
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter 1

	"It's over, Captain. They got me."

	"There's still a chance. There's always a chance, Serge."

	"Not this time."

	"I'll hold them off. Go for the objective."

	"But Captain, I-"

	"You heard me! Go!"

	Gunshots echoed from just outside the tiny room. The door burst open. Sean Costello swore at his second-in-command as he spun around to return fire at an enemy who, in the narrow hallway, couldn't have missed if they'd tried.

	A holographic ghost emerged from his body as it devolved into a corpse and fell to the extravagant carpet texture of the floor that made the Surabaya map a player favorite. Sean let out a low sigh and leaned his head back against his gaming chair as he heard Serge go down no more than a few seconds later. 

	"You should have gone to the objective," he muttered.

	"I would have died anyway," said Serge.

	The defeat screen filled his vision, red lettering with a faded filter over the last movements of the victorious enemy team. Sean's team, Diligent Ascent, was eliminated, just like that. It stung to come so far only to come up short, but he tried to focus on the positive.

	"Second place isn't so bad," he said.

	Silence over voice chat. Three out of five members of their Scope Knight team had already announced their intentions to leave for brighter pastures before the current tournament. Serge, Sean's best friend and team co-owner, was of course, the only one who replied.

	"Nobody ever said second was bad, Captain," said Serge. "Just figured you'd want first since you were retiring."

	"I said I might retire," muttered Sean, with a sigh.

	"And since you always come in second," said Serge. "It's a bit of a meme at this point."

	"A stupid meme that needs to die along with this stupid game," he snapped, surprised at how sore he sounded.

	"Harsh, Captain," said Serge. "You should at least keep in mind that-"

	Someone forcibly pulled Sean's gaming headset up and off his ears. He grabbed at it before it could completely leave his head, glaring back over his shoulder.

	"Christ, Mom, I'm in the middle of a tournament."

	"You're always in the middle of a tournament, or a practice, or team meeting," said Beatrice, the matriarch of their little family of two. "I knocked. I shouted from the hallway. I need your dirty laundry and I'm not about to collect it myself again."

	"Can it not wait fifteen minutes?" He spun around in his gaming chair with a sigh. "We were in the final match."

	"Looks like it went well." Beatrice nodded to the defeat screen, which even she in all her gaming illiteracy could identify as a poor omen. 

	She carried a laundry basket and had clearly just woken up, dark sable hair still tangled from sleep. Whereas Sean had been up for most of the night playing in the tournament, an international, multi-time zone affair, and he was feeling the fatigue and frustration that came with it.

	He felt himself bristling at her comment, along with Serge's earlier prodding about finishing second place. It was more than just a meme. Always second place was, in reality, closer to at best second place for Sean. In Scope Knight, but more increasingly, life in general.

	He was 18 years old, in between high school and… whatever was supposed to come next. He'd spent most of the fall trying to get a job, a girlfriend, hell, even something resembling recognition within the erudite niche of e-sports, all for naught.

	"Clothes?" prompted Beatrice.

	"It's all in one pile," he muttered. "Mostly."

	He kicked at where his clothing lay as though he might knock it up and into her clothing basket like a talented soccer player showing off with his feet. Beatrice sighed and bent forward to begin shoveling up his sweatpants and dirty socks.

	She wore a thin satin robe, pink and grey and flower printed. It slid open slightly as she worked, hinting at a womanly body that still made it to the gym thrice a week hiding underneath. Sean was aware of how beautiful his mother was, and, in some ways, it felt like scoring another second place of sorts, this time within his own household.

	He remembered the tournament, and he turned back to his monitor only to blink in horror. The livestream hosts were doing a post-match interview, apparently with him. 

	His webcam, which was always on during the game to capture his reactions as a player during dramatic moments, had been sharing his childish squabble with his mother with a hundred and nineteen thousand Scope Knight fans worldwide. He hurriedly threw his headset back on only to be greeted by intense laughter.

	"Shouldn't you be getting to that laundry, Captain Krunch?" asked Forest 20, a chubby former gamer with a chin strap.

	"We were going to ask you some questions about your retirement and another second-place finish, CK, but the fans in chat seem to be… asking for your mother to come back into view." AllenEdgarPoe, the second host, gave a coy smile at the various thirsty and obscene chat comments scrolling across the screen next to him.

	Sean glanced at his mother in time to see her shoveling clothing into her basket, robe billowing open in a way that seemed to make her cleavage whisper for attention. He hissed and turned his attention back to the monitor.

	"I still live at home!" snapped Sean. "What do you expect? There's no money in this stupid game!"

	"Someone wants to know where your mom bought her robe and if she'd be willing to take… okay, definitely not going to read that," said Forest 20.

	"Chat seems quite enamored with her, Captain Krunch," said AllenEdgarPoe. "Someone keeps begging for a… Stepford Rubdown? Mark that as the premier unsafe Google search of the day."

	"Did we already pick an MVP for this match?" asked Forest20. "I think I know who'd get my vote, along the, ahem, the votes of most of our male audience."

	"Is there anything under your bed, Sean?" asked Beatrice. "Please tell me you’re not hiding your boy time socks there again?"

	The hosts broke into raucous laughter, one of them slapping their desk while the other dramatically and comedically fell out of their seat.

	"Mom, can you just… go?" he snapped. "Please just get out!"

	She bent forward to check for herself and he just about had a conniption in his rush to cover his webcam and block the scandalous view.

	 


Chapter 2

	The rest of the interview, after Sean had successfully shooed his mother out of his room, was actually quite depressing. Captain Krunch, the leader and co-founder of the oft-memed Diligent Ascent, was probably retiring.

	Sean was evasive in his exact answers, having danced close to giving up e-sports a few times before. But the reality was stark and unavoidable. Thor and the twins, Cayden and Jayden, had all signed to new teams, their talent outgrowing the curse of always coming in second. It would only be him and Serge left, and while Sean knew his oldest friend was likely down to start over, he just didn't have it in him.

	He breathed a sigh of relief as he made it to the end and finally closed down the streaming client and covered his webcam. Social media was abuzz with clips from his interview, the majority of which were, infuriatingly, of his mother. A three second gif of her leaning forward over the laundry basket and almost offering a full flash of cleavage already had a thousand likes.

	He watched it, letting it run through at least five or six times, face and neck growing hotter with each loop. The comments on the post were obscene, and it made him feel uncomfortable to recognize that they were all sincere expressions of nerd thirst directed at his mother.

	Was she really that attractive? Sean had always known that she was pretty, beautiful, even, but she was his mom. It was more of an academic fact, a tidbit that his future children might have commented on when he showed them photos of gram-gram when she was young. Not something that needed to be thrust into his face by the internet at large.

	He closed the tab with a hard press to his already battered mouse and stood up from his computer, needing to clear his head. He had, in fact, left a few socks under his bed and hurriedly brought them into the laundry room to add to the wash as though disposing of blood-stained clothing after a murder.

	His mother was downstairs, handling some dishes in the sink and completely oblivious to the internet's newfound infatuation with her. She'd done some baking that morning, the evidence of which was currently cooling on the counter.

	"Banana breakfast brownies," she said, answering his unasked question.

	"Isn't that just banana bread by another name?"

	"Not the way I do it, and you always say that when I make it," said Beatrice, with a smile. "It just came out. It's probably going to crumble if you try to cut into it now."

	Sean nodded, taking her advice with the seriousness of an impatient and hungry teenager as he hacked away at the brownies with a nearby spatula. His piece crumbled as he tried to slip it onto the plate, as prophesized, but still tasted divine.

	"It's good," he muttered, through a mouthful of bananas, buttery crumbs, and melted chocolate chips.

	"Plans for today?" asked Beatrice.

	"Team stuff," he said.

	"Wasn't this the last tournament for your team?"

	He scowled at her as he pulled the milk out of the fridge.

	"What?" she said. "I'm still on social media even if I don't use it much. I'm not that old." 

	The last sentence had become a common refrain of hers over the past year, with her fortieth birthday looming mere months away. It was the first part that caught his attention, however.

	"If I were you, I'd log out for a few days," he said.

	"Oh please," she said, with a laugh. "I've had worse than some compliments and ogling. It's actually about as flattering as it is gross… well, almost."

	Sean winced, suddenly wishing they could be talking about anything else. "Can we change the subject?"

	"Are you that weirded out by the fact that your corner of the internet finds me attractive? It's not like you didn't hear a bit of similar commentary back when you still played soccer."

	"Please, for the love of God, can we move on?" He felt weird discussing his mother's good looks with her, or with anyone, for that matter.

	"Sure. Right back to my question which you almost successfully dodged. If your team is done playing, which by the way I'm so sorry about, sweetie, what do you intend to do with yourself now? I was patient while you dabbled in this whole electronic sport thing."

	"It's called e-sports." He poured his milk, flashing her an exaggerated glare with the full knowledge that she only called it that to rile him.

	"I like to use full, complete words," said Beatrice. "A few others jumping out to me at the moment. College. Employment. Raking… the backyard is completely full of leaves."

	"I'll find something productive to do," he said. "I need time to decompress."

	He grabbed another banana brownie and turned to head back up to his room. There was a car parked on the street, right next to their driveway, which wasn't an uncommon occurrence, aside from the fact that it was a really nice car.

	"Whoa," said Sean. "That's a vintage Firebird with one of the nicest custom paint jobs I've ever seen."

	His mother dropped the glass she'd been holding, which splashed into the sink with a heavy clunk.

	 

	***

	 

	It was Ace's Firebird. Beatrice knew it with a firm, chilling certainty. Her fingers curled around the handle of the chef's knife she'd been about to put away as she considered whether she might throw it from a distance or hide it and go for a single stab to the neck.

	When she'd last seen Ace over a decade earlier, he'd promised that she'd never see him again. She'd never known him to be a liar, which meant that Terrance had forced his hand… which meant that he was going to try to take Sean from her.

	Beatrice had left her ex-husband, Terrance Costello, and taken their newborn child with her. Becoming a mother had opened her eyes to the reality of the chaos of the Costello family. It wasn't a reality that she could have ever raised Sean into without losing a piece of her soul.

