
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

King of Diamonds

Subtitle: Hearts are Wild Cards

––––––––

[image: ]


Author: Delilah Stone

© 2025 by Author: Delilah Stone

All Rights Reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

First Printing Edition, 2025



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication:

[image: ]




To the dreamers who dare to bet on love,

Even when the odds are stacked against them

To the fighters who know that sometimes

The greatest risk is not in the cards we are dealt

However, in the hearts we choose to trust.

And especially to you, dear reader

Welcome to Las Vegas, where the most dangerous game

Isn't played at the poker table

But in the space between power and passion

In these pages, I will show you that sometimes

The biggest gamble of all

Is letting yourself fall for your greatest enemy

May you find yourself lost in a world where

Diamonds cut deep, but love cuts deeper.

Bet wisely.

With all my heart for a happy reading journey



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Queen Who Never Belonged
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"All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players."

-  William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7

Las Vegas was not built on luck. It was mainly built on power, on blood, on debts that were never meant to be repaid. Moreover, at the very top of its golden food chain sat the Diamond Palace, a kingdom of excess, secrets, and ruthless ambition.

Thirty floors above the Strip, the penthouse suite loomed over the city like a throne, floor-to-ceiling windows swallowing the neon glow of a world that never slept. Inside, gold-accented furniture shimmered under the crystal chandelier, the scent of expensive cigars clinging to the air like a ghost of the past. This was an empire, Damian Cavalli’s empire. Moreover, tonight, Emilia West was walking straight into the lion’s den.

She stood at the entrance, heels clicking against the marble, the sound sharp, deliberate, and a countdown to war. The blood red of her dress clashed wickedly against the pristine white and gold of the suite, and her piercing green eyes, eyes that had once burned with something softer but were now nothing but ice.

Damian Cavalli leaned against the bar, adjusting the cufflinks she once gave him, solid platinum, elegant and cold. Just like he had become since her funeral. A glass of whiskey rested in his grip, the liquid swirling lazily under the chandelier’s glow.

His jet-black hair was combed back with precision, his three-piece suit unruffled, but his icy blue eyes burned into hers with the heat of an open flame. It seemed clear that he was a man who had never lost. “You’re late,” he said, each word dipped in venom, though his eyes betrayed a flicker of something more. Not longing. But recognition. A ghost from a night that neither of them had fully buried.

Emilia stepped inside as if she owned the place, though they both knew she was trespassing in his world.

“Traffic,” she replied, unbothered. “And the fact that your father conveniently forgot to mention he was making me your new Vice President.”

Damian’s jaw flexed, but his smirk was pure arrogance. “You think a title means anything here? You think you’re owed a seat at my table?” He took a slow sip of his whiskey and then placed the glass down with a deliberate clink. “Princess, this world will eat you alive.”

Her lips curled, red like blood, like war. “Then it better chew carefully.”

Hours earlier, Emilia had been in her high-rise Manhattan office when the call came. An unknown number. A distorted voice, mechanical. “The Diamond Palace is hiding something deeper than we thought it does. If you want the truth, take the job.”

The message was cryptic. The stakes, unclear. However, Emilia knew one thing: there was more to this than a power play. In addition, if there was one thing she thrived on, it was secrets.

There was a secret buried in the Diamond Palace, one she intended to dig out, even if it bled. All she needed was that vault code, and his empire would finally tip in her favor.

Therefore, she boarded the private jet, her mind racing as the Vegas skyline blinked to life beneath her. It had been six years since she had set foot in this city, six years since the night in Monaco; the night that should have never happened. The night she made the biggest mistake of her life.

Now, thanks to Salvatore Cavalli’s fading mind, she was being thrust back into the one place she had sworn never to return to.

“Do you know what I think?” Damian mused, circling her now, his presence swallowing the space between them. “I think you’re here for revenge.”

Emilia arched a perfectly sculpted brow. “And what exactly do you think I’m avenging?”

His smirk was pure sin. “That night.”

