
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Irish Demon

        

        
        
          Sera Blackmoor

        

        
          Published by Sera Blackmoor, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE IRISH DEMON

    

    
      First edition. May 30, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sera Blackmoor.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230178989

    

    
    
      Written by Sera Blackmoor.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Dakota

Arizona

Past

I HEAR FOOTSTEPS, AND then I realize there are people talking very close to me.

From the voices, it sounds like two women, and for a moment I wonder if I’m not still asleep.

I can’t think straight. I’m cold and hungry.

“Mom, we have to get her out of here,” I hear a girl say.

I can barely open my eyes. I think I’m sick, but I force myself to do it because it’s one of two things: either I’ll need to run away again, or maybe these people can offer me a place to stay.

I think of Diedra and that she won’t have the same luck I’m having.

She’ll never get to sleep in a bed or eat a hot meal again; my friend is gone forever.

I feel the tears coming and I hold them back.

I force my eyes open.

“Help me,” I ask.

The woman kneels and hugs me. I wonder how she doesn’t care that I stink.

“We’re going to get you out of here,” says the girl, who looks about my age.

“Where are you taking me?”

It’s not like I have much choice. I’m exhausted and scared.

“We’re taking you to our house.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Knight

Las Vegas

Present Day

“ANGER MANAGEMENT AND whore management? What the hell does that mean?” I ask, looking at the paper he just handed me, though I haven’t read it yet.

“It’s self-explanatory, Knight. Your entire future in the WCC is contained in those two sentences I just said. In my hands, you will become the greatest light-heavyweight fighter of all time, and the richest one, too.”

I shake my head, pretending to agree, because Alistair actually believes that. He has no idea that Cillian, the Boss of the Irish Syndicate, runs a fight circuit that, while underground, gives the official one a run for its money. The bets, and the prize money, can be up to ten times what the WCC offers.

The head of the Irish mob, which my entire family is part of—me being the sole exception—and who also happens to be my cousin Juno’s husband, has made me some tempting offers to join the underground fights. Even though I love my family above all else, I want nothing to do with their business.

“So basically, you want to turn me into a saint,” I say, forcing myself back to the present.

“I’m not that hopeful,” says my agent, also the snobbiest son of a bitch on this fucked-up planet. “Just stop spreading so much love around the world, especially in Las Vegas. The reputation you’ve built is worthy of someone three times your age. Oh, and let’s not forget the damages at nightclubs.”

“My record isn’t that bad.”

“No? Let’s see. In the last six months, you’ve gotten into ten fights outside the ring and had five models demanding paternity tests.”

“None of them were carrying my kid. I may be a manwhore, but I’m not stupid. I never fuck without a condom, Milord.”

“You can’t call me that. That’s Angel’s exclusive.”

“Ah, Angel, of course. The delicious singer. How could I forget?” I ask with irony, because I never forget the face or name of a beautiful woman.

“The very one. Beautiful, and also married to a jealous actor, don’t forget to complete the sentence. Gael would rip your head off if he heard you talking about his wife like that.”

“He’d be welcome to try if I liked married women, but they’re too complicated. I prefer the free ones with no dreams, except the desire for a good fuck.”

“I’m serious, Knight. We have to start ‘fixing’ your image.”

“It’s not a flaw, it’s who I am.”

“It’s a flaw if it makes you lose millions in sponsorship.”

“What the hell do you want?”

“Will you listen?”

“I thought that’s what I was doing now,” I say, tapping my foot impatiently on the floor, drumming out a heavy rock song in my head.

I try to focus on both the man in front of me and the imaginary music, because it’s my escape valve for stress. The way I manage to contain the violence inside me.

The public thinks what I show in the ring is a character.

It’s not.

I despise a good part of the world.

“I’ve received a five-year sponsorship offer from the biggest sports company on the planet.”

I stare at him, unfazed. I know it’s his job to worry about these things—my future, I mean. For me, though, money is money. Good to have, good to spend, but still, just money.

I like what being rich gets me, but not enough to let it run my life. If that were the case, I would have signed up to fight for the Syndicate.

“The offer is for ten million dollars a year for a mere six commercials every other month, for five years.”

“Representing what?”

“You’re unbelievable, Knight. I’m telling you about fifty million dollars for thirty commercials over five years, and you’re worried about what you’ll be representing?”