	So she'd left, taking nothing more than the clothing on her back and a suitcase full of several hundred thousand dollars, and never looked back. Ace found her a few years later. He'd been gentle, assured Beatrice that while Terrance had sent him looking for her, he'd never reveal exactly where she was to him. Just that she was alive and that his son was well.

	Ace had even helped Sean stay in touch with Ash, his half-sister, who Beatrice had always liked and encouraged to visit as she'd grown older and more independent. Ace was a good guy, which made her sad that she would have to kill him now. He was also a quick draw and a good shot, but he might not be expecting the level of ferocity he was about to be on the receiving end of.

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	"Can I help you with something?"

	Sean furrowed his brow at the visitor who'd just rang their doorbell. The man was old - crypt keeper old, stubbornly refusing to let his loved ones drop him off at the retirement home old. 

	His hairline was heavily receded, with the long strands he had left a mixture of bone white and pallid grey that hung surprisingly far down to his shoulders. He was somewhat short, half a head shorter than Sean, but in that way that suggested he'd been born in a time when that was simply the height people were and then shrunk a bit more as he'd outlived his peers.

	He wore an outfit that, much like the Firebird outside, was both vintage and expensive. A brown leather jacket enclosed a nice fitting button-up shirt, with faded jeans and a pair of black boots rounding things out.

	Sean tilted his head sideways, still waiting for an answer. The man cleared his throat, an old and phlegmy noise that somehow seemed raspy even for someone of such wizened appearance.

	"God fucking damn it," said the man. "It's like staring into a photo album. Like going back in time, though you got more hair left than your old man did when he was your age. Used to kid him about that back when I still had all of mine."

	Sean blinked in surprise, interest piquing hard. "You know my father?"

	He glanced over his shoulder reflexively. His mother never spoke of his father and dodged all his questions with vague responses about him being a "bad man" and how they were far better off with him out of their lives. That certainly had never stopped Sean from being curious, however.

	"I do, or at least, I did," said the man. "My name is Ace. I am, or I was, your dad's right-hand man. I wish I could be bringing you better news, kid, but unfortunately your father just passed away."

	"I mean… I didn't know him." Sean shrugged, unsure of how to react. "That's sad, I guess."

	"He's dead?" Beatrice's voice surprised Sean, closer behind him than he'd realized she was. "This isn't… some kind of trick? Be straight with me, Ace. Is he really dead?"

	"Trixie, goddamn…" muttered Ace. "You haven't aged a day."

	"It's Beatrice, now," she said, coldly. "Answer the question."

	Ace swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing visibly under aged skin. "Would be quite the job if I was making it up. It's been in the news and everything. You really are off the board in this podunk little town. Entire world away from Vegas."

	"My dad lives, or lived, in Vegas?" said Sean.

	"It doesn't matter where he lives, or what this man is doing here," said Beatrice, firmly. "This doesn't involve us, honey. Just mail me the papers, Ace. That's as involved as I want to be in whatever needs to happen here."

	"Well now, hold on a second," said Ace. "The kid's eighteen. I have it on good authority that Terrance left, well… just about everything to him."

	"Holy shit," said Sean. "Did he have a house? Like, with the mortgage paid off?"

	"Don't answer that!" snapped Beatrice. "You don't want this, Sean. Trust me."

	"Your dad owned half of Vegas, at least in terms of what happens at night, under the carpet," said Ace. "That's why I'm here. If you want what he left you, then you need to go there and get it. I'm here to pick you up."

	"Right now?" asked Sean.

	"Get out!" snapped Beatrice. "You bastard! How dare you?"

	"Whoa!" Ace jumped back a step as Beatrice's hand came up. "Now there's the Trixie I remember! Almost thought you really had turned over a new leaf, what with the hair, and all."

	Sean stared in disbelief as his mother stalked toward the front step, arm poised, knife in hand. He wrapped his arms around her as she went for Ace. He was taller than her, and while in the unfortunately thin and underdeveloped shape of a professional gamer, still capable of holding her back.

	The sudden contact sent a jolt through him, the soft curves of her body bucking within his arms. Beatrice struggled against his hold, her bra-clad breasts heaving outward as her robe slipped open. 

	He felt a bit of friction as her body wiggled for purchase, her butt rubbing briefly across his groin in a way that set an intensely strange flutter through him. He tried to ignore it as he tightened his grip, his hands sliding around to loop her with strength, one finger briefly touching bare skin between the adjoining hems of her robe.

	"Sean!" she cried. "You don't understand!"

	"I know I don't," he said. "That's why I want to hear him out, at least."

	Ace was holding his hands up and tried a more placating tone. "Beatrice, please. All he would need to do is to come to Vegas with me for a few days. You should come, too. It's just the memorial, the funeral, and the reading of the will, and then you can take all the money and do whatever you want. Go wherever you want."

	"I'm already exactly where I want to be," she snarled.

	"Again, no offence Beatrice, but you're not the one I came to ask," said Ace. "What say you, kid? Any interest in getting so insanely rich that you never have to work again? Owning one of the most profitable casinos in the world, along with a penthouse that used to belong to Nicolas Cage back when he had money? All at the low price of a plane flight, which I'll spot, and a couple of signatures?"

	"I'm going," he said.

	"No!" His mother, still in his arms, thrashed about, but was clearly worried about hurting him. "Please, Sean!"

	"Mom, come on," he said. "Think about the conversation we were just having. This is it. We'll go to Vegas for a few days, come home, and then… everything will be different for me."

	"That's what I'm scared of," muttered Beatrice.

	 


Chapter 4

	The most challenging aspect of making the trip, in Sean's opinion, was dealing with his mother. Every step of the way from their tiny suburban New England town to Las Vegas, Nevada, seemed to necessitate a new stratagem to keep her objections in line for an hour or so longer.

	He stretched as he stepped off the plane after an entire day's journey, exhausted from travel in that intangible, energy draining way. Signs of Vegas's glitz and glamour were already evident within Harry Reid International, from the neon lighting over the escalators to an array of gambling machines that seemed like a sign of things to come. 

	The air itself hummed with a low, constant thrum of activity, a mixture of piped-in music, the whirring of slot reels, and the excited chatter of travelers eager to begin their Vegas adventures. Giant video screens flashed advertisements for extravagant shows, and even the baggage carousel seemed to move with a frenetic energy, spitting out suitcases for travelers hastening to unpack and begin enacting their hedonism.

	It was a sensory overload, a dizzying display of excess and stimulation that both excited and overwhelmed Sean. He felt a thrill course through him, a sense of anticipation for the unknown, but also a flicker of unease, a premonition that this city held more than just bright lights and easy money.

	"What about your car?" he asked Ace.

	"Kid, I have cars all over the fucking place," said the old man, with a chuckle. "With that said, we will be taking an uber to where we're going from here."

	Ace made to lead him forward through the airport's main entrance and suddenly doubled over with hacking coughs. Sean watched with concern, noticing the way his mother folded her arms impatiently as though quietly hoping the old man might start spitting blood.

	"Lungs… ain't what they used to be." Ace let out one last disgusting cough and then paused, reaching fingers into his mouth to readjust what appeared to be a set of dentures.

	"You need a minute?" asked Sean.

	"Nah, I'm fine." Ace led them out of the airport and immediately lit a cigarette. "Let's get moving."

	It was midafternoon in Vegas, despite the length of their journey, which threw Sean's circadian rhythm off a fair bit. He hadn't adequately prepared himself for the Nevada heat, despite it being autumn, the beginning of long-sleeve season back home.

	Stepping out of the air-conditioned confines of Harry Reid International, he was hit by a blast of dry desert heat that felt like stepping into a convection oven. The sun beat down mercilessly, the light so intense it made him squint. 

	He gazed out at the sprawling cityscape, a surreal panorama of towering hotels, shimmering casinos, and massive billboards advertising everything from Cirque du Soleil shows to all-you-can-eat buffets. 

	The Strip, a shimmering ribbon of neon and steel, stretched out before him in the hazy distance. Closer in, palm trees swayed lazily in the breeze, their fronds rustling like whispered promises of escape and indulgence. 

	This city, his father's city, was unlike anything he'd ever experienced before. It was a place where dreams could come true just as quickly as they could be shattered into a million glittering pieces.

	"So what happens now?" asked Sean.

	He directed the question at Ace, but also glanced at his mother. Beatrice had been suspiciously silent across the last leg of their journey, and he was starting to worry about whether his insistence on claiming his inheritance in person might damage their relationship.

	"We get you to my place to relax for a bit while I put out some feelers and see what's going on elsewhere," said Ace.

	"Absolutely not," said Beatrice. "Sean, we're staying at a hotel."

	"You have no idea what Vegas hotels cost these days," muttered Ace. "Trust me, you'll be fine at my place. I got a guest room that my granddaughter uses when she visits. She's right around your age, Sean. Part of why Terrance assigned me to look for you in the first place."

	"It's not your decision!" Beatrice rounded on Ace and jabbed a finger into his chest. 

	Ace winced, looking genuinely pained in a physical, rather than emotional sense, which wasn't exactly surprising. Sean was impressed that someone so old could handle the amount of traveling he'd likely done over the past day to begin with.

	"You said my dad had a penthouse?" he prompted.

	"Ah, yeah, well…" Ace scratched his head. "That's a bit complicated."

	A ring tone went off, and Ace politely waved a hand as he turned to take the call. It left Sean and Beatrice with one of the few moments alone they'd gotten since early that morning when Ace had first appeared on their doorstep.

	"Sweetie…" she began. "It still isn't too late. We can turn around and go home and forget all of this."

	She took his hands and squeezed them imploringly. Beatrice wore a light, flowing sundress that hit just above her knees, its pale blue fabric complementing her eyes and swaying gently in the desert breeze. 

	A thin white cardigan draped over her shoulders, offering protection from the sun without sacrificing style. Her raven dark hair was pulled back in a loose bun, tendrils framing her face in a way that made her look effortlessly elegant.

	Sean's awareness of her overwhelming beauty stirred a mix of emotions. Pride at having such a beautiful mother warred with annoyance as he remembered the crude comments from the stream chat. It felt like a lifetime ago, though the memory of strangers ogling Beatrice still made his stomach twist in a strange and somewhat uncomfortable way.

	"We can't just turn around and leave, Mom," he said. "This feels like a dream. Aren't you at all curious? About my dad, what he was doing here? About my inheritance?"

