a few. They usually wear a tie and die in a leather chair.”

			The elevator sighs. Hale returns with a folder. Hale never brings paper unless it belongs to the past.

			“Talk,” I say.

			“Marcus’s money flowed east this afternoon,” Hale says. “Into a ghost account that belongs to a very live woman.” He lays the photo on the desk.

			Diamonds like fangs. A mouth that never warmed without cutting first.

			Vivienne.

			“Of course,” I say, and the fire obliges with a sharper crack. The portrait seems to frown deeper.

			Aria studies the photo the way she studied the Strip. “Ex?”

			“Business,” I say. “Sometimes both.”

			“Some people hear ‘boundaries’ and think ‘suggestions,’” she says mildly.

			Under other circumstances, I’d smile. “Under these circumstances?”

			“I’d not go to dinner at the tallest building in town,” she says. “Unless you plan to bring the ground with you.”

			I reach for the phone, thumb hovering over a number no one else dials for me. My father’s voice cold as the whisky: Never blink first, son. Deals are won by the man who outstares the room.

			“Cancel the Strat,” I tell Hale. “We host.”

			“Sir?”

			“Old rules,” I say, meeting Aria’s eyes. “Poker in my house. That way, we choose the fire exits.”

			Flashback — Firelight

			Walnut. Smoke. A younger me with knuckles split, a cigar I wasn’t allowed to light, and a father who loved the shape of a warning more than the sound of my name.

			Never love anything you can’t burn to ash.

			I learned the lesson so well that I mistook ash for victory.
Until a woman walked into my boardroom, set a match to my oxygen, and didn’t flinch at the heat.

			Aria

			By the time the sun drops, the tower hums with a different kind of electricity. Hale’s tux has traded for tactical; a quiet team seeds the private dining floor with more security than silverware. The revolving room at the top of the needle can wait for some other pair of pretty enemies.

			“Dinner here,” Damien says, resting a hand at the small of my back. “We control the view.”

			“Control is a big word,” I say lightly, but it lodges warm in my chest.

			The dining room is the sort of wealthy that pretends it invented wood. Fire dances low in the hearth. Bottles gleam like yeses.

			Vivienne arrives on time, because of course she does, crimson dress, diamonds like frost, eyes as amused as a cat that found the birdcage unlocked.

			“Damien.” Her voice moves like perfume. “You’ve redecorated. New art.” Her gaze drifts over me as if I were a painting she’d commissioned and then outbid.

			

			“Vivienne,” he says without warmth. “You’ve changed. New leash.”

			She laughs and takes her chair without being invited. “I prefer the word ‘alliance.’” A look at me. “You must be Aria. Courage looks good on you. For now.”

			I fold my napkin, smile sweetly. “So does irrelevance. On you, I mean.”

			She likes it, my nerve, or my disrespect of her script. Either way, her eyes sharpen, and the scent of diamonds-cold perfume clings to the air.

			“Shall we eat?” Damien asks, and Hale, now technically a maitre d’, pours whisky that could bribe a saint.

			We do eat in the way predators do when they’re bored with the taste of fear. Conversation is a series of probes. Vivienne signals left with a story about a Mirage gala and cuts right to an account transfer that doesn’t belong to her. Damien counters with a tax-advantaged partnership that is not what it seems and offers a smile that says it could be what she wants if she’s willing to bleed into the carpet.

			Me? I watch the traffic.

			Not outside the windows. Inside the room.

			“Your servers rotate counterclockwise,” I murmur when Damien’s hand brushes mine under the linen. “Good for coverage, bad for tails. Your cameras overlap the hearth, which means anyone who ducks the smoke skirt won’t ping the motion sensor.”

			Vivienne tracks me like she’s reassessing a weapon. “Who taught you to see like that?”

			“Las Vegas,” I say. “And necessity.”

			“Necessity makes beggars,” she says.

			“Or kings,” Damien counters.

			Her smile acknowledges the hit. “Marcus sends his love.”

			“Return it to sender,” Damien says.

			

			Vivienne sets her glass down as if the table belonged to her. “He’s going to test your walls tonight, Damien. Loud. What you should be asking me is why I’d warn you.”