She did not flinch. Did not waver. Nevertheless, she did tilt her chin up in defiance. “Oh, Damian. Still clinging to the past? How very sentimental of you.”

His fingers curled into a fist at his side. She saw it, the crack in his perfect composure. Good. Let him be angry. Let him burn.

“Careful, Emilia,” he murmured, stepping so close she could smell the whiskey on his breath, the expensive cologne on his skin. “You don’t want to make me your enemy.”

She let out a soft laugh, tilting her head just slightly, just enough for her perfume to reach him, a scent he had not smelled in years, and yet, it still did something to him.

“Darling,” she whispered, lips barely brushing the shell of his ear. “I already have.”

The city pulsed below them, but inside this room, it was a battlefield. Damian, the king who never bowed. Emilia, the queen who never belonged. In addition, somewhere in the shadows of the Diamond Palace, the real war was just beginning.

Before leaving her suite, Emilia sat in her bed, scrolling through her phone. The message, the one that had brought her here, played in her mind like a broken record. Who had sent it? In addition, what were they warning her about?

She had access to every floor, every ledger, and every secret worth keeping. Yet, something about this place felt off. The walls held whispers. The corridors had eyes. In addition, she had the sinking feeling that, for all her confidence, she was not the one hunting. She was the prey.

A knock on her door made her flinch. Emilia rose to her feet, smoothing out her dress before she opened it. Salvatore Cavalli stood there, his sharp Italian features softened only by the weight of age. His eyes, once filled with fire, were clouded now, slipping between lucidity and forgetfulness.

“Ah, Emilia,” he said, blinking slowly, like it took effort to place her face. “You remind me of someone...” He trailed off, lost in a moment that clearly wasn’t the present. His smile faded. Then returned. Then faded again. The sharp mind of the Cavalli patriarch flickered like a faulty bulb.

She smiled back, even as unease curled in her stomach. “Who’s that?”

But his smile faded, and for a brief moment, the sharp mind of a casino kingpin flickered behind his gaze. “A woman who once thought she could outplay the devil.”

Damian’s words echoed in Emilia’s mind as she left his office, a chill running down her spine at the memory of his parting words. “Be careful, cara mia. The house always wins.”

Now, standing at the poker table, she couldn’t shake the weight of that warning.

The door shut behind him, and Emilia stood frozen, a queen in a city of liars, realizing far too late she had just stepped into a game she did not understand.

The air inside the Diamond Palace felt thicker than the Las Vegas heat outside. As Emilia moved past the vault corridor, a figure brushed against her, too forceful to be accidental. She stumbled. A hand caught her elbow, strong, steady. Damian. But when she turned to thank him, he was already walking away.

The room buzzed with tension, the hum of low conversations, the occasional clink of chips, and the whisper of cards being shuffled. Damian Cavalli sat at the center of it all. His back was straight, one arm draped over the armrest of his chair as he surveyed the players before him.

The man exuded power, pure, unrelenting. Every move he made was calculated, like a predator deciding whether to pounce. His eyes, cold and unforgiving, flicked over to Emilia the moment she approached. 

Damian had a reputation for being ruthless, for reading people before they even opened their mouths. In addition, Emilia? She was a puzzle. Beneath that exterior, though, was a man barely holding the seams of his world together. His father’s memory was slipping, his mother’s grave still visited in silence every week, and the weight of the empire pressed on him like a curse.

“You think I will go easy on you?” His voice was low, like velvet, but it carried an edge. “This is a kingdom, Emilia.” He simply raised an eyebrow. “And you don't get to make the rules here.”

The dealer immediately stepped back, other gamblers fell silent, and floor staff appeared from seemingly nowhere, their attentive postures making it clear who commanded this space. Without a word, the crowd parted to give him a wider berth, their deference speaking volumes about his position atop this particular food chain.

Emilia’s gaze never wavered. She made sure to take her time, her eyes never leaving Damian’s. There was no hesitation, no sign of nerves; she was in control.

