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      “David, hurry! I think there’s something wrong with Nadia!” Mya urged from the doorway.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me!” I growled as I nailed the punching bag. “There is, however, something wrong with men!”

      David strolled into my bedroom with Mya close on his heels.

      “See! This is why I called you,” Mya explained.

      “She’s punching a bag. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “But she never punches the bag unless you force her to. And her eye keeps twitching. She won’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nadia, do you want help with technique?” David asked.

      “No! I want to punch this stupid bag until it falls apart.”

      “I told you there’s something wrong,” Mya insisted, knowingly.

      “It would fall apart faster if you improved your technique,” David said, failing to see the bigger picture as most men tend to do . . . or perhaps just ignoring the bigger picture since it leads to feminine emotions. Shudder.

      “David, stop encouraging her! I want to know what’s going on.”

      He sighed at his wife’s insistence. “Nadia, why are you trying to murder your punching bag?”

      “I’d rather murder a couple of people, but that’d be considered a felony,” I growled and kicked the bag as hard as I could.

      “Is this about Greyson?” David asked. “We all want to beat the tar out of him, but he has cut off all communication.”

      “It’s not all about him. Just let me beat this bag.”

      “You heard her, Mya. Let’s go home and let her work out her aggression in peace.”

      “David! This is not peaceful at all! She’s going to hurt herself.” Her lips threatened to pout.

      “Keeping problems bottled inside hurts a person too. We’ll check on her later.”

      Mya’s mouth twisted as she decided whether to listen. I gave her a mental salute for not blindly following him . . . a man. Although, I’d be happy if she’d listen to David just this once.

      “Nadia, do you promise not to hurt yourself and call as soon as you’re done assaulting the poor bag?” Mya asked.

      “Okay,” I agreed so she would leave.

      “And you have to tell me what this is about,” she demanded as David attempted to shoo her from the room.

      “Ask your brother-in-law.” I slammed my fist into the bag.

      “You know I can’t reach Greyson.”

      “I meant the other one.”

      “Ian? What did Ian do?” Mya’s eyes widened.

      As I side kicked the bag, sweat trickled into my eyes with a raw sting. I blinked the sweat away, continuing my assault.

      “Nadia, stop for a minute and tell me what’s going on,” Mya demanded.

      I stopped for a breath and leaned on the bag. “With everything that’s happened over the last few weeks, I’ve been inching closer to the proverbial breaking point. Ian was kind enough to finish the job.” I pushed myself from the bag and delivered a growling right hook.

      It felt good!

      “I still don’t get it,” Mya said. “I thought you didn’t know Ian. Isn’t he in Africa?” she asked David.

      David eyed me. “I have a feeling he returned. Mya, why don’t you give us a few minutes to work on the bag. She’ll be back to normal soon.”

      Her lips turned into a slight pout. “I’ll go visit Frankie for a few minutes, but I demand an answer when I get back.”

      As she walked out of the apartment, David turned toward the punching bag. “I’ll call the punches. Make sure they’re solid, and keep your wrists straight. I don’t care about strength, just accuracy. Gloves up!”

      I positioned myself in front of the bag with my gloves up and ready.

      “Right hook, left hook, uppercut, jab. Repeat one hundred times.”

      “Are you freakin’ kidding me?”

      “Go!”

      Damn the Miller brothers! Right hook.

      Damn men! Left hook.

      Screw this; I’m a strong woman! Uppercut.

      I’m independent and strong! JAB!

      “Faster!” David called.

      I don’t need men in my life! Right hook, left hook, uppercut, jab.

      Men suck! Right hook, left hook, uppercut, jab.

      Tackle bag!

      The force of the tackle tipped the bag over, taking me with it. I wrestled with it, hitting and kicking until my mind numbed.

      “Nadia?”

      The voice drifted to me like it had at a different time in a different apartment. I kicked back from the bag. Dagor.

