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          CARINA

        

      

    

    
      Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. I promise you, there would be no third time.

      No, third time’s a charm. No, get back up on the horse and ride—whatever that’s supposed to mean.

      I tried my hand at love, served my heart up on a silver platter, and it was returned to me as if it were last week’s takeout in lieu of a fancy steak dinner.

      Love and I didn't belong in the same room. The sooner I got used to that, the better off I’d be.

      A sigh left me as I sat down on my vanity chair. I peered at myself in the mirror, taking in the damage.

      Swollen lips? Check.

      Mascara smudged and tear-stained cheeks? Double check.

      I’d been worse. My hair wasn’t too mussed, and I didn’t have anything sticky on my face or dress.

      Picking up my brush, I smoothed my short black bob before moving on to fix my makeup. I was nearly done when Evie stepped into the room.

      “That was quick.” She glided to her own vanity, eyeing me as she went.

      “They don’t make them like they used to,” I mused. “This one called me Carla and had tears in his eyes when he came.” She let out a giggle that sounded like the tinkling of bells. Coming close, she watched as I carefully drew on my bright red lipstick, and then she checked me over when I turned toward her.

      “Perfect, as usual. But when is our beautiful queen bee anything but?” Her smile was as genuine as her heart.

      “You’re too good to me, Evie.” I turned back to the mirror and took a moment to adjust my breasts in the cups of my push-up bra.

      At least I had my inheritance—good genes. Ample breasts, a pretty face, and an hourglass figure that could entice both men and women to give me whatever I might want. My lips were full even when they weren’t swollen from sucking some man’s cock. My lashes were naturally thick and had never been touched by the lash glue the girls swore by to give them that come-hither look.

      Coming from nothing, I’d worked my ass off waiting tables and doing everything I could to raise my station in life. Whether I was on my feet, on my knees, or on my back, I’d gotten myself this far. There was no way I’d stop because of a little broken heart.

      It would heal. Eventually. That’s what it did after Vinny Leonetti made it clear I was nothing more than a good fuck before he found his forever love and dumped me for good. Just because I’d had the bad luck to fall for the first man who’d shown an interest in me after that didn’t mean I couldn’t get up off my knees and rise again.

      I wasn’t looking for love. Not anymore. The next man to show me favor was out of luck. All I needed now was cash flow and fun. I’d overcome far more in the past thirty years than a little heartache.

      “Just you wait and see,” I murmured quietly to my reflection, pasting on the smile that melted men’s hearts and opened their wallets. “Carina Williams always comes out on top.”

      Standing, I adjusted my black silk dress over my breasts and thighs, ensuring all the right bits were covered while keeping to the provocative standards this job required. There were other ways to entice men to part with their money here at The Starlight Club. Showing skin was just one of them.

      The door to the dressing room burst open, and Nevaeh came rushing in. She flashed her wide-eyed gaze around the room before tugging her wrap dress closed at her chest and rushing past where I stood.

      “Buckle up, babes. King’s on a warpath.”

      “Dammit,” Evie whined. “Not again.”

      I’d barely lifted my chin and straightened my shoulders before the closing door slammed open. Kingston Donaghue’s scowl was the first thing I saw, followed shortly after by his crisp black suit and his better than you attitude.

      Trickling in behind him were the rest of the girls—Ruby, Sienna, and Lucy. The three of them looked beyond frightened.

      King bared his teeth when he saw me, then snapped his fingers and pointed to the empty space at my left. The girls raced around him, lining up in the spot he pointed at while Evie came to stand at my other side.

      “Where’s Nevaeh?” he asked, his voice as close to a growl as I’d ever heard. From anyone else, it would have sounded ridiculous. But the noise left chills racing down my arms.

      “Here! Sorry, I was in the restroom.” Nevaeh rushed forward, jamming her shoulder into mine as she squeezed between me and Evie. She and Evie grasped hands while the girls at my other side did the same.

      I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “What is it this time, Kingston?”

      “I wouldn’t think, after less than a week, that I’d have to be in here with another reminder,” he said, his scowling gaze locked on Nevaeh. “Mr. Leonetti has soured to the idea of sex workers in his club, and we will no longer tolerate you defiling Starlight with your untoward behavior.”

      Mr. Marco Leonetti. Vinny’s father and the owner of The Starlight Club and a good chunk of Chicago.

      King’s gaze flitted to me, and he narrowed his dark eyes before dragging his attention to the others. “But seeing how no one here listens, it seems like I’ll have to say it in terms you can understand.” He paced the floor in front of us, making sure to spend time glaring hard enough at each one of us so we were sure he was serious.

      “If I catch any of you having relations with any of our customers inside the walls of this club, you’re out on your ass. If I see any of you leaving here with any of our customers, don’t bother coming back. You will not pass go. You will not collect two hundred dollars. You will not be invited back to get your belongings. I’ll personally box them up and leave them beside the dumpster whenever I see fit. I’m not playing games here. You play by our rules or you’re out. Any questions?”