“You don’t seem to understand I’m not here to make rules, Damian,” she said, her voice cutting through the tension like a blade. “I’m here to play your game and win it.”

A flicker of surprise crossed his face, but it was gone in an instant. He set his glass down, the sound of the crystal against the wood echoing like a warning.

“You won't be able to do that because this table is reserved for those who know the game," he said, his tone hardening as he stood guard over the high-stakes poker table. “Not for people like you. ”

Emilia met his gaze unflinchingly. After that tense conversation in Damian's office earlier, she had come to the casino floor with a singular purpose: to beat the casino king at his own game. She wasn't about to let this gatekeeper stop her.

Emilia’s lips curled into a confident smile, her eyes sharp as she leaned closer, her red dress whispering with the movement. The heat of the room seemed to swell between them, a magnetic pull only the two of them could feel. 

“People like me, huh? Is that what you think I am?” she asked, her voice low and controlled as she folded her arms casually, leaning forward just a fraction more, her eyes never leaving Damian’s.

Damian’s posture shifted, his shoulders broadening, his jaw tightening. He leaned in too, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I know exactly who you are, Emilia,” he said, his voice a dangerous, silken growl that barely contained his irritation. “And I don’t like people poking around my business.”

Damian watched her walk away, his expression unreadable. He had no idea before she showed up that she'd been appointed by his father to work by his side. The truth was, he could not even begin to fathom the complexity of her motives.

But one thing was clear: she wasn’t afraid of him.

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said, her smile unfaltering. “I’m not here to dig into your empire. I’m just here to play.” The words hung in the air like a taunt, as if daring him to challenge her.

His eyes darkened. “The next time you dig,” Damian hissed, “you won’t get a warning." His gaze never left hers, his presence as thick as a storm cloud, but Emilia did not flinch. 

Her response came just as smoothly as the rest of the evening. “I’ll take my chances. What’s life without a little risk, huh?” Her fingers lightly brushed the corner of the cards in front of her, the movement subtle yet calculated, a small but deliberate gesture that matched the fierce confidence in her words.

Damian studied her with the intensity of a predator, his lips barely twitching. The private poker room at the back of the casino housed just one table where Emilia sat opposite Damian. Despite the lavish surroundings and the soft jazz playing from hidden speakers, a tension hung in the air. 

Four other players, wealthy regulars by the looks of their custom suits and practiced poker faces, completed the table, though they seemed like mere spectators to the real battle unfolding between her and the casino owner.

A silent challenge passed between them, one he could not resist. In addition, Emilia? She felt it too, but she did not blink. She would never show fear, not to him. Not to anyone.

The game moved forward, each card falling in time with the rising tension, each bet placed carefully, each word loaded with meaning. Neither of them was willing to give an inch. He wanted to see if she would break. She was testing him, every word, every breath, a dangerous game in itself. 

Finally, the hand ended. Damian stared at his cards, a slow breath escaping his lips as he assessed the situation, his eyes flicking over the table, the calculated tension in his posture telling the story. 

However, Emilia’s gaze was unwavering. The cards were laid out, and though his hand was strong, her gaze was stronger. 

Damian’s jaw clenched, a muscle twitching in irritation. His poker face was now a mask of controlled rage, his eyes locked onto hers with an intensity that almost made the air crackle. The game was no longer just a contest of cards. It was about something deeper, something unspoken.

“You don’t belong here,” he spat, each word dripping with dark frustration. He refused to acknowledge the quiet victory that sat just beneath the surface of his words.

Emilia stood slowly, her movements smooth, deliberate, and utterly composed. Her red dress shimmered as she adjusted the straps, a subtle shift in her body that exuded power. As she turned away from him, the room seemed to hold its breath.

“Maybe not,” she said firmly. “But I’m here now.” 

With that, she walked out of the room, leaving Damian Cavalli to seethe in the silence of his own frustration. Her departure did not just mark the end of the game; it was a beginning. 