			“I know why,” Damien says. “Because Marcus never shares a trophy case.”

			She tips her head at me. “And because if he takes your queen, the game ends too quickly.”

			There’s a tremor, subtle but real, in the bones of the building. Not an earthquake. A peel-back. Somewhere below, an alarm goes quiet instead of loud.

			Vivienne’s smile widens. “Dinner was lovely. Do give the kitchen my compliments.” She rises in a shimmer of red. “And, Aria? Courage still looks good on you. Try not to run out.”

			She leaves without waiting to be dismissed.

			Hale is already speaking into his cuff. Damien’s jaw is a blade.

			“Service elevator, executive loading,” Hale says. “Two vehicles. Four men each. Second pair peeling west. Kade is unresponsive.”

			“Move her,” Damien orders.

			“Not without you,” I say.

			“Not a suggestion.”

			“Neither is mine.”

			We stare each other down for one heartbeat, two. He blinks first. Only because he wants to make sure I see that he chose to.

			“Stay tight,” he says, and we move.

			Dream — Red Rooms & White Noise

			Sleep steals in greedy snatches as we wait in a dim security alcove, radio chatter in our bones, the tower breathing like a living thing. When it takes me, it drags me straight to the wrong place.

			

			A corridor lit red. A door that opens into all that crimson. On the table: a pair of dice, a single white stick like a litmus test, and a rattle, ivory and gold, ticking like a clock.

			Somewhere, a slot machine hums a lullaby.

			“Choose,” says a voice I can’t see. “Bet. Blood or light.”

			I reach for the rattle. It’s warm.

			When I look up, the man in the shadow isn’t Damien or Marcus. It’s the same silhouette that lurks behind both: a brother’s outline, patient as hunger.

			“Soon,” he says, and the dice tumble out of my hands on their own.

			I wake to Hale’s whisper. “Incoming.”

			Damien

			The first intruder loses his nerve when he rounds the corner and finds my barrel where his eyes should be. He drops before he decides whether he has a conscience. The second gets as far as “Mr. Cross,” and I put him to sleep with the butt of my pistol, because I don’t like how he says my name.

			Hale clears left. Aria stays tucked where I told her, but her hand is white-knuckled around a panic button she must have stolen from somewhere. Resourceful is not a strong enough word; dangerous is closer.

			“Eight down,” Hale says in my ear. “Two unaccounted. West service stair is empty. Reed says lower cameras are blind for ninety seconds.”

			“Basement?” I ask.

			“Quiet.”

			“Too quiet.”

			Aria steps into the corridor. “You’re both thinking what I am. This isn’t the hit. It’s the rehearsal.”

			

			“Then we close the theater,” I say. “Hale, lock, and sweep. We go dark for two hours. After that, the tower turns into a church. Anyone who speaks above a whisper gets baptized with their own blood.”

			Hale doesn’t laugh. He’s already gone.

			I turn to Aria. She’s vibrating at a pitch only cities hear. I want to fold her into a vault and sleep on the key.

			“Room,” I say, and lead her to the private suite off my office.

			She crosses the threshold, takes in the view, and stops as if a string snapped inside her. The city floats beyond the glass; the bed is a sin I won’t confess to. I set the panic fob on the nightstand beside the old cigar box safe and the discreet intercom button. I check the blackout shutters, the manual locks, and the in-wall safe.

			“Don’t move,” I tell her. “If you need me, press here; I won’t be far.”

			She doesn’t answer. She’s staring at the skyline like she can talk it down.

			“Aria.”

			“Don’t do the noble thing where you go alone and get holes in you,” she says without turning. “I can help. I am helping.”

			“You are.” It’s not a concession so much as a vow. “You also matter. That puts you inside the safest part of the map.”

			She looks over at me then. “Last time I checked, I was never safer inside a line someone else drew.”

			I move because I can’t not. My hand finds her jaw, then her mouth. The kiss is not a negotiation. It’s a language I promised myself I’d stop speaking. She answers in the same alphabet.

			I break first, because the city still wants its pound. “Stay,” I say softly.

			“Come back,” she says, just as soft.

			“Deal.”

			

			Aria

			He doesn’t slam the door; he seals it. There’s a difference.