      Pursing my lips, I lifted my hand.

      King scowled at me. “What?”

      I stepped forward, one bright red heel, then the other. “When you say, ‘no games,’ who do you mean exactly?”

      King stepped closer, getting in my face. “All of you. Especially you.”

      “Aw.” I reached for him, walking the tips of my fingers up his tie before wrapping them around the silky material. “Are you sure?” I tugged, pulling him an inch closer. “Because I really think you could benefit from a little fun.”

      Without warning, King grabbed my arms. His strong hands gripped my biceps, crushing the black feathers of my shawl as he pulled me so close his nose almost touched mine. I was on my tiptoes, barely touching the floor, fear flooding my veins as his nostrils flared.

      His chest heaved, each breath in causing his suit to brush against my breasts. It would’ve been erotic had it not been for the pure hatred shining in his eyes.

      “Shape up or ship out,” he whispered, the sharp staccato of his words sounding like a hammer pounding the nails into my coffin. “Get your girls in line or you’ll be the first to go. Am I clear?”

      Even though every inch of my body was trembling, I forced myself to nod. My voice was no louder than his when I told him, “Yes, sir.”

      King slowly lowered me to my heels, his hands not loosening even a fraction of an inch. “One more thing,” he said, louder than before. “Go wash your mouth out. You smell like that man’s dick.”

      With that, King released me and spun on his heel. He was out the door before my shaky legs had a second to recover.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I steeled myself, plastering on a smile that said I wasn’t shaken one bit. I turned to them. “You heard the man. No more sex with customers. No more blow jobs or hand jobs. No more leaving here with your sugar daddies.” I swallowed hard and put my hand on my hip. “Mr. Leonetti’s orders.”

      There was the usual grumbling—the five of them voicing their displeasure with words my ears failed to hear. I felt like a newborn fawn, stumbling back to my vanity on legs that could barely hold me up.

      “Why the change of heart?” I heard Nevaeh complain, and I turned in my chair to face them. “Mr. Leonetti has never cared what we did before, as long as we brought in the dough.”

      “Is this because of your ex?” Sienna asked, her arms crossed over her chest. “Is it some sort of lover's revenge?”

      My stomach twisted, and I wet my dry lips. “Yes. And no.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I grabbed my brush and smoothed it through my hair before picking up my compact and powdering my nose. Anything to keep my hands busy. “It is because of Vinny. Or rather, his new wife.”

      “What’d she do?” Lucy asked.

      “It’s less what she did and more of what happened to her,” Evie said, before explaining what I couldn’t bring myself to talk about.

      While I had been home, pining after the one who got away and nursing my wounds with thoughts of a new love affair with a big, burly, security man, Vinny’s then-girlfriend had been abducted and put on a boat full of young women and girls set to go overseas.

      Evie stopped there, but my mind continued right on with the story. That security man, Lee, found the love of his life on that boat when they boarded it to rescue them, leaving me here, alone, with my broken heart.

      “Chin up, Carina,” I whispered to my reflection once the girls had gone back to work. “You don’t need love. It’s time to take life by its horns and make it your bitch.”
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          KINGSTON

        

      

    

    
      It took an hour for my heart to calm after storming from the dressing room. That woman had always gotten under my skin in ways no one else ever had. Normally, I could brush it off, turn a blind eye or tell myself it was someone else’s problem.

      But not with this.

      Mr. Leonetti’s new mandate was the ammunition I needed to put a lock on the girls’ reckless behavior. While they were sure to see it as a cramp in their lifestyle and a loss to their pocketbooks, I saw it as the means to assert the control I’d been dying for from the minute I took over operations at The Starlight Club.

      “This isn’t what we ordered.” I shoved the clipboard and pen into the hands of the delivery guy, then kicked the box at my feet before turning to walk away. “Send it back. All of it.”

      “But ninety percent of the order is accurate,” Johnny, our bartender, complained. “Can’t we keep what’s right and⁠—”

      I spun, brandishing the scowl that was becoming a permanent fixture on my face. “And what? Let them get away with this bullshit again? We’ve got twenty cases of the wrong beer and a distributor that seems to believe they can pull one over on us by giving us their shit product when we ordered their top-of-the-line goods. We already took a bad order last month, remember?”

      Johnny had the decency to look ashamed of himself for that mistake.

      “So send the entire thing back and get the correct order here by noon tomorrow. Or else.”

      “Or else, what?” The delivery guy had his clipboard tucked under one arm and his thumbs hooked in the pockets of his cargo shorts, an unaffected air about him. That air shifted as I stalked closer, until he was brandishing his clipboard like a shield.