She was a force, one that would shake the very foundations of the Diamond Palace. In addition, Damian? She held his gaze steadily. The next move was hers, and she was ready to make it. The moment Emilia walked out of the room, the weight of what had just happened crashed over Damian like a tidal wave. His fingers curled into fists, his jaw clenching so tightly it ached. Silence settled over the poker table, thick and suffocating. Then...

Damian Cavalli did not move. Not at first. The world around him was a blur, sounds muffled, the golden glow of the Diamond Palace’s chandeliers stretching into surreal streaks of light. His fingers twitched at his side, as if his body had not yet caught up with the realization of what had just happened.

She had won not just the game but also the moment. The power. The air itself felt like it had shifted in her favor, and the weight of his own failure pressed down on him like a vice.

The sharp clink of glasses snapped him out of his trance. A waiter, dressed in a crisp white uniform, hesitated at the edge of the table, uncertain whether to clear the untouched drinks or flee from the tension between the two players. 

The hum of conversation in the casino's VIP room had dimmed, patrons of the Diamond Palace pausing mid-laugh, mid-breath, sensing the rupture in the air. Even the dealers, masters of maintaining their composure, exchanged wary glances.

Damian’s hand moved before his mind did. In one violent sweep, he flipped the poker table over with a force that sent chips, cards, and expensive crystal glasses flying through the air. A sickening crash echoed through the room as the glasses shattered against the marble floor, splinters of glass catching the warm light like cruel little stars.

Gasps rippled through the casino. The clatter of chairs scraping against the floor followed as people recoiled from the sudden outburst. A woman in a slinky black dress let out a startled shriek, clutching onto the arm of her stunned companion. One of the dealers stepped back so quickly he nearly tripped, while a server stiffened, the silver tray trembling in his grasp.

The air was thick with tension, but no one dared to move. No one dared to speak. Damian was breathing hard now, his chest rising and falling like a man who had just been plunged into icy water. His fingers curled into fists, veins prominent against his skin.  The absolute, suffocating silence.

He yanked his phone from his pocket, fingers jabbing at the screen, the call ringing once, twice, nothing. His father wasn’t answering. Again. A muscle ticked in his jaw. He tried once more. Nothing.

She walked away with his pride in her palm, cool and effortless, while he stood among the wreckage of ego and fury. He turned his wrist, watching the cufflinks catch the light. Her gift. The only thing he kept from that night. He hated how often he wore them.

He turned sharply, his eyes locking onto one of the senior dealers, a man named Victor, whose salt-and-pepper hair and years of working in high-stakes gambling rooms had made him a seasoned observer of men like Damian.

“Clean this up,” Damian bit out, his voice low, rough.

Victor gave a curt nod, but there was something in his gaze, something unreadable and something that made Damian’s blood boil even more. Was it pity? Amusement? Neither was acceptable. Not tonight.

His pulse was a war drum in his ears. He scanned the crowd, catching glimpses of expressions half-hidden behind delicate hands and murmured whispers. They were talking. Of course, they were. This was the Diamond Palace, nothing went unnoticed, and his name was carved into the very bones of this place.

A younger croupier, barely out of training, made the grave mistake of meeting Damian’s gaze for a second too long.

“What the fuck are you looking at?” Damian snapped, his voice slicing through the tension like a blade.

The man flinched, lowering his eyes immediately, mumbling an apology as he hurried away.

Damian exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through his hair. He had to get out of here. Now.

His father’s absence on the other end of the phone was louder than any of the gasps or whispers that had followed his outburst. The old man knew. He had to know. And yet, he refused to acknowledge Damian’s call, refused to offer even the semblance of an explanation.

Salvatore's mind traveled back to Hazard, where he'd first encountered Emilia working as an assistant to Marco, one of his business associates. She'd been efficient, observant, perhaps too observant for someone in her position. Their paths had crossed occasionally at Marco's office, exchanges brief but charged with an unspoken recognition of each other's capabilities. Damian, of course, knew nothing of this history between them.