	She glanced away from him and he realized, dumbly, that she already had a lot of those answers. Just because he'd been in the dark didn't mean the same was true for her. It made the knowledge feel dangerous, and it fueled his frustration over how she was holding so much back from him, information which he might sorely need over the next few hours.

	"Curiosity killed the cat," whispered Beatrice. "Please, Sean. Promise me that if anything happens, you'll at least consider coming home with me."

	"Nothing is going to happen," he said.

	He tried to put enough conviction into his words to make them sound true, still torn between curiosity about his mother's past and a desire to focus on the present. 

	Strangely, it was the livestream chat's lewd comments which echoed in his mind, pulled his attention back to her sundress, the way it clung to her curves and hinted at her cleavage. He pushed the thoughts aside, reminding himself that they were here for answers about his father, not to dwell on internet trolls.

	"Plans have changed." Ace came back over to them as he tucked his phone into his pocket. "The memorial for your father has been moved up. We got to get you there pronto."

	He glanced at his mother, who looked tired both physically and emotionally, and decided to cut her a break. "How about we get that hotel first? We can show up late to the memorial, or even just skip it completely. It's not like people are going to be waiting on me to start, given how removed I was from my dad's life."

	"Kid, you don't understand." Ace set a hand on his shoulder, fingers bony and tense. "Your dad's death has left a power vacuum in the Costello family that everyone is going to be scurrying to fill. You hang back in the wings and there might not be that much left by the time you show up to collect."

	"I mean… if I'm in the will, I'm in the will," he said. "That's legally binding."

	"Theoretically, but sometimes the ink gets smudged, if you know what I mean," said Ace. "Trust me. It's best we move fast if we want to keep up."

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	"I need to use the bathroom before we set out from the airport," said Beatrice.

	She gave Sean a look, eyes somehow imploring, and then glanced at Ace with far sharper, narrowed eyes. Neither of them objected, not that they would have even if there'd somehow been grounds.

	Ace watched Beatrice as she hurried off to the bathrooms, turning back to Sean with a crafty smile just as she left their view.

	"Now's as good a time as any," he said. "Let's get you equipped."

	He drew Sean off to the corner of the airport's exterior terminal, where fewer people were paying attention. Glancing around, Ace slowly reached into his jacket and pulled out an object that, at first glance, looked to Sean to be a pistol.

	And it was, in fact, a pistol, wearing an expensive leather holster like a favored coat, but it took his eyes several dumb seconds to accept that factual bit of visual information.

	"We're in a fucking airport," he muttered. "We just went through security multiple times on the way here. Did you have it in an airport locker here, or something?"

	"A man's gotta have his secrets," said Ace. "It… belonged to your father. Beretta APX A1 Compact Tactical. He fucking loved this gun and… I want you to have it."

	Ace passed it to Sean in that forceful manner that left him with no real option other than to take it into his hands or let it fall to the ground. He let out a hissing breath, feeling like it was more of a problem he'd just had hoisted onto him than a gift.

	"What the hell am I supposed to do with this?" asked Sean.

	Ace looked at him like he'd just pointed at the moon and asked what it was in confusion. "The safety is right there, next to your finger. It's got an adjustable grip in case it doesn't fit your hand right away. You can throw a laser sight on there too, if you want. Terrance wasn't really about them."

	"That's… not what I mean," said Sean. "It's a gun."

	"Yeah." Ace looked at him more seriously. "I'll level with you, kid. A lot of people, plural, are about to try to take what's yours. It's not going to be as simple as you just signing a few papers and getting the keys to the kingdom. It never is. Trust me, better to have that and not need it than to need it and not have it."

	Ace motioned for him to tuck it away into his bag and Sean did, feeling more than a little surreal. It did in fact fit his hand perfectly, though the weight was a denser heft than he would have expected.

	"We're not in Kansas anymore," he muttered.

	"Kansas? Aren't you from the northeast?"

	"It's an expression," said Sean. "Wizard of Oz."

	"Wizard of… what are you babbling about, kid?"

	Sean breathed out, suddenly feeling overwhelmed, or at least annoyed enough to be on his way there. "Don't call me kid. It's demeaning."

	Ace broke out into good natured laughter. "So what? Life is just a series of demeaning moments. What else would I call you? Sean? Too basic."

	"Call me Captain."

	Ace looked at him like he'd started speaking Chinese. Beatrice arrived back as the old man was still processing the request at the speed of stirred oatmeal.

	"What did I miss?" she snapped. "Why are you both so quiet?"

	"The kid was just, uh, asking where we might get food," said Ace. "I was about to tell him there'd be some at the memorial, for sure. Good stuff, too. Best not to fill up on the tourist chow before that."

	Ace called an uber for them, climbing into the front while Sean and his mother took the back. Beatrice was frowning, and she reached a hand forward to grip Ace's shoulder with what seemed like threatening fingers.

	"We're only stopping by this memorial for a few minutes," she said, in a sharp, authoritative voice. "Then I'm bringing Sean to the hotel and we're staying out of things as much as possible."

	"If that's what he wants, that's what we'll do," said Ace. "I can't make him do anything."

	The unspoken words and neither can you seemed to hang in the air after his statement. Sean reached over and took his mother's hand, squeezing it with gentle affection and reassurance.

	"Mom, relax," he said. "It's going to be okay. We're just settling my dad's affairs."

	He was surprised by how calm he felt, despite the unfamiliarity of the situation, despite the literal gun he'd just zipped into his backpack. He'd always done well, or at least maintained his cool under pressure. 

	It'd been the skill that had kept his team winning reasonably often in Scope Knight. His aim had only ever been adequate at best, and he wasn't some tactical prodigy. His success had more often stemmed from his ability to calm people down, make an okay plan and follow through, resist the urge to choke at the critical moment. He was Captain Krunch, cold as ice.

	"You don't know what you're getting into." Beatrice sighed, her expression so filled with love and concern that it tugged at his heartstrings. "Sean. The entire reason why I left Vegas with you and disappeared to the other side of the country was to save you from this."

	She let go of his hand and reached out, stroking his hair instead as though he really were still a boy. Sean allowed it, sensing her emotional needs. He smiled as they stared at each other, recognizing her beauty in a way that seemed like a riposte to all the crude comments spewed by the livestream nerds.

	"You're here, too," he said. "I am listening to you, even if it might not always seem like it."

	"I know you are," said Beatrice, with a sigh. "You're doing your best, Sean, like you always do. I just don't think you understand the situation yet."

	She let go of his hand and looked out the window. The Vegas sun caught her hair in a way that made the dark strands seem eclipse bright around the edges, beautiful in that entrancing, feminine way.

	He saw the anxiety in her expression and couldn't shrug it off as easily as her verbal concerns. Sean began looking at the buildings they were passing, expecting them to veer toward the more respectable section of the city where the funeral homes and churches and places of mourning presumably were.

	"Where is this memorial being held, exactly?" he asked, tapping on the back of Ace's seat.

	"The only place it ever could have been held," said Ace. "Your father's main casino and base of operations. The Pharoah's Fortune."

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	"Is it far from where we are now?" asked Sean.

	"You'll know it when you see it," said Ace. "In my opinion, it's the most impressive thing in Vegas next to the Sphere. Makes the Bellagio's fountains look like kiddie pools."

	Beatrice made a dismissive sounding noise and touched Sean's leg as though soothing a horse she knew was liable to overexcite. The uber pulled directly onto the strip and directly into the intense traffic that came with it, and Sean couldn't immediately see anything nearby that looked like their destination.

	But that was fine by him. In truth, traveling at a crawl let the mesmerizing architecture come into view slowly, impressing its size and grandeur upon him all the more. It was like he was waiting in line at Disney Land, anticipation building for new sights and sounds and experiences.

	He looked at his mother again. She didn't smile at him, but she did rub his knee a little. The effect it had on him was all wrong, out of sync with his adrenaline and anticipation. Or rather, it was in sync with them, but at the wrong angle, amplifying an effect as heady as it was confusing.

	"We're heading straight to find a hotel after this, like I said," muttered Beatrice. "You need to cool off after so much, so fast. And I don't want you doing any drinking or gambling while we're inside this gaudy casino."

	"I'm 18," he pointed out. "I'm not old enough to do either."

	"Nobody will stop you where we're going," said Ace.

	He snorted, glancing at Beatrice to see if she was similarly amused, but she clearly wasn't. "What, is this place lax on enforcing the rules or something?"

	"Only for you," said Ace. 

	Sean furrowed his brow, unsure of whether he fully believed it. He watched as some of the major casinos, along with Vegas's early night life, began to draw into view. It was nearing 6pm and he got the sense that the night started early and ran late, if it ever ended at all, within the boundaries of Sin City.

	The uber continued its slow journey along the strip, and Sean marveled at the major casinos that loomed into view. The stately architecture of Caesar's Palace stretched out on his left, its towering columns and marble statues decorated with glittering lights that turned it into something simultaneously classical and gaudy. The sheer opulence of the place was almost overwhelming.

	Across the street, the Mirage painted an entirely different picture, its sleek lines and glassy exterior shimmering in the fading sun, a streamlined visage of modernity nestled among its more ostentatious neighbors.

	On the streets, a cacophony of sights and sounds assaulted Sean's senses. Costumed performers posed for pictures with tourists – everything from Elvis impersonators to showgirls in elaborate headdresses. Street magicians performed tricks for small crowds, their sleight of hand drawing gasps and applause.

	Neon signs flashed and pulsed, advertising shows, restaurants, and attractions. The sidewalks teemed with people from all walks of life – families with wide-eyed children, groups of friends out for a night on the town, and the occasional stumbling reveler who'd clearly started the party early.

	True to Ace’s words, Sean recognized The Pharaoh's Fortune the instant it came into view. The pyramid was unmistakable and captivating, a faux sandstone exterior with a massive, glowing eye set midway up the outer face. Two hulking sphinx statues stood to either side of the entrance, the pathways leading to the steps from the street cutting through curated sections of clean white sand.

	The pyramid's eye flashed through the familiar RGB spectrum, seeming to draw more attention to itself by the second, as though a sorcerous pharaoh within was casting a spell over the entire city. The Uber slowed to a stop in the drop-off lane. Sean climbed out, and the hot, dry air seemed to resonate with his growing excitement.