      “Holy crap! There’s something wrong with me,” I wheezed, wiping the sweat from my eyes . . . perhaps a few tears as well.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you,” David assured as he helped me up and righted the toppled bag.

      “I think I just went berserk.”

      “Well, maybe a little. But you’ve been under a lot of stress lately. Greyson being an idiot doesn’t help.”

      “This time it’s not about Greyson. David, I was the idiot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      A shriek echoed through the staircase and footsteps followed in quick succession.

      “Nadia! Omigod!” Mya burst into the room with blonde ringlets bouncing every which way. She latched onto me with a giant Mya-style hug. “Why didn’t you tell me? I knew we were going to be sisters-in-law! I just didn’t think you’d marry Ian.”

      David caught himself before his jaw swung open. A bewildered look permeated his otherwise strong and in-command features. I shrugged, not knowing what to say.

      “When did this happen?” David asked.

      “Two nights ago after the trophy fiasco,” I muttered, inspecting the floor for large holes I could fall through.

      I’m so stupid!

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.” Nope. No holes.

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “At Lost City the morning after. I’m sure you have a ton of questions,” I sighed. “Let me just rinse off and I’ll explain.” . . . or attempt to.

      David gave a tight nod. I scurried to the bathroom and jumped into the shower.

      How am I going to explain what happened when I’m still confused? And where is Ian? After I ran from the hotel, I hadn’t heard from him. Granted, that was less than forty-eight hours ago, but I’d think he’d want to talk . . . or file for an annulment, at least.

      I was all for an annulment. I didn’t even know Ian, so the last thing I wanted was to be his wife.

      Oh crap! I’m a Miller.

      I bet the paperwork shows that I’m Nadia Miller. I’ll have to check the chapel files later. I let the thought settle as I finished my shower.
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      Three months later.

      

      Since my banishment from Lost City Casino, I’ve searched for a new casino to call home. Frankie found an online list of casinos operating under Greyson’s Rotunda Casino empire. I steered clear of all of them.

      The Backlash Casino was five miles from the strip. It had plenty of play at the tables and was comfortable enough to call home; there was no one to bother me. It was so far off from mainstream casinos that I was confident Greyson wouldn’t step foot in it.

      I sat at the table, shuffling my chips and listening to the repetitive clicks as they fell together on the worn felt.

      Caleb still played at Lost City, unaware of my current problems. I’ve been dodging his efforts to contact me. Greyson, as far as I know, was still in his ivory tower with Fiona. I assume Remy’s stewing in his limo.

      The only Miller I see is Mya since she’s impossible to ignore. God love her. The last thread of information was that David was searching for Ian. It seems he jumped ship as quickly as I did.

      I’m still married to Ian; a fact that I’ve tried to ignore. Annulment is the only option, but I refuse to fill out the paperwork alone. If Ian was dumb enough to marry me, he should have to fill out papers too.

      I peeked at my dealt hand. It was a playable hand, but I had reached my capacity to think clearly. Playing while emotional would leave me penniless; a constant battle these last few months. I threw in the hand and packed my bag. I cashed out with two hundred dollars fattening my pocket. Not a bad haul, considering.

      Driving home on Sergio’s scooter, I found myself smiling . . . something that hadn’t spontaneously happened in a while. I wondered at it. Perhaps I’m done with the anger stage. The crying and self-pity stage only lasted for a couple of days. I’m not normally a crier, and having a wet, puffy, red face was extremely unpleasant.

      My first plan was to wait out Ian and force him to file an annulment with me. I figured I’d need his signature anyway. My second plan was to scrape up enough money to take a vacation.

      Alone!

      The vacation spot would have to be somewhere close and cheap. Somewhere isolated and quiet. Camping. That’s close and cheap. Mya and Frankie wouldn’t dare come looking for me when there’s a possibility of bugs and other crawly creatures.

      I grinned.