Why the fuck had he placed Emilia here? What was she to him? In addition, more importantly, what was she planning?

Damian turned on his heel, strode out of the casino, past the wreckage of shattered glass and spilled drinks, past the murmuring crowd that parted like the Red Sea in his wake. He did not stop, didn’t look back. His mind was a wildfire, burning with questions, with fury, with something dangerously close to obsession. This was not over.

Damian returned to the casino floor, drawn back by the commotion. Now he stood amidst the wreckage, shattered glasses, overturned chairs, and the smell of whiskey thick in the air. The weight of eyes on him was suffocating, but no one dared to speak. The fear was palpable.

With a sharp inhale, he straightened his spine, rolling his shoulders back, forcing the chaos inside him to settle into something colder, something sharper. He would not be outplayed. Not again. He pulled his phone from his pocket, his grip firm, his jaw clenched. With a flick of his thumb, he dialed. It rang once.

Twice. A voice answered on the third ring. Deep, professional, unfazed. “Mr. Cavalli.”

“Find out everything about Emilia,” Damian commanded his tone like steel. “Why my father appointed her. How she got back into my life. Every conversation she’s had, every step she’s taken since she set foot in Vegas.”

A brief pause. “And if she doesn’t want to be found?”

Damian let out a slow, humorless chuckle, his fingers pressing into the edge of the poker table he had just flipped. “Then find her faster.” The call ended.

He exhaled through his nose, rubbing a hand over his jaw. His head still throbbed from the rage twisting inside him, but his ego, his pride, demanded satisfaction. He needed to reclaim his throne.

His eyes darted toward a nearby server, a young woman standing frozen near the broken glasses, gripping a silver tray like a lifeline. She flinched when his gaze locked onto her.

“Bring the dancers,” he said, his voice low, controlled.

She blinked. “S-Sir?”

“The dancers.” His tone sharpened, like a blade gliding over skin. “Vegas’ finest. The ones who make men forget their own damn names.” He stepped forward, adjusting the cuffs of his crisp black dress shirt. “And prepare another table for tonight.”

The server nodded quickly and disappeared, practically running.

Damian turned to one of his security guards, a broad-shouldered man named Vito. “We’re making this night memorable. Every high roller, every VIP, I want them here. No press, no outsiders.” He flexed his fingers, cracking the tension in his knuckles. “I’m hosting a game, and this time, no one leaves my table unless I say so.”

Vito gave a single nod and pulled out his phone, already making the calls.

Damian exhaled slowly, rolling his neck, letting the tension ease from his body. He was back in control. At least, that is what he told himself.

Then, a ghost of the past slid into his thoughts. The sound of muffled jazz played beyond the thick velvet curtains. Back then, before everything turned to shit, Emilia had moved through this casino as if she owned it.

He remembered the way she used to trust him. Trust. That damn word that now felt like a joke in his mouth.

She had worked under him, once, not as a dealer, not as a performer. But she was beside him, running the games, handling the books, ensuring the smooth operation of his work. Emilia had been brilliant, sharp, calculating, but she had one fatal flaw.

She believed him. But he had lied. A memory flickered, her standing in this very casino, her gaze searching his face, waiting for the truth.

"Tell me you're not involved in this, Damian."

His answer had been smooth, effortless. The kind of lie that slipped off his tongue like a melody.

"You think I’d ever lie to you, princess?"

And she had let it go. Until she did not. Until she found out. And when she did, she vanished.

Damian’s fingers twitched. He flexed them, rolling his wrists as if shaking off the ghost of that night. No. He would not dwell. He strode toward the VIP lounge, his movements precise, controlled, exuding the power he had always commanded in this empire.

The dealers were already preparing a new table, velvet cushions smooth, gold-plated chips gleaming under the dim casino lights. The room smelled of expensive perfume, aged whiskey,

The night bled into the neon-drenched streets of Las Vegas. A storm brewing beneath crystal chandeliers and the glint of high-stakes dreams.