	"My dad owned this?" he said to Ace.

	The old man snorted as he pulled out and lit a smoke. "You own this."

	Beatrice stepped in close and set a hand on his shoulder. "It isn't that simple. But even if it was, you wouldn't want to let it go to your head. You aren't like that."

	He nodded slowly as an excited group of casino guests hurried to join the decently long queue extending out the pyramid's entrance. "Of course not, Mom. Come on. Let's go inside."

	He made to stand in line, but Ace hooked his thumb to the side of the building. They headed over to a less conspicuous door where a tall security guard in a black suit and sunglasses nodded and stepped out of their way.

	He felt slightly smothered by how close his mother insisted on staying to him as they came into the casino through an employee’s only area that had access to cages and various back rooms. Ace led them forward, greeting every other person they passed with a nod or a few quick words, until they reached the end of the hallway and spilled out onto the main casino floor.

	It was a sight that Sean instantly knew would be forever burned into his mind. The casino floor sprawled out in every direction, a dizzying array of lights, sounds, and movement that assaulted his senses. 

	Excited guests milled about, their faces lit up with wonder and anticipation. A group of middle-aged women in matching t-shirts squealed with delight as they fed coins into slot machines shaped like golden scarabs. At a nearby craps table, a man in a business suit whooped and high-fived his companions as a pair of black and gold dice rolled in his favor.

	Towering columns lined the walkways, adorned with intricate hieroglyphics that seemed to shimmer and move in the pulsing light. Overhead, a massive arrangement of LED screens spanned the ceiling, projecting an ever-changing sky complete with soaring falcons and the blazing Egyptian sun.

	To Sean's left, a replica of the Nile River snaked its way through the casino floor. Water flowed gently over carefully placed stones, creating a soothing backdrop to the cacophony of slot machines and excited chatter. Animatronic crocodiles lurked beneath the surface, occasionally rising to snap their jaws at delighted onlookers.

	The staff moved efficiently through the crowd, their costumes adding to the immersive atmosphere. Cocktail waitresses glided by in flowing linen dresses, their eyes accentuated with dark makeup in the style of ancient Egyptian royalty. Dealers at the card tables wore headdresses reminiscent of different gods from the pantheon, each one meticulously crafted to match their station.

	The sheer spectacle left Sean bewildered, and he found himself reminded of the first moments of playing a new AAA video game, learning the controls while the games tricks and baubles were still fresh. He wandered forward in a daze. Beatrice hovered next to him, seeming far less impressed.

	"You've been here before, haven't you, Mom?" he asked.

	"I used to live here," she muttered. "In your father's penthouse, above the hotel."

	"Oh." He glanced at her again and was surprised to see her smiling, perhaps lost in nostalgia or a few good memories amidst the pile.

	"There will be time for you to hang out on the casino floor later," said Ace. "For now, we need to get you into the back for the memorial."

	Ace clapped a hand on his shoulder and led him across the casino floor. They approached an intimidating and period specific set of faux sandstone doors near the back that were guarded by two bronzed and muscled men wearing beige tunics, sandals, and golden Anubis masks.

	Ace nodded to both of them and then gestured to Sean. "This is Sean Costello. He's your new boss."

	"Mr. Costello," said one of them, in a jarringly normal accent. "It's nice to meet you, sir."

	"Call me Captain," said Sean.

	Ace groaned and rubbed his forehead.

	"Sure thing, Captain," said the guard.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	The faux sandstone doors slid to the side to open, with a rumble sound playing from a hidden speaker somewhere nearby that really added to the overall theme and effect. Sean walked through alongside Ace and Beatrice into a quieter space, though no less ornate and over the top. 

	"We call this the Pharaoh's Chamber," said Ace. "Years and years ago we used to rent it out for private parties, but it slowly turned into more of a base of operations for the Costello family. I think Terrance got a kick out of the style, the drama."

	A fountain fell from the ceiling in the room's center, skipping through a hole into a pool below like a static pillar of water. The overall aesthetic was darker, like one might expect a hidden room within a pyramid to actually be, with more lapis lazuli blue mixed in with tan and dark grey to give a cool ambience.

	A surprising amount of attention shifted their way instantly. Sean's initial glance of the people present was enough to reveal that they weren't normal casino guests, though many of them still held drinks and mingled amicably.

	A striking woman wearing a black cocktail dress and expensive heels immediately began stalking toward them, two obvious bodyguards following in her wake. Her auburn hair was done up in a neat bun, and she wore a silver necklace studded with diamonds that must have cost an obscene amount of money.

	"You're late, Anthony," said the woman. "As well as underdressed. I see you've dragged in a few strays as well? I do hope you have a good explanation."

	"The lighting is a bit lacking in here, so I'll forgive you for not immediately noticing the resemblance," said Ace, tossing a finger toward Sean. "Sean, Beatrice. This is Lilian Costello. Terrance's late wife."

	"Sean!" Lilian's eyebrows rose, and horror flashed across her expression for the merest instant. "You're… that Sean. Terrance said you were… stolen from him by his…"

	Her gaze shifted to Beatrice.

	"His evil ex?" she provided, with a wry smile. "There's some truth to that, at least from his perspective."

	"Well, this is awkward," said Lilian. "I must admit, I'm at a loss for words."

	"There wouldn't be all that much to say beyond the obvious even if you weren't," said Sean. "I never knew my dad. This is my first time in Las Vegas."

	"Ah. You must be a bit overwhelmed, then." Lilian flashed a smile that had a dangerous edge to it. "It's good that you brought your mother along to look after you."

	"Oh, Terrance has told you about me, then?" said Beatrice, with her own dark smirk.

	"Quite a bit, in fact."

	The two women stared at each other with a level of inspection that outstripped lionesses sizing one another up. Sean glanced around the room in search of a distraction from the tension and found one that immediately drew his gaze.

	On a dais near the back of the chamber, just in front of the raised presentation stage, was a wax statue of the room's eponymous pharaoh. It didn't take much guesswork for Sean to deduce who the life-size figurine had been modelled upon.

	There was more grey in the hair, a few wisdom wrinkles, a determined and somewhat irritated expression, but otherwise, it was like staring into a mirror. Sean approached it slowly, as though it might suddenly lurch to life, only realizing in that moment an obvious truth that now stood out to him as a glaring omission.

	He'd never seen a photo of his father before. His first time witnessing the man whose sperm had conceived him was through the proxy of an Egyptian themed, tunic and headdress clad wax statue. He was fairly certain that his dad hadn't been that tanned, and likely not that buff.

	The amount of whispering occurring behind him and to his sides suggested that many of the memorial's attendees had noticed his interest in the statue, along with its resemblance to him, or he to it. He sensed a presence behind him and felt his mother's hands come to rest on his shoulders.

	"He looks almost exactly like me," he muttered. "Just older."

	"Not quite." Beatrice leaned in closer and kissed him on the cheek. "He's not nearly as handsome as you are."

	"Mother, please."

	"What? It's the truth."

	He turned around and tried not to smile as he took in the overpowering aura of her affection for him. He spotted someone he recognized, which surprised him, though he knew it shouldn't have.

	Ash was standing near the chamber's far wall, talking to a group of men who were, almost to a person, taller and older and more intimidating looking than she was. Ash had always given off the air of a tomboy when she'd come to visit him, capable of any amount of rough and tumble with the guys.

	She'd always been so patient with him, so curious about his life with endless questions that he'd only ever answered and never turned around. Ash had long brown hair, carefully knitted into a single thick braid. She was thin, slightly taller than average for a woman, four years older than him at 22 but still younger than nearly everyone else in the room.

	Sean would have approached her immediately, but she appeared to be holding court. Her blouse was white and stylish, almost see through, but her skirt and leggings matched the mourning black theme. She eyed the room, almost looking his way for an instant, before locking her attention back toward the stage.

	"I think it's starting," said Beatrice. "We should find seats. I don't want us standing out any more than we need to."

	Sean glanced at his Egyptian doppelganger statue and chuckled. "Something tells me that ship has already sailed, mother dearest."

	 


Chapter 8

	There was ample seating within the room and, in all honesty, fewer memorial attendees than Sean might have expected. He settled into a seat near the front left of the third row alongside his mother and Ace and turned his attention to whatever was about to happen.

	"See that guy on the edge of the stage?" asked Ace. "That's Benny. Your father's best friend and, in all honesty, greatest rival."

	Sean narrowed his eyes at the man Ace had indicated. Tall and muscular, Benny wore a black suit with subtle pinstripes that was just on the edge of what would be appropriate in the circumstances. His black hair was slicked back with gel, and he wore an eyepatch, which felt like a telling choice in the age of convincing prosthetics and stylish sunglasses.

	"I just realized that I never asked you how my father died," said Sean.

	"Says bucket loads about your thinking that you bring that up now, kid," said Ace.

	"I thought I told you to call me Captain."

	"You did."

	Sean shook his head, mildly exasperated. "Back to my question. Cause of death?"

	"We should talk about that later on," said Ace, with a shrug. "He supposedly wasn’t murdered, far as the coroner can tell. It might come up depending on how Benny wants to handle whatever it is he's about to say, or it might not."

	"That's worryingly cryptic."

	"He's dead, kid. Not like he'll snap back to life if I'm blunt or if I'm gentle. Just don't want to overload you right away, especially not now. Benny might call you up on stage if he realizes you're here."

	"He wouldn't dare," said Beatrice, in a low voice. "If he tries to, I'll go up instead."

	"Mother, please," muttered Sean. "I don't want to be called up there."

	"Yeah, I get that," said Ace. "It's a bit much so soon."

	"No, I mean, I might as well just go up myself instead of waiting for someone else to set the context of the moment."

	As he said it, he sensed the wisdom in his own words, about the full teaspoon he felt like he possessed as a teenager. He waited for Ace or his mother to try to overrule him. Ace just shrugged, while his mother sighed and clutched at the strap of her purse.

	"This ain't getting up in front of the class to read a passage from The Catcher in the Rye, kid," said Ace. "You better be careful."

	"I'll do my best." He cleared his throat, trying to get his will to stick like sand in a beach castle bucket. "I just want to pay my respects."