			I pace. The city hums the way it does before the monsoon breaks, electric, expectant. I think about the man with the patient outline in my dream. I think about Vivienne’s smile and Marcus’s silence. I think about a father’s voice caught in a portrait frame and wonder what it taught two boys who grew up under it.

			A photograph lies face down on the nightstand next to the cigar box. I don’t touch it. I don’t need the past right now; I need the present to behave.

			A crackle tickles the intercom. Hale’s voice, low. “Clear on Twelve. Fourteen unknown.”

			My mouth goes dry. I press the call. “Status?”

			“Improving,” Damien says. “Don’t start redecorating my safe.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I lie.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Four

			​WHISKY CONFESSION
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			Damien

			The first sign the night wanted blood wasn’t the camera’s red wink two towers over, it was the text that hit my phone like a tell: STRAT. Come alone.

			I didn’t. I brought the only variable I can’t outstare.

			Aria’s heels kissed marble as the private elevator opened onto my floor. Vegas burned under the glass like some restless god, fountains flinging coin-bright water into a sky that never knew sleep. Hale ghosted the perimeter. My men ran a quiet press down in the service corridors, flushing shadows like pigeons.

			A tremor vibrated the line of the windows. No shot, just a test. We’d passed the first one when the limo door shut on that kiss that ruined my rules. The second was happening now, in the hush between the hum of the tower and the breath at Aria’s throat.

			“Inside,” I told Hale. “Sweep. Lock down the executive lane and the west stair.”

			He vanished. The anteroom welcomed us in old money: walnut paneled walls, a limestone hearth I’d stolen from a Manhattan townhouse at auction, leather that remembered every deal ever inked on it. I flicked my lighter once. Not to smoke, just to make fire, consider me a friend.

			“Sit,” I told her.

			She didn’t. She crossed to the windows, neon gilding her cheekbones and throwing a faint crown across her hair. “Someone’s watching.”

			“Always.” I poured whisky, Lagavulin 16, breathing peat and thunder into the cut crystal. “Rule one in this city: eyes everywhere. Rule two: don’t feed them fear.”

			Her laugh wasn’t a laugh. “Then pour more courage.”

			The glass was warm in her hand. Cigar smoke, old, imagined, conjured by firelight and memory, threaded the room, and time loosened just enough for a bone-deep truth to surface: everything I built could be bought, duplicated, stolen. Except for the way she looked at me when she didn’t blink.

			An elevator hummed somewhere below. The text on my phone pulsed again: STRAT. A third ping: Tick-tock.

			“They want the tallest stage.” She spoke to the city. “They want you framed in the skyline when they test if you’ll jump.”

			I moved behind her, too close, not close enough. My reflection hovered beside hers in the glass: tux loosened at the throat, patience cut with heat. “I don’t jump.”

			Her eyes found mine in the window. “No. You make other people leap first.”

			“Both of us,” I said, and the admission was a slow fuse.

			

			Aria

			If danger were a smell, it would be citrus sharpened by smoke and the clean, violent promise in a single malt. If confession had a temperature, it would be the heat coming off his body when he moved behind me and pretended it was the view keeping us upright.

			The text was bait. The room was a trap. He’d taught me to see both, cross-traffic of threats and seductions, and still I stood at the glass, letting Vegas paint me in its light.

			“Rule three,” I said softly, tasting the peat on my tongue. “Don’t mistake a crown for armor.”

			He slid the heavy box from the mantle, the cigar case that was really a safe, and clicked it closed with a sound like a period. “You think I wear either?”

			“I think you breathe like a man who learned to fall on marble and call it posture.”

			Firelight licked the portrait above the hearth. The room suddenly felt crowded, with the man in front of me, the city at our feet, and a ghost whose judgment always smelled like Macallan and old leather.

			“Tell me,” I said.

			He went still enough that I heard the city between his breaths. On the floor below, the private dining room changed staff, counterclockwise rotation I’d clocked on the way in. Hale murmured in his cuff. A door sealed with a soft gasp.

			“Tell you what?” he asked, lying like he wanted to be caught.

			“Why did you light a match the minute I told you no, why a text from a tower with a thousand-foot drop made you call for whisky instead of the car. Why do you keep looking at me like a confession you refuse to make?”