“Yes, I am, because I’m not showing my ass in public. My mother wouldn’t like that.”

He shakes his head.

“Are you actually serious? Your ass has been photographed a dozen times in scandals over the last year.”

“Those were involuntary images. I didn’t want them seen. So, if these commercials are to show me towel-less, from behind, or any shit like that, you can tell these sponsors I said they can go fuck themselves.”

“No nudity. They want your image, God knows why. Maybe because despite the countless girlfriends and trouble you’ve gotten into, you have this whole ‘respect for your mother’ thing.”

“I do respect my mother. She’s our queen, mine and my brothers’.”

“Then she’ll be happy to know her son is about to become a multi-millionaire.”

“I’m already a millionaire.”

“There’s no such thing as too much money.”

“Okay. Can’t argue with that. What else do I have to do? What are the conditions?”

“No getting into fights and no parading a different woman every night.”

“What’s it to them what I do with my dick?”

“The brand wants to sell to families, too. Women won’t want their husbands, boyfriends, or fiancés buying the same swim trunks, sneakers, or shorts as a...”

“Manwhore?” I help out, because Alistair is too formal.

“Exactly.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Until we sign the contract, you need to be seen with the same woman.”

“What? I’ve never fucked the same woman twice, for fuck’s sake. How do you expect me to stick with just one for about... how long did you say?”

“They stipulated a hundred and eighty days, but I’d say three months would be a good start.”

“Fuck me!”

“It’s not that long. Besides, I have an idea.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We’ll create a fake girlfriend for you.”

“No woman is going to agree to that.”

“You’d be surprised what some people would do for fame.”

I run a hand through my hair, irritated and tempted at the same time. Even if money isn’t my top priority, fifty million is a fuck-ton of cash. Can’t let a deal like that slip by.

“I have to approve this girl.”

“That won’t be a problem. I already have a name in mind.”

“I’m not fucking her. We’ll stipulate one public outing every two weeks, and she never comes to my house.”

“Fine. But may I ask why?”

“Whoever is chosen will be by my side for months. I’m not capable of being faithful. If I sleep with her, she’ll think she has the right to come to my house because of the fake relationship, and she’ll have a jealous fit when she sees me with someone else. Because, eventually, she will see me with someone else.”
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Dakota

Las Vegas

“I’M GOING TO FAINT,” I say, and Sidney—my best friend and, along with her mother, my savior—rolls her eyes.

“If we lived in California, you could try for an acting career, but tough luck, baby, this is Vegas. The closest you’ll get to a stage is if you become a magician’s assistant, a comedian, or decide to dance in a show.”

I make a face of disgust.

“All three options are so tempting, but no, thank you.”

“You look so pretty, Dakota,” her little sister, Kallista, says, hugging me around the waist.

“Thank you, sweetie.”

Two seconds later, she runs off to play with her dolls. How nice it is to be a child and not know the difficulty of becoming an adult—which is now officially what I am, since I turned eighteen three days ago.

“Hey, it’s going to be fine.”

“It’s too fancy a restaurant, Sidney. I’m still trying to figure out how you even got me this job.”

“Actually, Mom had way more pull than I did. You know she talks to God and everybody.”

The restaurant I’ll be working at, newly opened inside a casino on the Strip, belongs to the same chain where Sidney and her mother, Laurel, work. It’s incredibly upscale, and only a combination of luck and Laurel’s charm—she could sell ice to an Eskimo—got me in the door.

“Look, I know you’re really nervous, but you’ve got this.”

“The place is full of millionaires. Have you forgotten who I am? A country mouse who’s lived her whole life away from society.”

She gives me a disapproving look because she hates it when I put myself down.

“You’ve served sandwiches at a dozen diner chains in all the towns we’ve lived in, Dakota. The only difference is now the customers will be ordering steak.”

“And the clothes they’re wearing cost more than the three of us make in a month. God! What if I spill sauce on a celebrity? What if I drop a meatball on someone’s head?”

She starts laughing.

“It’s not funny. You know how clumsy I am. I am fully capable of committing that kind of heresy.”

“Jesus, Dakota, they’re people just like us! They bleed red, too.”

“I don’t want to sound ungrateful, Sidney. Rationally, I know we need the money, but there’s nothing rational about me right now.”

“You can do this. You can do anything, my love.”