      I’ll research tonight and head out on the road in a few days. Maybe a week if I can’t come up with the money right away.

      I pulled into All Celebrities Chapel and found my way to Frankie’s apartment on the second floor.

      “Frankie?” I knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” he called.

      I opened the door and stopped. “Where are you?”

      Yards and yards of colorful fabric cascaded through the apartment, hooking and weaving though the furniture.

      “I’m over here,” he called. I detected fabric moving near his couch.

      “What are you doing?”

      He poked his head out from the fabric with a twinkling smile. “Behold! The newest costume creation.”

      “It’s very colorful, but I don’t think you need all this fabric for one costume.”

      “Normally, you’d be correct, but this costume transcends all costumes.”

      “Okay, you’ve piqued my interest. What’s the costume?”

      “You know the movie Around the World in 80 Days?”

      I nodded, still perplexed.

      “I’m making the hot air balloon. It’ll hang on the ceiling, and I’ll be in a basket hanging from it. The basket’s bottom will only be a foot or so in the air. I’ll line the floors with stuffing so it looks like we’re in the clouds.”

      “This is a huge undertaking. How long will it take to finish?”

      “With your help, it should only take a few days.”

      I inched toward the door. “I’m really busy.”

      He tisked. “No, you’re not. You sit and stew in your apartment like you’re the first person that’s ever gotten drunk and married . . . hello!? That’s ninety percent of my clients. If it wasn’t for booze killing brain cells, I’d be broke and on the streets. Or working at one of those adult stores for minimum wage while scary men hit on me.” He smiled, enjoying the thought. “By the way, you still owe me for the wedding.”

      “I don’t owe you anything. Find Ian if you want to get paid. In fact, I think you owe me gig money.”

      “That money went to repair Lucille and your kitchen.”

      “Frankie, there’s still a hole in my wall!”

      “But your window is fixed, isn’t it? And I’ve been very sympathetic. I haven’t even signed you up for gigs lately. I had a couple of possibilities that were excellent-paying too! Although,” he paused thoughtfully, “perhaps it’s for the best. I heard those mud-wrestling girls can be tough and play dirty.” He chuckled at the pun. “Your skin would glow, though. And you need a little glow; your skin looks like a dried cut of beef.”

      I swallowed a sigh of relief that I’d dodged that bullet of another gig.

      “Well, I need to scrape up some money for a vacation. But no gigs!” I added.

      His eyes perked. “A vacation is just what I need. Where should we go? Hollywood? Hawaii?”

      “Sorry, Frankie, but I’m going alone. I need some quiet time. Alone,” I reiterated.

      “What kind of boring-ass vacation is that? What you need is a frozen drink, a beach, and a visual feast . . . like surfers or beach volleyball. When should we go? Now that Vivian has her license, she can officiate weddings. I can finally get some needed R and R.” He jumped from the couch and hopped his way through the flowing fabric.

      “Just leave this to me!” He unburied his computer and plopped down. “I’ll have our vacation booked in less than an hour.”

      “I want to go by myself.”

      He tisked. “Nobody wants to go on a vacation by themselves. And you have no taste for vacation planning. You’ll end up in a desert with a pop-up tent and a snake in your sleeping bag.”

      “At least I’d be alone,” I said, wondering how he’d figured out my vacation plan . . . minus the snake.

      “Just because your pride is a little bruised doesn’t mean you should dig yourself a hole and lick your wounds. What you need is action, entertainment, and men! Come back in an hour and we’ll finish the balloon while I tell you about our vacation destination! Oh, you got another postcard from your husband. I stuck it under your door.”

      Once again, bulldozed by Frankie, I thought as I wandered upstairs to my apartment. Although, alcohol on the beach sounded like it could soothe my nerves better than a pop-up tent with a snake. Knowing Frankie, he’d fling himself into tourist life, which would leave me time to find a secluded spot and breathe.

      “Hello, Gus,” I greeted my tubby gray cat as I walked through the door.