      Pressing my finger into the cheap pressboard backing, I pushed it into his chest. I jabbed it in punctuation of every other word I said. “Or else I’ll find a new distributor and a new delivery guy, and I’ll make sure your bosses understand it was your shoddy workmanship that lost them our business. Do you understand?”

      He nodded frantically, dodging my gaze like it alone could ruin his life. I spun on my heel, yelling over my shoulder as I went. “Get it fixed, Johnny, or I’ll find a new bartender too.”

      Back on the casino floor, I scanned the room for any disturbances. There was a cheering crowd around one of the roulette tables and a quiet one around a small group playing blackjack. I made a mental note to check both of them out.

      We had a few high rollers who required my attention tonight. Mr. Leonetti had called with very specific instructions that they be treated with our finest. I cringed when he said it, and I cringed again as I dragged my gaze to their private table across the room.

      Our finest was a direct contradiction to the directive I’d just laid down in the girls’ dressing room.

      Evie and Ruby were already there. Ruby had her fingers sliding through Franco Tedesco’s shaggy black hair while Evie was perched upon Carmelo Santoro’s knee. My blood boiled when I saw Santoro’s possessive grip on her hip, the way his fingers splayed across her bronze skin.

      No matter how bad it was, I tried to ignore the relief I felt at Carina’s absence…

      Only for my chest to shrink as I registered her absence.

      My attention was drawn to the staff-only door that led to the hallway and the dressing room beyond. Carina wasn’t one to miss the high rollers. They were the money. The more they lost, the higher the pay of whomever worked their table, be it dealer, waiter, or one of the girls. Depending on their night, the girls stood a chance to earn thousands.

      More, if they went against my orders.

      With my jaw clenched, I crossed the plush, blood-red carpet on a winding path. The other tables needed my attention, despite having high rollers in the club. Sometimes, they needed it more. Specifically, the crowded blackjack table where some clearly disgruntled patrons were hunched over their cards while a lone, cocky-as-fuck player sat gloating.

      I caught Lucy’s attention as I passed, motioning with the jut of my chin for her to help me. The girls had been trained for this, and she caught on with nothing more than direct eye contact and that subtle movement. She was sidling up to the players at the table in minutes.

      There was one problem taken care of.

      Instead of meeting her, I stopped at the head of the roulette table, scanning the bets and players. Sienna was there in the middle of the throng, hand on one of the patron’s biceps as she leaned in close to whisper near his ear. It was the flick of her eyes my way, that split second of eye contact before she tilted her head back in a laugh, that told me what I needed to know.

      She suspected the man of cheating.

      I lifted my gaze to the ceiling, to the camera hidden in the intricate wooden paneling. My lips curled into a scowl. Our new security system was courtesy of Carina’s ex.

      A disembodied voice spoke in my ear, through the tiny earpiece created specifically for The Starlight Club by Mr. Leonetti’s son—Carina’s other ex. “On it.”

      Grateful as I was for the high-end tech, the last thing I needed was that reminder. I shot a glance toward the still-closed staff door, conscious of the fact Carina still hadn’t come out. As much as I wanted to find out why, I had bigger fish to fry.

      I grasped the dealer's shoulder before leaving without a word. The two high rollers needed my attention, and there was nothing I could do about the potential cheater.

      Yet.

      Stopping by Tedesco’s side, I leaned both hands on the table and smiled. “Franco. Carmelo. So good to see you again.” Much to my pleasure—and their chagrin—Evie and Ruby were pushed aside as the two men reached to shake my hand.

      “How’s winnings tonight?” I asked when they returned to their chairs.

      “Well.” Mr. Tedesco gestured to the small pile of chips in front of him. “As you can see, I’ve had better days.”

      “Just last month,” Santoro replied before nudging Tedesco with the back of his hand. “They about kicked you out for how well you did, remember?”

      “I remember,” Todesco said, turning a wry smile to his friend. “I remember having to front you twenty grand so you could make it home to the missus without losing your head.”

      “Bah. Mr. Leonetti would never harm a hair on the head of any of his beloved customers. Isn’t that right, Kingston?”

      “Very right, sir.” A cold smile swept across my face as I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Their laughter was raucous, drawing attention our way. It was fine by me. It kept half the room from seeing the security guards ushering the roulette cheater and two of his buddies away.

      I stood a little straighter, then extended my hand to Tedesco again. “I’ll let you get back to your game. If you need anything at all, Ruby and Evie know how to find me.”

      After shaking their hands—and giving stern looks to the girls—I sped through the casino as fast as I could without drawing unwanted attention. Our head bouncer, Cole, was waiting for me near the back doors.

      “How bad is it?” I asked before coming to a stop in front of him.

      “Coulda been worse,” he told me in a slow drawl. “They tried the mix-up a few times, made a couple grand each, but Sienna caught on quick enough. Guys upstairs didn’t catch the sleight of hand until you brought it to their attention. They’re good. Makes me wonder how many other times they’ve been here.”
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