[image: ]

“YOU SWAPPED THE BEER brand for table six, girl.”

“Table five wants more bread.”

“Watch table three. That client is very important to us. Wherever he goes, the place is booked solid for weeks.”

There are so many instructions that my real desire is to just run. Instead, I take a deep breath and try to calm down.

“If you don’t want to take table three, I’ll do it,” another waitress says, nudging me with her elbow.

“Don’t even think about it, Bria. Fraternizing with clients is forbidden. Don’t go getting yourself into trouble or you’ll lose your job before the night’s over,” one of the assistant managers warns.

I have no idea who they’re talking about, and to be honest, I don’t care either. I just want to get through this first shift.

I would have quit an hour after I started if it weren’t for the indecent tip one of the customers left me at my very first table. Now I understand what Sidney meant when she said Las Vegas is the place to make money.

God knows we need it because Kallista won’t stop growing; she outgrows clothes every week, and because we always need a nest egg. We’re always on the run, and every new city requires a deposit for rent. I hope we can stay in Las Vegas longer. I really like it here.

“The water for table three has to be this brand,” the maître d’ says, pointing to a bottle. “We don’t even sell it regularly, but Mr. Knight only drinks this. It costs almost as much as an entrée by itself. Can you believe it?”

My eyes go wide with shock as I listen to the explanation.

Who in heaven’s name drinks water that expensive?

Sure, in some states it’s not very safe to drink from the tap because it can give you a stomachache, but I also don’t see the need to pay a fortune for a mere bottle of water.

I will never understand the rich.

And Mr. Knight?

He says it like I should know who that is.

“Dakota, wake up. The table isn’t going to serve itself, girl.”

“Um... Got it. I’m going.”

Jesus, I have to stop daydreaming. Sometimes I get a little lost between imagination and reality.

I place the water on my tray and take a deep breath, saying the prayer of the clumsy. God, please don’t let me make a fool of myself.

Table three is in a private lounge, which means the clients I’m about to serve are the elite of the elite.

It wasn’t originally mine, but the waiter who started serving them had to leave because of an emergency, and they had the brilliant idea of putting me—the rookie in the world of the rich and famous—on the powerful.

I look around the dining room.

Everyone here is powerful, you fool.

I remember Sidney and Laurel’s advice: don’t let them smell your fear or they’ll eat you alive.

I need to project confidence, even if it’s all an act.

With that in mind, I clutch the tray as if I’m drowning and it’s my lifeline—which, in a way, it is.

I’m carrying it higher than I should, and I blame the skin-tight uniform they made me wear. I can barely breathe in it.

Why a waitress has to wear a skirt and a kind of leather corset, I’ll never understand.

It wouldn’t be such a big deal if I didn’t have breasts larger than someone my height and weight needs, which makes them project in an embarrassing way.

I think of Kallista and her blessed little feet that won’t stop growing, forcing us to buy more clothes and shoes all the time.

You can do this, Dakota.

Remember your family. Not the biological one, but the one God gifted you. They deserve any sacrifice.
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CHAPTER 3
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Knight

Half An Hour Before

THE SECURITY TEAM ENCIRCLES the limousine as I, Alessio, Holt, Ace, Diavolo, and Alistair step out in front of the new restaurant.

The screaming from the fans—mostly women—is deafening, and I wonder how they found out we’d be dining here.

I don’t mind signing autographs or taking pictures; I know it’s part of the game. But today hasn’t been a good day. I’m exhausted, and all I want is a bed.

And, incredibly, given my track record, it will be an empty one.

Today is the anniversary of my father’s death, and the video call with my mom left me feeling low.

Now, the prospect of spending two hours in a packed restaurant, when I’d rather be eating at home, puts my mood somewhere near the circles of hell.

Turning to Alistair after the hot hostess leads us to our table, I ask:

“Enlighten me. Why did we choose this particular restaurant?”

He smiles because he knows me almost as well as my family does.

“Don’t be a grouch. The restaurant belongs to a well-known businessman. We had to eat somewhere, so why not here? Consider it your good deed for the month. A down payment on your sins. Besides, it’s excellent publicity: five WCC fighters having a civilized night out.”

“I thought we were past the point of selling our souls for publicity.”

Sure, the argument makes no sense, but it’s fun to needle him. Not that it seems to work, because he just shrugs, still smiling.

“You can never have too much good publicity.”