      He cracked open one eye and grunted. A hind leg inched up to scratch a pesky itch, but he decided it wasn’t worth the effort and let it fall back into napping position.

      “I have a surprise for you. And, no, it’s not hot dogs.”

      That comment resulted in an ear twitch and an eye blink.

      “It’s diet cat food. The vet promised you won’t know the difference and will be less likely to attack innocent people.”

      I pulled the food from the kitchen cupboard and filled his bowl. I’d purchased the food a week ago but had been too chicken to make the switch. His favorite food was running low, so it was now or never.

      The sound of nibbles falling into the bowl caught Gus’s attention, and he stretched lazily before descending the doggy stairs. He meandered over with a slight after-nap waddle.

      “Mmmm. Look at the yummy food. I’m sure it tastes really good.”

      He seated himself near the bowl and sniffed. A slow head turn and a twitchy blue- eyed scowl told me he wasn’t happy about the change.

      I sprinkled in some of his favorite kitty bites to entice him. He took another sniff and decided it was okay. I let out a breath of relief.

      “Enjoy your new food.”

      I picked up the postcard from the floor. A lone weathered elephant stood in the middle. The number two was written on the back. I tossed it into the pile with the rest of the postcards from Ian.

      The first postcard that had arrived had carried a glimmer of hope that Ian at least remembered that he was married and would hopefully come back soon to annul it. As more postcards arrived with less information, hope dwindled. It was time for me to act on my own. Take matters into my own hands!

      Tomorrow.

      As I emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later, Gus was positioned in front of the door, waiting to ambush me.

      “Didn’t like it?”

      He let out a low growl.

      “You have to try. I’ll sprinkle the last of your kitty bites in there.”

      He followed me to his bowl and plopped down.

      “Be a good boy and eat.”

      My phone vibrated. I double checked the caller ID. There were too many people I avoid these days to answer the phone without looking.

      “How are you?” Mya cooed. Ever since Ian took off, she’s treated me like a porcelain doll teetering on the edge of a high shelf.

      “Mya, I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “But I feel so terrible about everything you’re going through. Greyson is clueless, and Ian left you stranded. I told David I’d hire him just to irritate them to death.”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure he’d do it for free. However, there’s no need. I’m planning on taking a relaxing vacation, but Frankie decided to come along. In fact, he’s planning the trip right now.”

      Mya squealed. “I’m coming over right now! I’m going too!”

      “What about David?”

      “What about him? He’s chasing after Ian right now.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He jumped on a plane heading to Africa yesterday.”

      I gulped. “Please tell me he didn’t do this for me. I don’t want Ian cuffed and carried home in a potato sack so that he’s forced to ‘do right’ by me.”

      “Don’t be silly. David is worried about Ian. If you knew Ian better, you’d know that he doesn’t just marry girls and then take off. Something is wrong. Even though he shouldn’t have left you, there’s a reason he did. I don’t think I’ve ever seen David more worried.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled, my thoughts lost in a kaleidoscope of theories.

      “David will get it sorted out. You know he won’t stop until we’re all a big happy family.”

      I let the happy family reference slide. Her heart was in the right place.

      “I’ll be over in ten minutes. Bye!”

      By the time Mya arrived, Frankie had the destination picked out. Mya giggled and gasped as he showed pictures of our upcoming LA trip.

      “Frankie, we don’t have money for this,” I said.

      “I would help, but David put me on a budget,” Mya pouted. “I’ll probably be able to scrounge enough for a hotel room.”

      “It’ll only cost a couple of thousand all together,” he said. “We’ll drive Lucille to the coast to cut costs. We’ll stay in this swanky upstart hotel. Since their grand opening is soon, they’re giving out promotional deals like crazy to draw vacationers. It’s near the beach. See?”

      I scrolled through the online pictures. It looked modern, clean, and heavenly. The perfect distraction.

      “And the money?” I asked.