			He didn’t touch me. He crowded me without laying a hand.

			“Because you were right,” he said. “In the boardroom. In the car. Here. And because I don’t get to be wrong without a city taking its chance.”

			

			“So you don’t blink.”

			“Not until I mean it.” His reflection tipped his glass toward mine. “Drink.”

			“Make me.”

			The words left before I could catch them. They hit him like a dare and landed in my own ribs like a drum.

			Damien

			The first swallow burned. The second built a house with a fireplace inside my chest and sat me down in front of it.

			“Fine,” I said, and set my glass aside.

			There are two ways to negotiate a confession. One uses questions. The other uses heat. I chose the one with fewer pretend answers.

			I placed my palm at the small of her back, my hand a brand through silk. “Look at the city.”

			“I am.”

			“Good. Then remember it when I say this.” My mouth moved to her ear. The truth went in like whisky, hot and steady. “I don’t bring people up here. I don’t drink with them. I don’t tell them what I’m about to tell you.”

			“What am I?” she asked, the smallest tremor in the steel of it.

			“Necessary.”

			Her exhale fogged the glass. My knuckles tightened on the restraint that felt like thin ice.

			“And dangerous,” I added. “Because the last time I said that word about anything that breathed, a man with my face looked back at me and decided he could build a city out of the pieces.”

			She half-turned. Firelight wrote itself along her throat. “Your brother.”

			“Later.” I didn’t push that door. I would. Not tonight. “Right now? This: you don’t touch a fuse you don’t intend to light.”

			

			“So you’re a fuse.”

			“No,” I said, and finally let my fingertips trace the hem of her dress. “I’m the hand that’s done pretending it can keep warm fingers out of fire.”

			Aria

			The first touch was a question. The second was an answer my body had already written.

			His palm flattened against my stomach, heat through silk, his breath steady at my ear, too steady for the energy rolling off him. My spine lengthened against the glass. The city looked up like an audience that always gets what it paid for.

			“Say stop,” he told me. Not a test, not a dare. A line I could move.

			I didn’t. I reached back, covering his hand with mine, pressing him closer.

			“Keep talking,” I said, and my voice didn’t sound like mine. It sounded like the one I had when I said no and meant it harder than I’d ever meant yes. “Keep telling me the truth.”

			His lips found the place where my pulse lived. “I want to keep you here.”

			“Locked up?”

			“Alive.” The word was blunt, unpolished. “Visible to me. Invisible to them.”

			“I don’t do invisible.”

			“I know.” He turned me then, slow, controlling nothing but the space and the pace, and framed my face in those hands that had signed a thousand deals and ruined every power tie that ever got in their way.

			“Good,” he said. “Because when you kneel, I need the whole city to understand who you’re choosing.”

			Heat shot through me at the same second my spine arched. I could’ve said a hundred clever things. I didn’t say any. I slid to the couch with him standing, tasted Lagavulin on his mouth once, twice, then moved lower with every breath he gave me.

			Damien

			The couch had seen deals forged and threats delivered. It had never seen me brace a hand on the back of it like I was holding the ceiling up while a woman undid a king and called it confession.

			Aria knelt without breaking eye contact, hands sure on my belt, lips parted. Not a tease. Not a game. A decision.

			“Slow,” I said, and the word was a prayer I could admit to in a room without saints.

			She smiled against my skin, a soft curve that unmade a lifetime of control, and took me into heat that turned the world down to breath and muscle and the precise, deliberate devotion of her mouth.

			“Aria.” My voice scraped. “Look at me.”

			She did, eyes blazing up the line of me, fingers anchoring my hips, rhythm unhurried and unforgiving in the only way that didn’t bruise a thing. The city blurred at the edges. The hearth whispered. I tasted smoke and salt and the end of my best lies.

			“Tell me, “She murmured, the words a hum that tightened every wire in me. “Tell me what you won’t say to anyone else.”

			I gave her everything that wasn’t my pulse. “I don’t want you downstairs anymore.”

			She drew me deeper, slow, relentless.

			“I don’t want you on a schedule I didn’t write.”

			She set a hand at the base of me, pressure perfect, mouth working me like a vow with teeth.