“Whatever. Just make sure the coast is clear when I leave. I’m not in the mood for more autographs or photos today.”

He nods, as he has a thousand times before, and leaves us for a moment, heading toward the back of the restaurant.

While the guys chatter nonstop, I scope out the room. I’m not part of the Syndicate, but I grew up in it, and I’ve picked up some of the family habits—like never sitting with my back to a door and mentally mapping every place I enter.

Fuck, I’m so done with nights like this. Having to do something just for the sake of good PR pisses me the hell off.

I don’t think Alistair’s plan to rebrand me as a nice guy is going to work anyway.

Journalists and paparazzi love snapping pics of me at parties and clubs. When they don’t have anything interesting to report, they make it up. That’s usually how I find out who I supposedly slept with the night before.

They’ve already painted me as a serial fuckboy, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon.

I’m no saint, but if I used my dick as often as they claim, I wouldn’t have any time left to train.

My daily training routine is brutal as it is, and it ramps up even more when a fight is scheduled.

Even though my base is Muay Thai, on top of all the other martial arts I need to master to keep my opponents guessing, I still do cardio and even swim.

I feel the need to fuck frequently. I’ve been doing it since I was a teenager, so it’s practically a habit on my daily checklist, like showering or eating. There’s no feeling involved. Being who I am, sex is easy.

No matter the city, it’s always the same: fans want pictures, no matter how tired I am. Women throw themselves at me—and I mean that literally—so aggressively it has the opposite effect of turning me on. I prefer to hunt down the ones I’m actually interested in.

Most of them just want to say they fucked a famous fighter. It doesn’t even matter which one.

Not that I expect love from them either. I barely remember faces or names, just the sensations they sparked.

There have been so many, and so varied, it’s like walking into a candy store with the most delicious flavors.

That’s why I never stick around for more than one night, why I’ve never felt anything beyond physical attraction. Still, I’m not as promiscuous as the media makes me out to be.

I continue my visual sweep of the restaurant, not settling on anyone in particular, until a sea of brown hair catches my attention.

She has her back to me, and the little I can see, I like.

She’s petite, with a beautiful body.

A slim waist and an ass that could resurrect a mummy. The dress—or maybe it’s a skirt and top, I can’t tell—is black leather and so short it leaves little to the imagination.

The boredom I felt when I arrived vanishes in seconds. I want her to turn around so I can get the full view.

And she does exactly that, as if obeying my silent command.

The woman is even prettier from the front. On anyone else, the mouth might seem a bit too wide with those full lips, but on her, it’s perfect. My cock hardens, already thinking of all the things we’ll do together.

My body is reacting in a way it hasn’t in months. After a while, it doesn’t matter who the company is, as long as the pleasure gets exchanged.

I examine my next prey.

The outfit is even more tempting from the front: a criss-cross wrap top held together by a cord instead of a zipper.

Her milk-white tits look like they’re trying to escape their confinement. I imagine undoing the top, taking turns sucking on each one.

Alistair starts heading back, and I gesture that I want to talk. When he’s at the table again, I stand so the others won’t hear and ask:

“Who’s the girl in the black leather dress?”

He looks over his shoulder, following the direction I nodded in, and when he turns back, his forehead is creased.

“Probably a waitress. Didn’t you notice they’re all wearing the same outfit?”

“No, I didn’t.”

I glance around and see he’s right, but there isn’t another one who comes close to my little temptation.

“I’ll confirm,” he says. “Give me two minutes, I’ll find out. But I think she is a waitress. You want her? Did you forget our deal? You’ll have to be discreet, Knight. In a few days, you’ll be officially spoken for.”

“It was just a question, Alistair.” I play it cool because I’ve never liked sharing information.

In fact, I don’t like sharing anything, and I don’t want him to realize just how much that girl got to me.
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Knight

WITH A NOD, HE GOES on his way.

I turn my attention back to the girl and notice she’s gesturing to a waitress. I can’t see her eyes, but her posture tells me she’s tense.

I can make that better for you, beautiful. I can make you feel so good...

I want her, and I’m not used to denying myself, but I’m a spoiled bastard and I want her to come to me.

Sooner or later, she’ll see me.

Every woman who works in a Vegas casino knows the fighters by name. Each one dreams of the “position” of ring royalty, but in the end, she just becomes another one who’ll soon be forgotten.