      “Don’t I always have a plan?” he asked.

      “Yes, but it usually involves me.”

      He waved his hand as though a gnat floated by. “I have a solution. It’ll only take a few minutes of your time. You’ll even have money left after the vacation is paid off.”

      “How come I don’t believe you?” I asked dryly. “I’ve never seen a penny for any of the gigs you’ve forced me to do.”

      “Sometimes you have to spend money to make money,” he said in his lofty businessman tone. “Anyway, this is a powder-puff gig.” He clicked on to a webpage with a woman punching the air with boxing gloves. Her dark hair fell lightly about her face, framing her pretty smile with cherry-red lips.

      “I’d fight her?” I asked, thinking he must be joking.

      “Actually, you wouldn’t fight at all.”

      “Then what would I do? I refuse to punch anyone.”

      “You take a fall, and she wins. There’s no hitting involved.”

      “Take a fall? Frankie, you’ve come up with some weird gigs before, but this one isn’t sitting well.” Actually, none of them sat well. But this one . . .

      “Look at her. She’s a powder puff. You’ve been whaling on that bag of yours for months. I know,” he muttered. “I’ve had to listen to it. You could beat her with one arm tied behind you.”

      “I thought I was taking a fall?”

      “Exactly! You won’t hurt her and she won’t hurt you. It’ll be the easiest five thousand you’ll make.”

      “I’m not doing it.”

      “Then we can’t go on this fabulous vacation. Look at the sunset! Look at these men! Can you tell me ten seconds in the ring wouldn’t be worth it?”

      “Not even one second!” I headed to the door to escape.

      “Don’t forget you’re working tonight,” he called as I slipped through the door and out of his clutches.
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      Lenny tromped through the door. “I only have two tonight,” he grumbled, holding the door open for the two couples.

      “No drink special?” I asked, finding it odd that Lenny couldn’t round up more.

      “Tons of specials all over the strip,” he said, ushering the couples to the waiting area. “I think it’s those damn fairy yahoos! They’ve been encroaching on my turf for weeks now.”

      Dorothy minus Toto peeked in the front. “Where are all the couples?”

      “I was just telling Nadia, I think Fairytale Chapel is stealing my haul.”

      Dorothy thought a moment. “Nadia, get these two couples set up and then swing by the Fairytale Chapel with Lenny. We’ve been losing customers left and right.”

      “Frankie, I should stay here. There could be walk-in customers,” I urged, hoping I didn’t have to endure a confined space with Lenny.

      “There haven’t been walk-in customers for days. Investigate for me.”

      “But . . .”

      “No buts!" He clicked his glittery red shoes together three times and returned to the chapel.

      I withheld an eye roll. It nearly killed me.

      “Lenny, give me ten minutes.”

      I helped the couples as quickly and efficiently as possible, even though one woman kept snickering and writing Tin Man instead of her name.

      I ushered the first couple to the aisle and turned on the music. My eyes caught on Vivian and Bernie, who were dressed as poppies and swaying to Somewhere Over the Rainbow.

      “Let’s go!” Lenny tugged on my arm. “I’m losing commission by the second.”

      We hopped onto the old school bus Lenny used as the chapel’s shuttle.

      “Perhaps you’re losing customers because this bus is really ugly."

      “Everyone loves this bus!” Lenny preened, flipping on the interior party lights.

      Neon lights streaked the ceiling. A disco ball whirled in the rear corner, twirling spots of light. The music thumped through the bus, vibrating the seats.

      “Lenny! Turn it down!” I shouted over the music.

      “This is how I bait them!” he hollered. Giving his bare-breasted hula dancer a flick, he revved the clunky engine.

      I sat in front with fingers stuck into my ears. Thankfully, Fairytale Chapel wasn’t too far away; two miles at the most.

      “I’m telling you, this reeks of Prince Charming! I’m sure he’s leading an assault on the entire chapel industry,” Lenny shouted.