			“I don’t want you out of my line of sight.”

			She stopped. Not to deny. To decide how to answer.

			“Then earn it,” she said, and took me again, so measured I couldn’t breathe without giving her the sound she asked for.

			

			I did. I gave her every sound I’d never let the Strip hear.

			When I warned her, she didn’t pull back. She gripped my wrist, pinning it to the back of the couch, my ring digging into leather, and held my stare while I came undone into a mouth that tasted like smoke and victory.

			My knees almost left me. The only reason they didn’t was because she rose, and I dragged her into my lap, and we both forgot a city until breath returned with the smell of peat and the salt of us.

			Aria

			He hadn’t begged. He’d asked. There’s a difference men like him pretend to forget. I didn’t let him. I kissed his throat, slid onto the couch beside him, and stole his glass.

			“Confession for confession.” I didn’t sip. I swallowed. “I wanted you to ask me to stay.”

			“I didn’t ask,” he said.

			“No,” I agreed, eyes on his. “You told me what you wanted and then let me choose if I wanted it too.”

			Something complicated moved through his face. Not victory. Not relief. Something like recognition he’d been waiting too long to admit.

			“Stay,” he said then, and this time it was a question he’d put a city on pause to ask.

			“Yes,” I told him. “On conditions.”

			He laughed, actual laughter, low and wrecked at the edges in a way that made my toes curl. “Name them.”

			“Not porcelain,” I said. “Not property. Not a secret you hide in a tower while you go swing at men who think they can buy my pulse with a headline.”

			“Done.” His answer was too fast to be fake. “What else?”

			“I choose where to stand when the knives come out.”

			He took the glass from my hand and set it down. “Beside me.”

			

			I set my palm to his heart. “Then tell me what the text meant.”

			He didn’t lie.

			“The STRAT is a stage,” he said. “High profiles. High glass. A thousand feet of wind for anyone who wants to count the seconds it takes to meet the ground. Whoever sent it thinks I’ll go up there tonight and step into their sightlines so they can test if I blink.”

			“And?”

			“I don’t.” He lifted my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist like it was a contract. “But I don’t hand them my skyline when I can make them come to my house.”

			“Dinner?”

			“Already declined.” A beat. “But the message isn’t about tonight. It’s a map. The STRAT, the Bellagio, and a canyon that teaches stars to whisper.”

			I felt the future move like a picture in my blood: papers flying from a desk, buttons pinging tile; fireworks painting the lake; the sound a desert makes when it watches two people choose tenderness instead of speed. The images tasted like promises and smoke.

			“Foreshadowing,” I said.

			His mouth curved. “You are poetry after all.”

			“And you are a man who keeps whisky on a table because confessions need something to do with their hands.”

			We might have said more. Hale’s voice bled under the door. “Clear on Twelve. Fourteen is unknown. West stair secured. Service elevator, possible probe.”

			“Stay,” Damien murmured, rising in one fluid, lethal line. He took the pistol from the console and slipped the cigar box safe back where it belonged. “Not because I said so. Because it’s smart.”

			“I’ll be smarter in your line of sight,” I countered, already on my feet. “You want me beside you when the world shows you where it plans to cut.”

			

			He didn’t argue. He offered his hand. “Then we finish the confession together.”

			Damien

			Hale met us in the threshold with a nod and a look that said they’re tapping fences, not doors. The private dining floor below had rotated staff; a pair of men in borrowed jackets had lifted a panel and replaced it crooked. Sloppy. Intentional.

			“Noise,” I said. “They want the night to feel like a chess clock.”

			“Feels like blackjack,” Aria muttered. “They’re palming cards and hoping you chase the wrong hand.”

			I tossed Hale the safer pistol, kept the one that fit my grip. “Nobody chases. We keep our backs to the hearth and let them circle until they get dizzy.”

			Which is what we did. We let the tower hum. We let the Strip chant for its next show. We let the men who thought they knew me test the perimeter while the only person in the room who scared me sat next to me on the couch that still smelled like peat and her.

			“Tell me about him,” she said quietly, eyes on the fire. “The brother.”

			I stared long enough to hear my father’s voice in the crackle. Never blink first, son. Deals are won by the man who outstares the room.