	"What respects?" hissed Beatrice. "Sean, you didn't know him. And he was… he wasn't… a good person."

	He was already moving, and while his mother made a good point, he suspected he would need to introduce himself to the people in the room eventually. Best to do it with both sympathy and curiosity on his side, and maybe a bit of flair. God, he hoped his voice didn't crack.

	It wasn't as though he didn't have some amount of public speaking experience. The Scope Knight streams had interviewed him at least half a dozen times, audiences ranging from a few hundred to over a hundred thousand viewers, though he'd of course never seen them or felt their presence beyond a number on a screen. 

	He made his way around the far edge of the room as the only steps leading up to the stage were opposite where he'd been sitting, and nobody seemed to be walking through the lane adjacent to the front row. Benny began speaking as he was crossing the back of the room and preparing to walk down the other aisle.

	"Welcome, everyone." Benny smiled and tapped the mic once. "This thing is on, yeah? Okay. Good. I… wish we could have all gathered here under more auspicious circumstances. We lost a real one this past weekend. The big man himself. A strong leader, a loyal husband, a proud father, and… my closest friend."

	He closed his good eye and leaned his head forward, indulging in a moment of silence that seemed a bit too stiff to be sincere. Sean was more curious than ever about how his father had died, exactly, and he waited on Benny's next words, wondering if he'd get an answer.

	"For more than a century, Costello Associates have operated as a financial and guest services company, growing every year, standing on tradition. Let me assure you of one thing straight off - that's not going to change.

	"This city, in so many ways, belongs to us. That means a lot of things. It means we have momentum to continue forward. But as is always the case, when you have something and it's valuable, people are going to want to take it from you."

	Sean sped up a bit as he reached the far aisle, feeling the moment building almost like he was waiting on his expected cue.

	"I'm here to tell you today that I'm not going to let that happen," said Benny. "Costello Associates will continue, regardless of who is at the helm. Really, I don't even care how that all shakes out. What I care about is making sure the legacy that Terrance Costello has contributed so much to over the decades continues without skipping so much as a single fucking step! What I care about is…"

	Benny clearly had more to say, but his fervor had stirred applause from the crowd. Sean approached the stairs leading up to the stage. A security guard stepped forward to block his way only to blink and react as though he'd seen a ghost.

	"I'm Terrance's son," he said, looking straight into the security guard's dark sunglasses, which honestly made it far easier to match the man's gaze. "I want to pay my respects."

	"Uh… Benny is expecting this?" asked the guard.

	"Sure," said Sean.

	He was not so much ushered by as allowed to step around the guard. There was no second microphone in sight. He'd been hoping he might secure one and somehow be able to introduce himself smoothly, as though he'd ever had a single smooth moment in his entire pale, gangly, often acne tormented life. 

	Instead, he settled for hopping up the stairs during the tail end of the long applause the crowd was giving the dead father who he'd never met and had no real strong feelings about. Benny immediately glanced his way, fury at the interruption giving way to blank confusion at the sight of him. 

	Sean felt his heart suddenly begin beating out of his chest like a soldier that realized his own cowardice and mortality during the opening salvo of his first battle. The flop sweat followed soon after, but he forced his legs forward, trying to smile but managing more of a pained wince as he walked toward Benny.

	He reached out to shake Benny's hand, and then clapped him on the shoulder as though the moment was planned, as though he'd just been called up on stage, as though he had the slightest fucking idea what he was doing.

	 


Chapter 9

	Benny's eyes seemed to scream who the fuck are you, but Sean had to admit that the man had a fair amount of composure and charm, possibly enough for both of them. Benny glanced at the crowd, gestured to Sean with a finger, and then leaned back in toward the mic.

	"Am I seeing a fucking ghost right now?" he asked. "The spitting image, I swear to fucking god."

	Sean clapped Benny on the shoulder, still smiling like he was trying to hold in a shit. "Thank you, Benny."

	He had to lean closer to the mic and say it a second time to be heard by the crowd, but that gave him an advantage, as Benny stepped back reflexively. The podium was Sean's, and he set both palms on either side of it, steadying his hands if not his nerve.

	"Right now, you're probably wondering… who the fuck I am." He smiled, getting a few laughs, but not enough to coast on. "My name is Sean Costello. I'm Terrance Costello's son."

	The revelation did what his attempt at a joke could not. The crowd broke out into whispers, murmurs, even a brief aborted applause as though being blood related to someone was a feat worthy of laudation.

	"I wasn't quite as close with my father as I would have liked to have been," he said, glossing over the understatement of the century. "But I still thought I'd come out here and pay my respects. Honestly, I expected I'd be in and out in a day, a weekend, at most.

	"What I didn't expect as…" He trailed off and then gestured to the room, with emphasis on the wax pharaoh. "All of this. How it would hit me. Straight in the feels. It's been a lot to take in, seeing what he's built and how much of himself he left behind."

	He didn't feel as though he was done, at a stopping point, but found that he suddenly had nothing to say. Why would he? He hadn't known the man. He'd expected that the words would simply come to him, something sincere enough to pass off as profound and set himself up as his father's one true heir.

	The moment stretched into uncomfortable, fumbling territory. Sean glanced around, trying to do it slowly without giving the impression of searching for inspiration like a man playing charades badly.

	"If there's one thing you could say about this man, it's that he never gave up."

	He kept going, gaining momentum like a steam train as he gave an emotive speech that he'd actually given once before, during an esports interview about Mitch, an old teammate of his who'd gotten cancer. Survived it, actually. Sean simply crossed out Mitch and replaced it with Dad, a word which felt so odd on his tongue. He could see his success in the crowd's eyes, their small reactions.

	It was cold, and it was calculated, but that was another side of him that had always been there, waiting in the wings. Had his father been the same way? A man who’d made no real attempt at contact with his son for almost two decades after losing him as an infant. It seemed obvious that the trait, the practice of emotional ruthlessness, must have run in the family.

	He observed the crowd again and knew he had them. Sean had to struggle to keep from smiling as it all came together.

	 

	***

	 

	Above the table, Ash was relaxed, almost smiling softly, serenely, at Sean's impassioned words. Below, her fingers clenched her thighs tight enough to dig in with the nails.

	She knew she should have gone over to him immediately. She'd been busy. With their father dead, to say that it was a flip of a coin who would be leading the Costello family next was an understatement. It was like flipping a dozen coins and then everyone pulls knives and stabs each other for as much laundry money as they can scrape off the ground after.

	Sean had no fucking idea about anything. Not the danger he was in. Not how close he was to being a puppet. Especially not about the man of which he was currently speaking.

	Part of her reason for checking in on him so much had been an echo of her own trauma. The physical abuse Terrance had put her through, from the bruises to the broken fingers to the broken arm when she'd been eleven, it had changed her. It had turned into a creature of survival. She hadn't wanted that for Sean.

	No, that wasn't quite right. It was more as though she needed to see that her half-brother was safe for the world to make sense again. She needed living, breathing proof of there being places outside of their father's reach, set apart from the violent squabble and ego feuds and money ambition of their city.

	And now here he was, wading into a veritable poison swamp of excess and enemies with his oblivious, nerdy swagger. She wanted to slap him across the face, illustrate for the idiot just how badly he'd gone and fucked up.

	She'd been planning on using her own time up speaking at the memorial to unleash a tell-all about the side of their father that everyone in the room knew, but was afraid to ever point out. This had been her chance for honesty, if not to undo some of the damage through simple blunt disclosure.

	Now, she couldn't say a word. Sean had sealed her lips by setting this mood, this classical state of speaking no ill toward the dead. Her brother had stolen her chance to plunge a knife into her abuser's dead body.

	And the worse part was that he had no idea.

	 


Chapter 10

	Sean stood on the balcony of The Pharaoh's Fortune, staring out at Las Vegas at night. The city pulsed with life, a neon heartbeat that never faltered. 

	Below, an endless stream of headlights flowed as the blood cells of glowing arteries, each car carrying its own story through the electrified veins of The Strip. The traffic ebbed and surged, a river of light and metal that seemed to have no beginning and no end.

	Everywhere Sean looked, there was movement, color, life. Billboards flickered and flashed, promising fortunes and fantasies. The air hummed with the distant thrum of music and laughter, carried on a breeze that tasted of cigarette smoke and possibilities.

	It was so much the opposite of all he'd come to know and accept, moreover, to expect within his own life. That was the message he'd swung back around to while dispassionately toasting his father, a man he knew only as a wax pharaoh. Out with the old, in with the new.

	The reaction to his speech had been a measured applause, but that'd been enough. He wasn't sure he knew enough about Terrance to feel that a standing ovation was warranted. At least a dozen people had crowded around him in the aftermath, quickly introducing themselves or complimenting his "sincere" words.

	Benny hadn't said a word to him, though the distinct instant of anger Sean had seen when he'd gotten up on stage seemed to have passed or, at least, been suppressed. His mother had sighed in that "I'm not mad, just disappointed," way. She'd insisted on calling around to secure them a hotel, finding it unsurprisingly hard to get a quick and affordable reservation in Vegas on a weekend.

	That's where she still was, as far as he knew. He was considering going to look for her if he didn't see her in a minute or two, but for now, he had the balcony for himself. 

	It was reserved for him, or had been for Terrance, and after hearing that, Sean knew exactly where he'd be greeting people from for the evening. He was eyeing a car pulling a likely illegal U-turn far down below when footsteps sounded behind him.

	"I was wondering where you'd gone," he said, expecting his mother.

	"Where I've been all your life, you mean?" said an unfamiliar voice. "Isn't that how it's supposed to go?"

	He turned around and was surprised to see a waitress, one of the costumed casino employees, holding a trey with a drink. She was beautiful, with dark hair cut shoulder length, slightly tanned skin, a full chest and all the accoutrements of an Egyptian goddess. She was also shockingly close to him in age, though that might have just seemed to be the case against how old everyone else seemed.

	"Oh," he said. "I was… expecting someone else."

	His face and neck went hot with the usual embarrassment, with an extra dollop for the fact that he'd just been about to opine how he'd been waiting for his mother. The girl smiled, holding herself out for him as much as the trey.

	"I knew your father, you know," she said. "He used to call me Cleo. He was nice to me, long as I was nice to him, too even if… Well, he was a complicated man. He used to stand out here too."