Damian Cavalli stood at the heart of it, the orchestrator of indulgence, of ruin, of everything that lived between risk and recklessness. However, tonight, he wasn’t here to bask in his empire. Tonight, he was here to take back control.

The private suite of the Diamond Palace had been transformed. Rich mahogany walls, golden accents, and plush leather seats set the stage for the spectacle about to unfold. A new poker table gleamed under the dim light, its surface pristine, waiting. The air hummed with anticipation as high rollers filtered in, billionaires, criminals, oil magnates, and tech moguls, all drawn by the scent of power and danger. Then came the dancers.

They moved like sin incarnate, their sequined bodies catching the light, their bare legs wrapping around poles with practiced seduction. The bass of the music throbbed against the marble floor, a slow, dark pulse that slithered into the bloodstream like poison. This was Vegas. This was excess. This was his kingdom.

Damian exhaled, slow, calculated. The last remnants of his earlier rage simmered within his chest. His fingers curled around the crystal tumbler in his hand, the ice clinking softly as he took a sip of whiskey, smooth, aged, expensive. Like him.

Yet, none of it, the dancers, the music, and the intoxicating power of control, none of it erased the ghost of her. Emilia. She had walked into his world tonight and shattered it in one single, effortless move.

He turned his wrist, watching the amber liquid swirl in his glass, jaw tightening. She beat me.

Not just at poker. That was just a game, a flick of cards, a play of strategy. She beat me in front of my men. In front of Vegas. In front of myself.

Damian never lost. Not to anyone. Sure as hell not to her.

A voice broke through his thoughts.

“Boss.”

Luca.

Damian glanced up, his expression unreadable, but his fingers stilled against the glass.

Luca was the only man who could walk into his space unannounced without consequences. He moved with the ease of someone who knew Damian’s mind as well as he knew his own. A smirk played on his lips as he took in the scene, the dancers, the high rollers, and the carefully curated decadence.

“You’re really going all out,” Luca mused, leaning against the edge of the bar. “What’s the occasion? Restoring the Cavalli ego?”

Damian let out a slow, humorless chuckle. He swirled his drink again, his movements lazy, deliberate, but his eyes. His eyes were lethal.

“I don’t lose, Luca.”

Luca exhaled through his nose, amused. “She’s under your skin.”

Damian’s jaw ticked, but he smirked instead. “Then I’ll peel her out.”

Luca tilted his head, studying him. “You sure? Because from where I’m standing, you look like a man who’s about to spiral.”

Damian turned, setting his glass down with a quiet clink. His fingers smoothed down the lapels of his suit, his watch glinting under the light.

“I want you to tell me everything you find on her,” he murmured, voice low, edged with something dangerous.

“Every call she's made. Every meeting. Every damn reason my father thought she belonged in my world again.”

Luca didn't move. Didn't blink.

“And what if you don't like what you find?” he asked.

Damian's smile was slow. Sinister.

A long pause. Then, with a slight nod, Luca pulled out his phone, already working.

Damian rolled his shoulders, the tension in his muscles refusing to unravel despite the whiskey burning down his throat. The weight of the night pressed against his skin, but he refused to let it show.

Luca exhaled through his nose, shaking his head. “Still thinking about her?”

Damian didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

Instead, he turned back toward the table, where chips were stacked like miniature fortresses, where the scent of leather and smoke thickened the air. The night was still his. And he would own it.

The next hand was dealt. Then another, and another. He won. Again, and again.

The dealers watched with quiet awe, their hands moving like ghosts across the table. The other players tried to keep up, their expressions unreadable, but their movements, hesitant, uncertain, betrayed them. Damian read them like open books. He picked them apart like prey, sinking his teeth into every advantage. And still, it wasn’t enough.

His fingers drummed against the table, his smirk lazy but sharp, his eyes gleaming like a predator at rest. Another hand, another win. The pile of chips in front of him had grown obscene.