			“I saw him tonight,” I said finally. “Or I saw the shape of a man who knows how to wear my shadow.”

			“Why the Strat?”

			“He liked heights. He liked crowds more. The way they make the heart think it’s bigger than the chest it lives in.”

			Her hand found my knee. “And the whisky?”

			“I needed the glass to have weight,” I said. “So I didn’t pick up the gun and give the men outside the picture what they’re crying for.”

			She nodded like that was the only answer she would’ve accepted. “Then here’s mine.”

			

			She took my hand, turned it over, and studied the signet that had cut skin harder than leather. “You can keep the gun. You can keep the glass. You can keep the city. But you don’t keep me somewhere you think you can hide me. That’s not protection. That’s a different kind of lock.”

			I felt the confession change shape. Not smaller. Truer.

			“Stay,” I said again, because I liked the sound of asking and wanted the world to get used to me doing it. “On your terms. In my line of sight.”

			She smiled like a bet she already knew the odds on. “Now you’re speaking a language I understand.”

			Aria

			We didn’t win the night. We didn’t lose it either. We held. We let the probes tire themselves on steel and silence, and when the elevator finally purred itself empty at two a.m., we put down our guns, picked up the whisky, and finished what the couch had started.

			Later, sleep came the way melted ice slides in a glass, slow and inevitable. I didn’t trust it. I took it anyway.

			Dreams found me fast.

			Red Rock under stars, not the resort, but the real stone and the wider sky. Heat on my skin that wasn’t the desert’s. A blanket, a confession gentle enough to make the canyon breathe with us. I saw the shape of his hand on my knee, a rhythm patient enough to unteach the fear in my muscles.

			A desk storm, paper like snow, a button skittering across tile. My back against wood, my breath a stutter. The bruise on his jaw was the color of a vow. The apology in his palm when he put it over my mouth, not to silence me, but to give me something to bite when the world got too bright.

			Firework kisses, smoke drifting like silk over the lake while a lake of windows watched. He knelt, not for the crowd, but for me. Heat, reverent and exact, a worship that had nothing to do with gods and everything to do with the way a man breathes when he decides to be honest with his mouth and his hands at the same time.

			I woke with my fingers clenched in the lapel of his jacket and my cheek on his shoulder, his breath slow against my hair.

			“Which one?” he asked without opening his eyes.

			“Stars,” I said.

			He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Good. We’re due for sky.”

			Damien

			Dawn put a silver edge on the Strip. The cameras across the way blinked to life again, bored without blood. Hale slid a single sheet under the door and left us with the quiet.

			STRAT message traced to an old number. Not Marcus. Not Vivienne. A name penciled below, written in a hand that knew I’d flinch.

			I didn’t.

			“Later,” I told the page. I set it under the cigar box and turned back to the woman who had my ring imprint on her thigh and Lagavulin on her tongue.

			“Breakfast,” I said.

			“On the couch?” she asked, a smile that remembered exactly what my knees had done.

			“In bed. Then the office. Then we terrify a room full of people who think they know where they sit at my table.”

			“What’s my chair?”

			“The one that makes them wonder if they applied for the wrong job.”

			She laughed and stood, silk grazing her knees, hair a mess I wanted to ruin further. I should’ve let her walk to the bedroom with nothing touching her that wasn’t her own motion. I didn’t. I carried her because I could. Because the city could watch all it wanted and learn nothing from the way my hands held its queen.

			

			At the threshold, I paused and glanced back at the anteroom, the fireplace banked, the couch with its new history, the window with a city beneath it that thinks it invents hunger.

			“Confession?” she asked, breath warm against my throat.

			“One more,” I said.

			“What?”

			“I liked the way you made me ask.”

			Her fingers slid into my hair. “Good. You’ll do it again.”

			I would. In the office. By the windows. Under the stars. Beside a lake that loves fireworks. I’d ask and she’d answer, and somewhere between those two acts, we’d build a language the city would have to learn if it wanted to keep up.

			The door shut on the view. The bed welcomed us like it planned to keep a few secrets of its own. And when she went down on me again, slow, unhurried, deliberate as a signature, I gave her one more truth for the ledger:

			I don’t blink for cameras.

			I blink for her.
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