The cynical thought leaves a bad taste in my mouth, and I almost give up on the girl, because despite the provocative outfit, maybe she really is just working.

Since I spotted her, she hasn’t so much as glanced in my direction or at the guys, while the other women, who I now know are waitresses, keep looking our way.

“You gonna sit there in silence all night? And where the hell is the waiter? I’m starving,” Alessio growls at me, his accent thick, and I finally sit back down.

I’m intrigued. Call me an arrogant asshole, but it’s been eight years on the circuit. No woman remains indifferent when we’re in the same room.

Alistair is talking to the maître d’, and then, after giving the man a pat on the back, he speaks to the girl who’s holding my attention. Only a few minutes pass before he returns to our table.

He sits beside me and speaks quietly, for my ears only.

“Her name is Dakota, and as I guessed, she’s a waitress. She wasn’t assigned to our table, but I arranged for the other waiter to be dismissed.”

“By ‘arranged,’ you mean you paid him off?”

“I asked the maître d’ to give him a thousand bucks and send him home. He’d never make that in tips in a single night.”

I shrug, not giving a damn. It was an end to a means, the removal of an obstacle. What interests me now is that soon, the woman I want in my bed tonight will be right where I want her, right in front of me.

Dakota. An unusual name, perhaps to match the heat she’s stirred in me. Something urgent and inexplicable.

She looks very young and very fragile. I usually go for women around my age—twenty-six—or a little older, but I’ll be careful with her body when I take her.

Her frame is delicate. That slender neck could probably be encircled by just one of my hands.

Fuck, that makes me imagine how I want to hold her while she sucks me off.

“You think she’s pretty? Because up close she’s even better. Not your usual type, though. She’s got an angel’s face. Actually, not just her face, she looks like an angel, period. So think twice before you get involved with something you’re not used to handling.”

“Hmm... yeah, she looks nice,” I say, ignoring everything else he said. “But they all look beautiful in the half-light,” I deflect, because I don’t want to make my interest so obvious.

“You didn’t used to be this evasive, son.” He sounds strangely disappointed, and I feel like an idiot. “Well, mission accomplished. She’ll be over to serve us in a minute. Try to relax. You’ve been on edge for weeks.”

I try not to stare at her like a stalker, but it’s like the girl has cast some kind of spell on me. I have no idea what’s being said between Alistair and the guys.

Several minutes pass before she finally starts heading our way with a tray in her hands.

She looks focused, but it’s probably because she’s playing the shy card. I know all the games and tricks women use to avoid showing too much interest.

I try to control the way my body is revving up and to calm my massive ego, which is calculating how long it will take to convince her to leave here with me.

Fuck dinner, or rather, my dinner and dessert will be her.

I know that once we’re face to face, Dakota won’t stand a chance. She’ll be mine.

A few more steps and she’ll be here, and as she gets closer, my body grows more feverish.

Finally, we’re just a few feet apart, and when I manage to tear my hungry gaze away from those incredible tits to work my charm, Holt, one of the cretins sitting here with me and also my best friend, seems to notice the beautiful woman in front of us.

“What a treat, huh! My lucky day that you’re starting your fake relationship. Your loss is my gain.”

The tension spikes, but it has nothing to do with sexual desire, and everything to do with the fact that I feel strangely territorial about her.

His intrusion isn’t welcome, but I only vaguely register what he’s saying because now my eyes are locked on a pair of others the most exotic shade I’ve ever seen. I can’t even properly define the color. A very different blue, I think.

“She’s mine,” I warn, and I hear his laugh.

“You’re taken. Or at least that’s what the press will think soon.”

“And you’ll be dead by the end of the night if you get in my way.”

“Oh yeah? And what are you gonna do? Leave here with this piece of ass dressed in leather? You think no one will find out?”

“We haven’t announced anything yet.”

“But you will.”

“It’s a fake relationship, for fuck’s sake!”

The bastard laughs at my anger.

“In your place, I’d do the same. Ten million a year to put up with some politician’s vapid daughter seems like good pay.”

The son of a bitch is trying to piss me off. The way he says it makes it sound like I’m being paid to be with the woman, and not the other way around.

“Fuck you, Holt, and your judgments. Just stay out of my way.”
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Dakota

GOD, THIS IS SO MUCH harder than I imagined. Sidney said it was like serving sandwiches, except the rich folks here are going to order steak.