	"Cleo," he said, voice finally cracking on him. He quickly cleared his throat. "I'm Sean. Nice to meet you."

	She giggled and gestured again for him to take the drink. "That's a nickname, but it’s what everyone calls me here now. Your dad used to say that I looked like Cleopatra. And then I'd ask him how the hell he knew, like, really knew, what Cleopatra looked like. Then he'd smile and, well… sometimes invite me places."

	"Oh yeah?" He worked his brain furiously past the fog that so often struck around gorgeous women. "Where'd you guys go?"

	"Oh, you know," she said. "Places. My boss always let me do whatever when it was him asking. Didn't have to work so hard on those days."

	He nodded and sought more words to fill the awkward silence. Somehow, it was thrice as hard as the game he'd played on stage.

	"So…" he said. "Cleopatra. Do you, uh… like pyramids?"

	She laughed like he'd just said something hilarious and hooked a thumb sideways. "Did you know this balcony has a canopy for when it's raining?"

	He glanced up. "Yeah?"

	"Over here."

	There were little sitting areas to either side, set atop the blocks of the pyramid of the level below like the whole thing had been built from Legos. Sean walked over next to her and saw the button panel.

	"This one here…" She pointed to it and her hand grazed his as he reached out to press it.

	The canopy slid into place silently, made from tinted, translucent glass or composite plastic that came down to shield the balcony from the eyes of anyone below, not that they'd see much more than tiny figures. Cleo looked at him expectedly, hands behind her back.

	"That other button right below locks the doors," she whispered.

	"That's… good to know."

	"Makes it feel really private out here," she said, helpfully.

	"Privacy is ideal," he said. "There's no telling what kind of meetings I might have to have out here."

	"Oh? Do you have some exciting ones planned already?"

	"Rigorous and exciting."

	"Ooh," she cooed. "I like a rigorous man."

	He laughed and looked around. "Sure your boss isn't going to get mad at you for disappearing on the job, or something?"

	"Yup. Positive."

	She stepped closer to him. Sean couldn't believe what was happening, but more tragically, he didn't really know what to do. He tried leaning in a little. He had kissed women before, but that was it. Usually, he got more of a signal from them, or maybe he was just so thick headed that it took a blindingly bright signal to give him a go sign.

	She helped him out, almost nodding as her eyes fluttered and their lips met. She was all over him with a speed that made him aware that she was the pursuer, one of her hands touching his chest, rubbing slowly, sliding a bit lower, rubbing more.

	"You can touch me, too," she whispered.

	He nodded dumbly and immediately grabbed one of her breasts, which drew another giggle. He was awestruck by how nice her boob felt in his hand, soft and supple, practically begging him to squeeze, to get more direct contact instead of just touching her through her Egyptian style gown.

	They kissed again. Cleo pushed him toward one of the chairs. Sean playfully pushed her back, like he might with some of his guy friends, and thought better of resisting at all as she coaxed him into sitting down, dropping down to her knees.

	"Sean?" she said. "Is this alright?"

	"This is beyond alright," he said.

	She unzipped his jeans. He could not believe his luck, and the limits of his belief had already been stretched and deformed over the course of the day. His erection was so stiff that Cleo giggled again and struggled to get it out of his boxers properly. 

	He knew better than to say a goddamn word as her angel soft fingers wrapped around his shaft, gently stroking and teasing. It was dark on the balcony, especially with the canopy in place, and he could only see the shadow of her head and not her expression as she leaned forward to stick out her tongue and rub it against the tip of his cock.

	"Fuck…" he groaned. 

	It was so far beyond his expectations. Cleo's mouth engulfed the tip of Sean's cock, her lips sliding slowly down his shaft. He couldn't help but let out a shuddering breath, overwhelmed by the sudden heat and wetness surrounding him.

	She began bobbing her head up and down, lips tightly sealed around his girth as her tongue worked the underside of his shaft. Each movement sent waves of pleasure coursing through him. Cleo was skilled, or at least he thought she was, given his own lack of experience. Every stroke of her tongue, every suckle of her lips seemed designed to push him closer to the edge.

	Sean reached down, tangling his fingers in her dark and silky hair as she worked. He resisted the urge to thrust upwards, not wanting to disrupt her rhythm. Instead, he contented himself with gently guiding her movements, feeling the way her head moved beneath his touch.

	The sensation was mind-blowing, unlike anything he'd experienced before. Cleo's mouth was like a furnace, stoking the flames of his arousal higher and higher until he felt like he might combust.

	He tried to hold back, to prolong the experience, but Cleo was relentless. Her pace increased, her mouth moving faster and faster along his length until, with a muffled groan, his climax overtook him.

	It was, in that same moment, that the balcony door slid open and an all too familiar voice said "Sean?"

	"Oh fuck." He tried to gently push Cleo back, but she maintained a surprising amount of suction with her mouth. "Mom?"

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	There was an instant where Sean was looking directly at his mother, hand still poised on the back of Cleo's head, as he unloaded his seed deep into her mouth. 

	She walked toward him and Cleo slowly, face shaded by the evening, but not so much that he didn't see her expression and even hold a moment of the most confusing and intense eye contact of his entire life. He groaned and saw her blink, no, react to his pleasure, like she was seeing through a window into the darkest and most perverse places within his soul.

	He tried to make himself decent as quickly as possible, fumbling for an impossible excuse that might free him from the oncoming shame. There was no excusing being caught by his mother while getting head. His face burned and the fortune which had favored him throughout that day seemed to demand payment in the form of one of the singular most unlucky moments of his entire life.

	"I see you're… getting comfortable," said Beatrice. She sounded anything but comfortable, but the awkwardness was a step up from anger.

	"I was just, you know…" He winced and tried to zip his fly up as though it was a casual, incidental movement. "Meeting some of the casino staff."

	Cleo fled the balcony like a woman in mortal danger, and Sean wasn't so sure that was far from the truth. He'd begun to get a sense that his mother had been a rather dangerous woman when she was younger, involved with his dad as she'd been.

	"Oh, trust me Sean, I do know," said Beatrice.

	She raised a finger as though enumerating a point, clearly with more to say. Before she could get the first word out, the door opened again. Sean was surprised, in both a good and bad way, to see Ash stalking toward him with confrontational posture. 

	The good was that he would have taken any interruption to save himself from the awkward tension with his mother. The bad… was everything else about Ash's expression.

	"Ash," he said. "God, it's good to see you."

	"It would have been even nicer if you'd come to see me an hour ago, right when you got here," she said, icily. "I'm surprised you even brought him, Beatrice."

	"I tried to convince him to stay home," said his mother, with a sigh. "It's been too long, Ash."

	"It really has."

	Sean glanced back and forth between them, not liking their sudden jovial tone with one another. "You were just as busy an hour ago, Ash. What's with the tone?"

	Ash seemed to briefly quiver with anger, and he reminded his mouth to request permission before asking questions before that point forward.

	"You don't understand anything, not a single god damned thing, about the mess you've just walked into and how much worse you’ve made it," said Ash.

	He had no response to that beyond bewilderment and a somewhat expected sense of his decisions catching up to him. Too much, too fast, without enough knowledge to point the way forward.

	Ace came out onto the balcony, as though the hour had been designated as dogpile-on-Sean o'clock. "There you are, kid. We got issues. Benny's been whispering to some of the other Costello Family associates. I don't know what he's saying, but I doubt it's gonna be good for you."

	"I need to talk with my son alone for a while," said Beatrice. "There's been… a family incident."

	Sean almost laughed. The best blowjob of his life, well, the only blowjob of his life, and it was a family incident? There had been a moment right when he'd been in the throes of his climax when Beatrice had come out and he’d looked right at her face.

	He hadn't seen much, given the shadows and the angle, but she'd probably seen him. An odd thrill ran up and down his body at that, the knowledge that his mother had walked in on him and had the reality of her son's sexual needs thrust into her face.

	"Look, Trixie, I know you want to mother him right now, but-"

	"It's Beatrice!" she snapped. "And he is my son!"

	"…Is this a bad time?" Benny's gravely voice came from the balcony door, but he still made a show of knocking on the open-door frame.

	All eyes, shockingly, swung Sean's way… though they then flicked to Ace, who looked to Sean as he was also looking to Ace, who gave a bit of a shrug which seemed to reflect both their stances.

	"I don't seem to have much time right now regardless, so let's go with no," said Sean. "Sorry to ambush you on stage like that, Benny."

	"Ambush is a strong word for it, but not a bad one," said Benny. 

	Sean nodded. He found it distinctly hard to focus on Benny, on anyone out on the balcony. His mind was still afire with Cleo, body thrumming with the new experience of his thrilling sexual conquest.

	His mother's ire, however, was not entirely unfounded. Cleo had certainly been willing, but the power dynamic between them given his looming inheritance was… uncomfortable. Strange juxtaposition to feel like a rockstar while simultaneously wondering if a random sexual encounter might eventually lead to him being cancelled.

	"Did you hear me?" snapped Benny.

	Sean had not. "Of course, but could you rephrase it a bit? I'm not sure I understand your point."

	Benny let out an impatient sigh. "As happy as I am to meet you and have you here, we need to make sure the Costello Family continues its operations without running into any… unexpected difficulties. Especially here at the main casino."

	"This is a discussion for us to have after Sean settles in, no?" said Ash, in a cool tone that spoke of at least some friction between her and Benny.

	"The sooner the better," said Benny. "People have started talking after seeing you. You really do look like a chip off the old block."

	"But at the same time, we shouldn't rush into any hard decisions just yet," said Ace.

	"Oh, is that what you think, Ace?" snapped Benny. "That I'm trying to force a hard decision right now? Are there any other hard decisions we might want to rip off like bandaids?"

	"How about we all take a breath?" said Sean. "I wasn’t expecting all of this."

	He gestured to the balcony, trying to give himself a bit of a moment like he had during his speech. It took serious effort to drag his mind off Cleo and formulate his next sentence, mind still in orbit around the sensation of her soft lips, along with if he might still grab her number somehow.

	"First and foremost, I want to know about the will," he said, ticking off his highest priority. "When is it being read? How does this work?"

	Benny cleared his throat in an impatient manner. "Tomorrow, or the next day, at the latest. The estate lawyer your father was working with… likes to travel. He might have taken… a little trip." 