“More drinks,” he ordered, voice smooth, commanding.

Immediately, a server appeared, tall, blonde, red lips curving into a careful smile as she set down another glass. Damian barely spared her a glance before knocking back the whiskey.

Luca watched him, arms crossed, amusement flickering in his gaze. “You know, at some point, even you have to admit when something’s eating you alive.”

Damian let out a low chuckle, but there was no humor in it. “That’s the thing, Luca. Nothing beats me. I do the devouring.”

The moment he closed his eyes, he saw her. That red dress. The defiance in her gaze. The way she had walked away from him. Like he was nothing.

A vein ticked in his jaw. He poured himself another drink. Then another. The music pulsed. The dancers moved in hypnotic waves, their bodies shimmering under golden lights. Laughter echoed from distant tables, the scent of cigars and perfume thick in the air.

Vegas was alive. And Damian Cavalli refused to be haunted. He poured another finger of whiskey, letting the amber liquid catch the light before setting the glass down untouched.

“Find out everything,” he said to Luca, who stood silently by the window. “Every contact she's made since arriving. Every meeting. Everyone who might know why she's really here.”

Luca nodded once, his expression betraying nothing. "And if it's as innocent as she claims?”

Damian's eyes darkened. “Nothing about Emilia Russo has ever been innocent.” He traced the rim of his glass. 

“She didn't come back to Vegas without a reason. I want to know what she's planning before she has a chance to execute it.”

As Luca left, Damian turned to the city lights beyond his window. The whiskey remained untouched, his mind suddenly too sharp for the comfort of oblivion.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The King’s Crown is slipping
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"Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely."

- Lord Acton

Damian woke to a punishment disguised as a hangover. The pain splitting his skull was almost welcome compared to the shame coiling through his chest like bitter smoke.

He stared at the ceiling, fragments of the night before flickering through his mind, faceless hands, nameless lips, a desperate attempt to exorcise Emilia's ghost. He couldn't remember her name or face, just the hollow victory of letting a stranger occupy the space Emilia had torn open inside him. The temporary bandage had fallen away, leaving the wound rawer than before.

He shifted. Then he felt it. The slow, languid movement of another body beside him. His stomach twisted.

He turned his head with deliberate slowness, each degree of movement a silent confession as his eyes confirmed what he already knew. Another meaningless night. Another failed distraction.

Blonde hair spilled across his pillow like liquid gold, the precise opposite of Emilia's raven darkness. Bare shoulders rose and fell with peaceful breaths, blissfully unaware of her role as placeholder. A beautiful stranger whose touch had reached his skin but penetrated no deeper.

Damian stared at her sleeping form, a hollow ache spreading beneath his ribs. Nothing stuck anymore. Nothing numbed the persistent ghost of Emilia that haunted every corner of his mind, not expensive whiskey, not willing bodies, not even the momentary obliteration of release. The emptiness remained, patient and permanent, a void with her silhouette.

Damian’s jaw clenched. He didn’t remember her. Not her face. Not her name. Not how the fuck she ended up in his bed.

A sharp wave of loathing hit him. Not just at her. At himself. At the way he kept trying to erase Emilia’s name from his skull with every vice he could find.

His hand shot out, grabbing the sheets and ripping them away. “Get up.” His voice was gravel, thick with exhaustion and something colder, resentment.

The girl stirred, a sleepy moan slipping past her lips before she blinked awake. Confusion clouded her eyes as she sat up, clutching the sheets to her chest. “What?”

"Out. Now.”

She flinched, her breath hitching. “Damian, wait...”

But he wasn’t listening. He was already reaching for his wallet, pulling out a thick stack of bills. He didn’t count them, he never did. He just threw them at her, the crisp notes scattering across the bed.

“There. Consider it a tip. Now get out.”

Her face twisted, hurt flashing across her features before it hardened into something colder. She scoffed, gathering the money with shaking fingers before standing. 

“You’re an asshole, you know that?”