      “I think you’re being dramatic,” I hollered back.

      “Not so! I think he’s mapped my route and is picking up couples before I get there.”

      “Change your route,” I shouted dryly.

      “My route is gold! I’ve spent years developing it. I’ll be damned if he’s going to steal it from me.”

      “All good things must come to an end,” I offered.

      “Just keep an eye out for their bus.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “Like a lumpy, over-glittered pumpkin.”

      I kept my eye on the road and walkways until Lenny pulled alongside the Fairytale Chapel. Costumed workers dressed as fairies fluttered and played between beams of light. The Fairytale Chapel castle was on the small side as far as castles go but was complete with drawbridge and moat. Flags waved on each of the four turrets.

      “The pumpkin bus is in the parking lot,” I said. “They aren’t stealing your customers.”

      “Look in the front window. They’re packed solid. They already finished their route. My route!”

      Prince Charming stepped from the drawbridge. A smile slipped into place as he eyed our idling bus.

      Lenny wrenched open the bus door and stepped out.

      “Gentlemen do not spy on their competition,” Prince Charming stated. His eyes raked over the bus. Disgust wrinkled his otherwise handsome features.

      “He really does look like Prince Charming,” I noted.

      Lenny shot me the same look of disgust. “He’s wearing makeup and tights. He even has white girly gloves.”

      “I don’t judge.”

      “What hails you? We’re up to our coffers in marital bliss.”

      “I came to warn you! Stop using my route, or I’ll have to . . .”

      “Have to what?” Charming’s groomed brow arched. “Certainly you can’t imagine your rundown chapel can rival ours?” Charming flicked an imaginary speck off his crisp white tunic.

      “It’s better! We don’t have lame fairies and a stupid prince.”

      “No, ’tis true. You have Frankie.” Charming gave a sad nod. “He’s infinitely worse. And his staff is . . .” Charming’s eyes traveled over Lenny and stopped quite low, “. . . lacking.”

      I cringed. Lenny’s face exploded in crimson.

      “Take that back!” Lenny growled.

      Charming smirked. “I can’t take back what is true.”

      “Then it’s a challenge?” Lenny barked.

      “A challenge would require a worthy opponent.” He chuckled. Unfortunately, I chuckled too. His eyes sought to find the voice. “A beautiful maiden in this wastrel’s carriage?”

      Lenny turned to see the beautiful maiden. When it was only me in sight, he snorted. “That’s just Nadia.”

      “The beauty has a name!” he gushed. “Nadia. Such a name tastes of sweetness on my lips.”

      It was my turn to snort at such a display. No wonder the goofball gets so many women to flock to the chapel. If I was drunk and in need of beautiful words, albeit sappy ones, I’d come here rather than All Celebrities.

      “Thy fair maiden has a honeyed laugh. ’Tis music to my starved ear.”

      “That’s it!” Lenny poked Charming’s nose. “Challenge accepted!”

      Charming sighed and slowly, finger by finger, pulled off his glove, slapping Lenny smartly across the face with it. Lenny sputtered.

      Giggles spilled. I couldn’t control them. Lenny was so wound up he couldn’t see how ridiculous this was.

      “Name your second,” Charming demanded.

      “Frankie!"

      “Then the challenge begins. By the new moon, we shall see who has had the most couples grace their chapel.”

      “Beginning tomorrow.” Lenny scowled. “You already stole my customers tonight.”

      He bowed his assent. “It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.”

      “What are the stakes?” Lenny asked.

      “Other than bragging rights?”

      Lenny gave a tight nod.

      “May I suggest a prime billboard of the winner’s choosing?”

      “A billboard?”

      Charming smiled, white teeth flashing. “Bragging rights in its most glorious and monumental form. Total humiliation for you and your master.”

      Lenny grunted. “Deal! And stay off my route!”

      “’Tis a public road well traveled.” Charming stepped back. “Now vacate my land or the fairies shall be upon you.”