	Sean glanced at the others, wondering if he was the only one who found the combination of Benny's tone and words to be just about the most suspicious utterance his ears had ever endured. Nobody seemed unusually unsettled, however. He wondered if maybe they just knew the greasy haired gangster's verbal ticks a little better than he did.

	"Okay," said Sean. "Set the meeting up for me, Benny."

	He gave it as a command, exactly as he would with a new member of the Diligent Ascent. Not harsh, not brusquely, a simple statement of intention to, hopefully, be carried out by another.

	"I don't set up meetings for anyone, bud," said Benny. "I'll have someone look into it and hopefully get back to you."

	Tension rippled through the air. Surprisingly, Ace seemed more concerned by the rise of Sean's ire than the sharpness of Benny's tone.

	"I also know the number of this lawyer guy, Captain," said Ace. "I'll lean on him, too. Make sure he's aware that this needs to happen pronto."

	"Good." Sean smiled, surprised by how much a bit of respect could buoy his confidence. "The other thing goes along with what you just mentioned, Benny. I own the casino now."

	"Assuming it's in the will like people seem to think it is, I suppose you do," said Benny. “Technically.”

	"You're such a piece of shit," said Ash.

	"Fuck off," snapped Benny.

	"Including the penthouse on the top floor?" Sean folded his arms. "I'll be needing access to that for tonight."

	"The penthouse?" Benny let out a rough sigh. "We were still… in the process of working out what would be happening to it. Your father usually stayed there, but the thinking was if whoever inherited it wasn't moving to Vegas, or if Ash ended up with it in her name…"

	"Don't for one goddamn second assume anything about what I'd do," said Ash. "Though it's a moot point. It's going to be his, Benny."

	"Mom, did you ever manage to snag that hotel?" he asked.

	Beatrice hesitated, as though she'd been more comfortable on the outside of the conversation. "I did not."

	"Then we'll stay in the penthouse starting tonight," he said. "What? My father's body isn't chilling up there or something, is it?"

	"Nah, that's in the sarcophagus behind the wax statue of him," said Ace.

	Sean chuckled, only slowly realizing that he was dead serious.

	 

	 


Chapter 12

	It took a while to secure a grumbled agreement from Benny, who even then tried to hold out on divesting control of The Pharaoh's Fortune overall.

	"Ace knows enough to help me along," said Sean, unsure of whether it was true.

	"More or less," said Ace. "I'll keep you from blowing the place up, at least."

	"Even before your father's unfortunate passing, the Costello Family was being run as a joint operation," said Benny, stiffly. "Something to keep in mind."

	He left, and several men in dark suits fell into step behind him. Sean returned to the Pharaoh's Chamber alongside Ash, Beatrice, and Ace, who seemed oddly quiet.

	He wondered if he'd caught them by surprise in how he'd asserted himself. He'd certainly caught himself by surprise, at least to an extent. It wasn't that different from his dealings within the world of esports, setting aside the guns, the gambling, and of course, the existence of girls who found his power attractive.

	Lilian Costello, however, was no girl. She immediately began walking toward him and the others as soon as they'd stepped back into the main room. Sean looked over his shoulder at Ash and Ace, seeking advice more than backup.

	"Hello Sean," she said, smiling. "We didn't really get much of a chance to talk before."

	"Well, I suppose that's due to the pace of the day," he said. He felt different talking to her now, at least slightly more confident in his position as Terrance's son along with a lingering ego-boost from Cleo.

	She surprised him by stepping in close, touching his shoulder, and leaning to speak in a quieter voice. "I thought your words about Terrance were just so moving."

	"Did you?" asked his mother, in a dry voice.

	"In fact, I did," said Lilian, her hand on Sean's shoulder doing interesting things with her fingers. "Terrance was always so concerned with how he was viewed. Most people could never see past the veneer of alpha macho toughness."

	"Yeah, well…" Sean lifted an arm and let it drop. Not much to say about a father he'd never met. He wondered if he'd need to start unpacking deeper feelings about the reality of that absence eventually.

	"Have you found a place to stay in town?" asked Lilian.

	"We'll be staying in my father's penthouse," he said. "Well, my penthouse now, I suppose."

	He glanced at his mother and caught what felt like one of the few genuine smiles he'd seen on her since they arrived in Vegas.

	"That won't be a problem for you, will it, Lilian?" asked Beatrice.

	Lilian blinked, hesitating for a second. "Not in the slightest. Terrance and I shared a house in The Ridges outside the city proper. Enjoy the penthouse. It's as full of surprises as Terrance was."

	She let out a sigh that added an oddly cryptic period to her previous statement.

	"We were just about to head up now," said Beatrice.

	"Of course. Don't let me keep you." Lilian leaned in to give Sean an oddly familiar kiss on the cheek, one hand running down to rub right between his shoulder blades. "Sean, darling. We'll need to sit down and discuss some of the… particulars about the needs of the people left behind in the wake of my husband's unfortunate death. Sooner, rather than later."

	She walked off. Sean breathed out, feeling drawn in and intrigued by Lilian's pace in a way he wasn't sure he entirely liked.

	"She's going to be a problem for you," said Beatrice, shaking her head.

	"On the contrary, I think she has a point," said Ash, more stiffly. "Sean. You're going to need to be considerate of everyone's circumstances. It's one thing to show up here in our city and spout hollow words about a man you didn't know in the slightest. We're the ones who were here, helping him stay on his feet."

	"Lighten up, Ash," he said. "It's not like people wouldn't have asked me to gush about my dead father regardless of whether I did it on stage or to their face. I was just trying to make a good first impression."

	"The best impression you could make would come from turning around and going home." Ash's voice quivered with a surprising amount of anger. "You don't belong in Vegas."

	She walked off, with a group of bodyguards or assistants immediately falling into step alongside her as soon as they noticed she was free. Sean shook his head and glanced at his mom and Ace.

	"What's her problem?" he asked.

	"The same as everyone's problem," muttered Ace. "Your dad was a bit… eccentric in the time before he passed. A lot of people are speculating about what his will entails and the fact that you're here probably puts them on edge."

	"I thought you said my dad left…" Sean lowered his voice. "Most of it to me. Not that I asked for it, obviously."

	"I did say that, and I'm almost sure that's the case, but they don’t share my certainty," said Ace. "If I were you, I'd let the estate lawyer be the one to break the news"

	"The estate lawyer who Benny said might have taken a trip in the most suspicious and ominous voice possible?" asked Sean.

	"That's the one. I'm going to look into where he's at as soon as I bring you up to your new digs."

	They made their way back onto the casino's main floor, which was far busier than it had been when Sean had last seen it. He made an effort to nod and greet all of the employees he passed, again wanting to make a strong first impression, given he would soon own the place. 

	Ace led them past the main hotel elevator to a private one in back. The guard standing at the door visibly flinched when he saw Sean.

	"I know, right?" said Ace. "The resemblance is uncanny. You work for him now. Got it?"

	"Of course." The security guard nodded to Sean. "Going up, Mr. Costello?"

	"Yeah, we are," he said.

	He waited until the doors of the elevator were closed before asking the question which had been on the tip of his tongue for the last hour.

	"Ace," he said. "How did my father die?"

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13

	"We don't have to talk about that now," said Ace.

	"No, we do," said Sean. "Out with it."

	He winced and glanced at Beatrice as though searching for an out. "You didn't… read about it in the news, Trixie?"

	"It's Beatrice, as I've reminded you, and frankly, I don't care," she said. "Tell him or don't, Ace. It's your choice. Sean didn't know him, so it hardly matters."

	She sounded almost proud as she spoke the last sentence, and Sean was left wondering what kind of man his father had really been to engender such lingering animosity within her. He crossed his arms and looked at Ace expectantly.

	"So, it's a bit complicated," said Ace. "They found him in his car."

	"He crashed?" asked Sean. "Drunk driving? Drugged driving?"

	"Ah, no driving," said Ace. "He was in his car inside the private garage he has on the parking level down below the casino. The car was on. Garage door… closed."

	"He killed himself, in other words," said Sean.

	Something about the lack of emotion in his voice must have unsettled Ace. It was hard, near impossible, to feel his emotions on more than a conceptual level for a man that had only existed for Sean as an idea, a phantom of the past.

	"Well, here's the thing," said Ace. "While I will admit that Terrance had been a bit off this past year or two, and could fall into brooding funks, and getting fucked off booze and this and that while spouting both homicidal and suicidal threats… it just doesn't fit for me. Not necessarily. Not without examination."

	"How would you set up that kind of death, though?" asked Sean. "Wouldn't there be signs of a struggle if someone had tried to force him into that."

	"Again, I can't just assume that without examination, which is why we had the autopsy done and why I need to make sure we get an unadulterated version of the coroner's report."

	"Suspects?" asked Sean. "Anyone want him dead or have something major to gain from his death?"

	Ace let out a low laugh. "Just about everyone you met tonight. Benny, Lilian, even Ash, though she's a tier down. Remember what I said outside the airport, kid?"

	He nodded slowly, glancing at his bag and the lump where the pistol was within it. The elevator finally reached the top floor and opened with a satisfying chime.

	Sean stared in wonder at the exquisite space the doors unveiled. The space was easily twice as large as the living room and kitchen of his mother's house, which was decently sized, a testament to wealth and excess. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a breathtaking panorama of the Las Vegas skyline from the pyramid's tip, the city's lights twinkling like a sea of stars.

	The Egyptian theme from the casino below carried through in subtle touches. A massive golden ankh adorned one wall, while hieroglyphic-inspired patterns decorated throw pillows and area rugs. 

	He wandered further into the living area, his fingers trailing over the sleek leather of an oversized sectional sofa. A giant flat-screen TV dominated one wall, flanked by built-in shelves filled with books and expensive trinkets. Sean's gaze was drawn to a collection of small statuettes – miniature replicas of famous Egyptian artifacts.

	The kitchen gleamed with stainless steel appliances and marble countertops. A fully stocked bar occupied one corner, its mirrored backsplash reflecting the city lights. He resisted a childlike urge to open every cabinet and drawer, to explore every nook and cranny in search of treasure and secrets.