Damian didn’t blink. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

She grabbed her dress off the floor, yanking it on before storming toward the door. The moment it slammed shut behind her, the silence that followed was suffocating.

His hands curled into fists. He needed to erase the night, burn it from his skin. And still, she lingered, Emilia, like a scar he kept scratching open.

Her name was a fucking echo in his skull. A curse he couldn’t shake.

With a sharp inhale, he snatched his phone off the bedside table and dialed.

Luca answered on the second ring. “Jesus, finally awake?”

“Did you find anything?”

A pause. Damian could hear the faint clatter of poker chips, the murmur of voices in the background. “Still digging,” Luca admitted. “She covered her tracks well.”

Damian’s patience was a fragile thing, being in danger. His fingers tightened around the phone. “I want every detail, Luca. Every single fucking thing about why she’s back. If you have to turn Vegas inside out to find out, do it.”

Luca exhaled. “We’re on it.”

Not good enough. He needed answers. And if he had to break a few rules or necks to get them, so be it. This wasn’t about revenge anymore. It was survival.

Damian ended the call without another word. Then, he moved.

A shower, cold, brutal, before stepping out, his body thrumming with renewed energy. He dressed in a tailored black suit, the crisp fabric molding to his form. The weight of his Rolex felt grounding against his wrist as he adjusted the cuff. His movements were controlled, but inside, he was a storm waiting to break.

The moment he stepped outside his suite, his security team snapped to attention. Four men, all dressed in black, eyes sharp and unreadable.

The elevator ride down was silent, tension curling in the air like smoke. When the doors slid open, Damian strode through the lobby of the Diamond Palace with a presence that commanded attention, not through arrogance but precision. Servers paused mid-step, unsure if they should move or bow. 

Guests murmured behind their champagne flutes, sensing power more than pretension. He gave a brief nod to a waiter who held the door without flinching, the smallest gesture of acknowledgement that somehow meant everything. Outside, the valet was already waiting, keys in hand and posture straight, not out of fear, but habit.

His car, a custom Rolls-Royce Ghost, jet-black with a midnight finish, gleamed under the morning sun, polished to perfection. The moment his body sank into the driver’s seat, the scent of leather and power wrapped around him.

The engine purred to life with a low, menacing growl.

The city blurred past him, neon signs and towering hotels flashing in his periphery. His bodyguards followed in a separate SUV, always a few cars behind, always watching.

However, Damian didn’t give a shit. His destination was set. His father’s penthouse.

A fortress of glass and steel perched above the Strip, dripping in wealth, in excess. The moment he arrived, the valet practically ran to open his door.

Damian stepped out, straightening his sleeves. His stride was measured, tension humming beneath each step. The lobby guards barely had time to react before he was through, heading straight to the private elevator.

His father had a lot to fucking answer for. The doors slid open to the penthouse level, and Damian walked in without knocking.

The air inside the penthouse was thick with the scent of aged whiskey and old money. Damian stood at the entrance of his father’s private lounge, his jaw locked so tight it could crack. Across the room, Salvatore Cavalli sat at the mahogany bar, lazily swirling the amber liquid in his glass, his eyes half-lidded, distant.

For a moment, Damian just watched him. Assessing.

Some days, Salvatore was as sharp as he had ever been, his mind a steel trap, his words slicing through the air like a blade. And some days... some days were like this.

“You hired Emilia,” Damian said, his voice sharp as broken glass, already knowing the answer. It wasn’t curiosity, it was betrayal boiling in his blood.

Salvatore didn’t react.

Damian’s stomach twisted. His father simply sat there, fingers lightly tapping the rim of his glass, his gaze fixed on the ice melting inside.

Like he hadn’t even heard him. Like the name meant nothing.

Damian’s chest tightened. No. Not today.

“You hired Emilia,” he repeated, his voice lower now, harder.

This time, Salvatore blinked. His brows pulled together slightly, and for a second, just a second, there was something hollow in his eyes.
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