No way.

If I mess up an order, I can’t just apologize like I would at the diner and have it be okay, because the customers here seem kind of pissed off.

On my way to table three, I saw one of the other waitresses pass me by, crying. I shouldn’t have, but I stopped to ask what was wrong, and she told me she’d been treated like crap by a famous comedian’s girlfriend, which just cranked my anxiety up another notch.

I’m sweating cold. If the crowd here tonight is any indication of what the other days will be like, I’ll be coming home dead on my feet.

The poor waiters are running frantically back and forth, trying not to lose their jobs, because the clientele is very demanding. They want everything perfect and lightning fast.

To make it worse, I feel completely exposed in this outfit. I have this feeling the strapless top is actually going to fall down any minute, and I can’t even adjust it because both my hands are occupied with the blessed tray.

The temptation to hunch over to disguise my chest is huge, but we were instructed to be confident and smiley.

At least the lighting is indirect, practically a dim twilight, which gives me some relief because it helps hide the blush I’m sure is covering my face right now.

I don’t want to have to serve the table I’m heading to because they’re more VIP than the rest of the patrons, and to be honest, I still don’t get why they picked me.

All I know is I saw a man talking to the maître d’, and then they told me I’d be taking table three.

When I was about four meters from my destination, the same man stopped in front of me, blocking my path.

A cold sweat trickled down my spine and all I could hope was that it wasn’t a complaint.

I replay the brief conversation.

“Good evening, my name is Alistair,” he said.

I looked at him, suspicious.

A few men have already tried to hit on me, but Laurel explained exactly how to put each one in their place without losing my job in the process.

“Good evening, sir. How can I help you?”

“I’m the manager for the gentlemen at table three, whom you’ll be serving. What’s your name?”

I swear I’m not slow. My neurons usually work just fine, but I didn’t understand a thing.

He’s the manager for the clients I’m going to serve, but what does that have to do with me?

I wondered if he wanted to make some special request.

The other waitresses explained that the VIP clientele is a bit spoiled and expects special treatment.

Mentally, I kick myself for not having checked the list of the most important clients coming in tonight. Laurel had advised me to do it and to also do a little research so that, in case I landed the table of a particular celebrity, I’d know more or less what to expect.

So, the moment the man spoke to me, I regretted not following her advice. I had no idea—and still don’t—who “the gentlemen at table three” he referred to are.

“Dakota.” I mustered the courage to introduce myself.

He didn’t seem as intimidating as the other patrons present. His face was relaxed, almost smiling.

I’m not used to dealing with the public for anything beyond taking orders, especially not with rich clients, so my brain kind of froze. I wasn’t sure what to say. I’ve never dealt with strangers wearing suits that cost at least five times my monthly salary.

“So, Dakota, I have a special request. All my guys are demanding, but there’s one who’s worse than the others. I’d like you to give him VIP treatment tonight.”

I gave a weak smile, still not quite understanding where he was going with this conversation, but I tried to act professionally.

“All patrons of our establishment receive the best treatment, sir,” I replied, trying to calm myself and reciting, word for word, the speech we were trained to offer during job training.

He smiled.

Oh, my God, please just let him really only be after a special request, like a juicier steak, and not hitting on me! I prayed.

The last thing I needed was having to fend off advances from some millionaire.

I looked him directly in the eye, trying to assess the situation, and to my relief, there didn’t seem to be any malice in his gaze.

Letting out my breath for the first time since he approached, I asked:

“If you could explain to me, or perhaps to the maître d’, what kind of VIP treatment you have in mind, I’ll do my best to ensure the client leaves satisfied.”

He seemed to assess me calmly, as if surprised by my response.

I didn’t say anything else, making it clear I wasn’t going to play any guessing games.

He furrowed his brow, as if he were analyzing me and was confused by what he saw.

“You know what? Just do your regular service, dear. It’ll be fine,” he said and started to walk away. Then he turned back to face me.

“I see you’re carrying the special water Knight drinks,” he said, and apparently, I really should know who Knight is, because that’s the second person who’s said that name today. “Don’t forget to serve it with lemon. Just one slice. Place it at the bottom of the glass before filling it slowly with the water.”

I almost fainted with relief. So, the conversation was just about that? A tutorial for serving million-dollar water?