      Lenny snorted. “What can they do? Sprinkle fairy dust on me?” he scoffed and batted his hands like diminutive fairy wings.

      “Fairies!” Charming called, growing bored of Lenny. “Do your worst!” He turned and stepped to the front door while fairies surrounded the bus.

      “Uh, Lenny?” I eyed the fairies that, upon closer inspection, had attributes of feral gnomes . . . with no elf hats or red cheeks. And even though they were wearing tights and wings, it did nothing to soften their appearance. Perhaps that’s why they darted between the light beams and not directly in them. “I think we should leave. Now. Right now!”

      Lenny bolted into the bus as they closed in. He slammed the door shut and stepped on the pedal, chugging down the road before the fairies ambushed.

      “Lenny, you know this is crazy, right? You’re competing with Fairytale Chapel. Even on our best nights we still can’t win.”

      “I’ve got a plan. Frankie said he’ll install a soda machine on the bus. I’ll rig cheap boxed wine into the carbonation system to make sparkling wine. Girls love sparkling wine. Tickles their nose and stuff.” Lenny scratched his round belly. “What the hell is a new moon?”
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        * * *

      

      I peeked at the two cards placed in front of me. King and two.

      I really need a vacation. I can’t even think how to play this hand. I sighed and tossed the hand to the dealer.

      “Sighing is a tell,” Roy said.

      I smiled up at him. “How did you find me?”

      “Word gets around, especially if Gloria’s yapping. Why are you playing at this dive?”

      “It’s not a dive. The Backlash is so retro, it’s trendy.”

      “Let me buy you a drink and we can talk. You’re throwing your money away.”

      I gathered my belongings and followed Roy to the nearest bar.

      When we were settled and drinks were two-thirds gone, Roy said, “Spill it.”

      “There’s nothing to spill.”

      “Then why aren’t you playing at Lost City?”

      “Greyson banned me from Lost City.” I twirled the straw in my drink.

      Roy downed the rest of his and signaled for another, forging strength to talk what was ultimately girl talk. I detected a small shudder.

      “So, you two had a falling out? That crap happens all the time. Why did he toss you out?”

      Quite literally, actually, I remembered. “Because I forced my way in to see him. Remember Fiona from that horrible party Mya threw?”

      “The Nadia Revival Party?” Roy smirked and nodded. “Yeah, she was quite a little number. You didn’t go green-eyed-monster jealous, did you?”

      My eye twitched. “A little, but it had to do with Dagor.” I told him the story of Sergio’s family and Dagor’s involvement. By the time I finished retelling Dagor’s death, we were on our third round of drinks. Roy looked as if he wanted a car to flatten him as well.

      “So, now you can’t return to Lost City,” he summed up.

      “Right.”

      “But once he knows what happened, I’m sure he’ll let you back in. It’s not the same without you. I’m actually losing money.” He chuckled when I shot him a narrow glance.

      I shrugged. “He might have, but I went and did something completely stupid.”

      Roy sighed into his drink. “Lay it on me.”

      “I married his brother. I didn’t mean to. I just woke up and . . .” I pulled out the pink plastic vending machine ring from my pocket.

      “Shit.”

      “I’m pretty sure I said the same thing.”

      “Since you have the ring, I’m assuming you haven’t annulled it yet.”

      I shook my head. “I was waiting for Ian to return. He’s in Africa.”

      “Have you heard from him?”

      “I have a pile of postcards, but most of them don’t have messages.”

      Roy scratched his head. A tuft of thinning hair stuck out from the disturbance. Something across the room caught his attention. I followed the direction of his eyes and froze.

      Greyson.

      “What’s he doing here?” I whispered, willing my stalled heart to beat again.

      Roy shook his head. “I don’t know, but I don’t think you need to whisper since he's across the room. She’s here too.”