“Of course, sir. Lemon at the bottom of the glass, water poured slowly,” I repeated, but he kept staring at me.

“He’s not in a good mood today, Dakota, so don’t take anything he says personally. I spoke with the maître d’, and you will be the only one serving our table tonight.”

“What? But the sommelier needs to come too. I don’t know anything about wine. Actually, I don’t know anything about alcoholic drinks in general.”

The nervousness, which had given me a brief respite, came back in full force.

“Don’t worry about that. None of us will be consuming alcohol tonight.”

I nodded, pretending everything was fine, when in reality I just wanted to serve the blessed water and flee back to the kitchen.

​
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CHAPTER 6
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Dakota

AFTER HE WALKED AWAY, I was sorely tempted to invent an illness and go home, but I figured if I did that, the chance of getting fired would be pretty high.

“What’s the problem?” Bria, the same waitress who’d wanted the table I’m about to serve, asks, stopping beside me.

“Too many instructions and nerves, not enough confidence.”

“They’re just people, Dakota. They might think they’re better than us, but deep down, they’re just people who are born, live, and one day they’ll die too.”

She’s not being sarcastic anymore. On the contrary, she seems sympathetic to my agony.

“I know, but I really need this job. The tips are really good. Now I have to go, before I get myself in trouble.”

“Want me to ask the maître d’ to replace you?”

“No. I’m not a baby. I can do this.”

I start walking toward the trial by fire, praying my fake confidence becomes real.

I feel a sharp pang in the middle of my head and know I’ll have a killer headache by the end of the night. My body is so tense I have the feeling that if someone touches me, I might just snap in two.

My legs are wobbly and I’m furious with myself for being such a coward.

They’re just people, Dakota. They might think they’re better than us, but deep down, they’re just people who are born, live, and one day they’ll die too.

Bria’s right. It can’t be that hard.

What if I drop the water and lemon in Mr. Knight’s lap? What if I trip in these ridiculously high heels and my dress rides up?

What if...

Just stop, Dakota! Do what you have to do and get out.

I lift my head, move forward, and finally I’m standing before the table I’m supposed to serve.

I wouldn’t be able to say which one of them is Mr. Knight, who apparently everyone knows, even if my life depended on it.

The conversation stopped as soon as I approached and they all stared at me. The urge to turn and run is almost uncontrollable.

One of them is staring right back, and maybe because of that, I get a little hypnotized too, forgetting the rest of the group and one hundred percent focused on his face.

He has a tense posture. Nothing like someone who came to a restaurant to relax, more like someone ready for anything—from starting a fight to ordering dinner.

He’s seated, but judging by his shoulders and arms, he must be tall. Muscular too, with the appearance of a fortress.

Solid is the word that comes to mind to define him.

He has messy dark brown hair, with loose, uneven curls that almost reach his shoulders, and eyes so green they look more like an emerald mine.

Stubble is starting to grow on his square jaw, as if he couldn’t care less what anyone thinks of him. I think most of the men here shaved to come, since the restaurant is so fancy.

He has the posture of someone who doesn’t give a damn about the world, and I know it’s that—the confidence radiating from him—that grabs my attention even more than his looks. He seems like he owns the place.

He’s wearing a black dress shirt that seems to be struggling to contain his biceps; I have a sudden urge to squeeze his arm to check if it’s as hard as it looks.

I clear my throat and my brain.

He’s just another customer, Dakota.

Now comes the embarrassing part.

“Good evening,” I begin, trying not to stammer, “I’d like to know which of you gentlemen is Knight.”

They look at me so astonished that I mentally replay what I just said to check if I said something offensive.

No.

Was it my tone of voice, then?

Did I get the name wrong? No. I’m sure both the maître d’ and Mr. Alistair said Knight.

The silence is becoming awkward until, suddenly, one of the men starts guffawing, and then all the others join in. It’s not a cheerful little laugh; they’re laughing for real, and I feel my face burn with shame, the tray trembling dangerously in my hands.

Even Mr. Alistair is smiling.

The one who completely stole my attention, however, doesn’t move a muscle.

“Babe, you’re good!” a blond guy says. “You almost had me. Now tell me how much Alistair paid you to punk us, and I’ll double it.”

Totally lost, I once again fight the urge to flee and lower my gaze to the tray, unable to keep dealing with these games I know nothing about.
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