      I watched as they walked through the lobby. “Is no place safe from him? I thought for sure he only stayed on the strip.”

      “I guess you were wrong.”

      We watched as suits from the Backlash met Greyson and Fiona in the lobby. Several handshakes and smiles later, they headed toward the back offices. My eyes trailed their progression, never losing sight of Greyson and his exquisitely tailored suit. Cut to perfection. My mouth dried. Damn him. Why would he need to meet with the executives here?

      I had an inkling, so I flagged the bartender. “Did Backlash get bought out?” I asked.

      “It’s still on the down low,” he said with a nod. “Do you need a refill?”

      Roy winced as my eyes narrowed and my knuckles turned white from strangling the glass. “I think we’ll just need the bill,” he said.

      My safe place. Gone. Desperation for a vacation grew stronger. Dangerously strong.
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        * * *

      

      “Just the person I was looking for!” Frankie called.

      "Where are you?" I asked, scanning the chapel to locate him in the mass of fabric and stuffing.

      “I’m up here.”

      Frankie teetered on a ladder, attempting to hoist the balloon.

      “You’re going to kill yourself.”

      “I nearly did three times already! Can you raise the balloon so I can hook it?”

      I gathered the fabric and lifted what I could. “Why don’t you have Lenny help you?”

      “He’s busy getting the soda machine operational.”

      “Do you think you’ll win the challenge?”

      Frankie scowled at the fabric. “Of course we’ll win. I checked the calendar. The new moon is in ten days. It gives us this weekend and next weekend to bust ass. You’ll need to put in extra hours.”

      “I was hoping for a vacation.”

      “Take a vacation later. It’ll give you time to pack and plan. We can still go on the LA vacation.”

      “That would work. I can take on extra hours; I’ve been somewhat stale at the tables. Will you help me find a different casino?”

      Frankie looped fabric on a hook and glanced down. “It took us forever to find Backlash." He held up his hand to tick off the reasons on his fingers. “It’s not owned by Rotunda. It’s off the strip. And it’s fairly clean and safe.”

      “Greyson just bought it.”

      Frankie hissed a low breath. “Damn, he’s going to be even richer.”

      “I need money, and fast. I have to get out of here. I’m losing my mind. Everywhere I go is a reminder of Greyson.”

      “I have the perfect solution, but you’re too chicken.”

      “You mean the fight?” I eyed him.

      “You saw the girl on the website. She’s a lightweight.” Frankie climbed down the ladder and marveled at his balloon that spread across the ceiling, giving the viewer a three-dimensional impression of a balloon in flight. “Help me spread the stuffing so it looks like we’re floating in the air.”

      I broke open a bag. “Do you think I could win?”

      “You don’t have to win. Just stay down and they’ll pay you five grand.”

      “I don’t want any more black eyes.” I tossed white fluff.

      “We’ll practice . . . like when actors pretend to get hit. They don’t actually get hit, but it looks like it.”

      I was desperate. It couldn’t be any worse than the other gigs he’d signed me up for. “I guess we could practice.”

      Frankie tossed fluff into the air in celebration. “We’ll be on a beach in eleven days!”

      “When’s the fight?”

      “Tomorrow night. They’re desperate to find a replacement. One boxer bowed out. Maybe her arm was broken. I can’t remember.”

      “Tomorrow night!  And they haven’t been able to fill the spot with a real boxer?” My Frankie alarm blared.

      “It helps to know important people. I told them not to worry because I have the perfect boxer. I’ll fix up my black silk robe for you. It already has a dragon on the back. We’ll call you Lady Dragon. Or Dragonette. Oh! How about The Dragon Slayer?”

      “You told them I’d fight before I agreed?”

      “You were going to agree eventually. In fact, you just did. A gig like this is too good to pass up.”

      Anger flicked and burned. I stomped to the staircase with a growl before my reactive fists could flatten Frankie.

      “We should practice soon!” Frankie called to my retreating back.
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