	It was like being on vacation as a child, overwhelmed by the sheer spectacle of new surroundings. Grinning, he turned around to look at his mother, who was noticeably less impressed.

	"Terrance has completely remodeled the place since I was last here," she muttered. "Even changed the layout of the rooms and added windows."

	"Is that a bad thing?" he asked her.

	"The opposite." She gave him a tired smile. "I was worried it would feel too familiar, like I was being dragged back into the life that I ran away from. The life I… thought I'd saved you from."

	"Mom, please," he said. "Whatever you're worried about isn't going to come to pass."

	"How would you know that?" she asked.

	He shrugged, wishing he had an answer.

	"Anyway, I'm going to go get some work done," said Ace. "Hopefully make progress at getting in touch with the lawyer and the coroner. I'll be back early tomorrow. You'll be safe here, Sean. Anyone who might want to so much as get within sight of you would have to pass through three sets of security guards to do it."

	"Good to know," said Sean.

	Ace disappeared into the elevator. Beatrice browsed through the fridge and cabinets, frowning.

	"I don't trust most of the food he left here," she said. "I'm going to get us dinner. It won't take long assuming the places I like are still open."

	"You want to go alone?" he asked.

	"Unless you're volunteering to come with me," said Beatrice. "You forget that I spent years in this city, Sean. I'll be fine."

	"Alright," he said. "I trust you."

	He came over to her, sensing that she needed more reassurance than he could probably give her.

	"Today has been… so eventful," she whispered. "I never could have expected any of this."

	"Neither could I, but it's happening." He shrugged and smiled at her. "We're going to be okay. This will change our lives. For the better, I think."

	"I sincerely hope you're right, sweetie."

	He pulled her into a hug, feeling her squeeze him back in that motherly, never wanting to let go again way. For whatever reason, he thought of Lilian, the transparent way she'd smiled at him and touched his shoulder, cozying up to power. His mother would never be like that, especially not with him.

	She eventually pulled back, waving as she stepped into the elevator as though getting on a plane or something. The doors shut, and for a few seconds, Sean just stood in his penthouse and let the ambience of the silent, multimillion dollar space wash over him.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14

	Sean walked through the penthouse slowly, still feeling like he was in a daze. He made a point of touching things, adjusting photos, throwing away an ash tray on the coffee table he knew he wouldn't be needing. It was a rite of ownership, a way of claiming the penthouse for himself.

	He started opening doors at random, discovering the opulent and excessive bathroom with a tub that likely held a volume of water equivalent to a small pool. The master bedroom was a shock. The Egyptian theme had been carried forward to the bed platform, which was made of sandstone and gold inset with detailed hieroglyphics, with a metal bronze sun hanging from the wall over the headboard.

	He opened Terrance's closet and found hangers of clothing, dozens of sets of shoes, most of it in the same borderline grim style. Lots of black and dark grey, a bit bland for his own tastes.

	Heading back out, he opened a hallway door that led to a small guest room which would be perfect for his mother. He frowned a bit, realizing he hadn't stopped to consider whether she'd be living with him or not.

	It made a certain amount of sense to maintain their usual living arrangements until Sean figured out what came next. His newfound money would mean that they both could live practically anywhere they wanted, whereas back home the constraints of teenage unemployment had kept him under the family roof.

	The next door revealed what seemed to be the designated entertainment chamber, with a projector hanging from the ceiling, various video game consoles, a VR headset, and what seemed to be collections of old VHS tapes and DVDs.

	He opened another door, expecting to find storage or a closet. The space on the other side was in fact another guest room, this one barely large enough to hold a single bed. Which, to his shocked eyes, was currently occupied.

	He stared at a blonde woman in an oversized t-shirt, shoulder length hair messy, sprawled out in bed with chaotic and unguarded posture. She was angelic and nymphlike, and probably not much older than he was, 19 or 20 at his best guess.

	Her legs and hips poked out from underneath the shirt, pink silk panties being gravitationally devoured by one of the finest butts Sean had ever laid eyes on. She was busty, too, the spitting image of the kind of woman a man with the kind of wealth his father had might loop into orbit during a midlife crisis.

	Although… it seemed as though she had her own room, albeit a tiny one. Sean frowned and stepped closer, looking for clues, but unsure of what the mystery he was trying to solve even was.

	The girl suddenly let out a sleepy sigh and blinked her eyes open. She stared at him for a moment of strange stillness before screaming and leaping up, hands clutched around the nearest weapon she could find, a pillow in a gold silk pillowcase.

	"Ah!" she cried. "Zombie!" 

	She threw the pillow at him and then ran forward and tackled him. Sean fell more out of surprise than from the weight of her somewhat petite body. They hit the hallway carpet in a tangle of limbs, the woman now babbling something about an ancient Egyptian curse.

	"Get off me!" he shouted. "Jesus! Wouldn't it make more sense to keep your distance from a zombie, anyway?"

	"A talking zombie!" cried the girl. "No! Don't eat me!"

	She tried to push the pillow into his face. Sean retaliated by attempting to push her back by the shoulders. His fingers sank into something soft and he realized he'd just groped his second boob of the day. Third boob? Had he touched both of Cleo's?

	"Would you stop already?" he snapped. "Just take a breath and calm down."

	She finally pushed away from him, sitting against the wall and pulling her baggy t-shirt over her knees. Her eyes remained narrow and deeply suspicious.

	"Ghost, then?" she muttered. "Is this what you looked like when you were younger, Mr. Costello?"

	"I mean, from the way people have been reacting to me, my dad probably did look about like this," said Sean. "I'm his son. Sean."

	"Oh," said the girl. "I guess that makes sense, too."

	"So." He gestured to her, furrowing his brow. "Who are you?"

	"Dolores," she muttered. "Everyone calls me Dolly."

	"Nice to meet you, Dolly," he said, dryly. "Care to explain what you're doing here? Nobody mentioned that there would be a… person within the penthouse."

	"Nobody knows I'm here except maybe the guard at the elevator," she muttered.

	"Okay. Why are you here?"

	She finally seemed to blink and understand where his line of questions was leading. "I'm Mr. Costello's maid and private chef. I normally stayed at the mansion in The Ridges, but after… what happened, well, Ms. Lilian fired me!"

	"Ouch," said Sean.

	"Right! She always hated me! Always! She didn't understand how important my work was! Mr. Costello relied on me so much! You wouldn't believe how much. That's why he paid me so well. He always said he'd take care of me, make sure I always had everything I needed, all the time!"

	"So you came here after getting fired?"

	Dolly shrugged. "Where else was I supposed to go?"

	"Home?" suggested Sean. "Don't you have a family, or an apartment of your own?"

	Dolly gave a small shake of her head. She ran her fingers through her messy blonde hair, making it messier rather than restoring order to any significant degree. Sean stood up and offered her a hand which she stared at for a second before accepting.

	"Look, my Mom is going to be back with food soon," he said. "We can sit down and discuss what happens now together."

	"I mean…" Dolly shrugged. "You're Mr. Costello's son, right? Which means you inherit all his stuff. Including… employees, and whatnot."

	"For the most part," he said, a bit skeptically.

	"You'll need a maid!" Dolly balled her hands into fists with determination, stomping her foot for emphasis. "And a chef! And I'm just about the best of both!"

	He couldn't help but chuckle again. "Hold on a second. I'm really going to have to talk to my Mom about this a bit."

	"Why? Does she do all your cooking and cleaning for you, like I would? It's not like you still live with her, right?"

	"I mean…" He scowled and folded his arms. "Technically, yes, I do. Or I did, at least, before coming here to Vegas."

	"Then you'll need a maid, since your mother can't keep living with you if you're going to be running the casino and handling the operations of the Costello Family," said Dolly. "They have great retirement homes here in Vegas. Some of them even have slot machines!"

	"Dolly, I really wouldn't… repeat that last bit once she gets here," he said.

	"I was basically a backup bodyguard, too!" said Dolly, ticking off another point in her favor on her fingers. "I learned how to shoot from Mr. Costello and can even usually hit the target! I won't let anyone do you in like they did him!"

	His ears perked up at that. "You think my father was murdered, Dolly!"

	She tapped a finger against her forehead, smiling like she'd already solved the crime. "I know he was! He would never have killed himself. Unless… he was drinking. Or really messed up on drugs. Or if he had like, a really bad day."

	"That's helpful, I suppose," said Sean.

	"So what should I do first, Mr. Costello?" Dolly flashed him a smile and pulled her arms together in a way that incidentally pushed her breasts out. "Fix you a snack? Give you a massage? Maybe draw you a bath?"

	"Dolly." He winced, already sensing that there would be a showdown of will between himself and his mother over the decision of what to do with her.

	"Please?" she said. "I didn't know Mr. Costello even had a son. This is like… a second chance. I already knew that Lilian was going to fire me even before Mr. Costello died. She said I'd be a bad influence on a baby."

	He blinked. "Wait, Lilian is pregnant?"

	"Oops," she muttered. "Maybe I wasn't supposed to say that. It might not even be the case. I just know they tried doing that whole libido fertilization thing."

	"You mean invitro fertilization?"

	"In… what?"

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	Dolly insisted on drawing him a bath, and he didn't really see the harm. Part of him recognized his own cowardly desire to not be present when his mother arrived back and discovered the abandoned maid and personal chef. 

	In truth, he wanted a few minutes alone to make the new piece of information she'd divulged fit. If Lilian was pregnant with a child, a new heir for Terrance, no less, what did that mean? How sure was he that the will would actually leave him what Ace seemed to think it would?

	He imagined a scenario in which Lilian became pregnant, perhaps suggested some changes to the will that matched the oncoming changes to her and Terrance's lives, and then orchestrated his murder. It seemed far too much like something out of a B movie to actually be reality…

	He thought back to his interactions with Lilian. Nothing about her screamed potential murderer, but there was a confidence, a poise, that seemed like it might be capable of almost anything. Could she be involved? What about Dolly? Had she really been squatting in the penthouse, or was there more to it? 

	He felt a surprising amount of unfounded anxiety over the idea of having his inheritance torn away. He hadn't expected any of this. The suddenness of how the money and power had landed in his lap made the entire day still feel like a fever dream. Would it really be so bad to wake up and go back to his old, comfortable life?

	Yes. The answer was yes. He frowned as he considered what it would mean if the will didn't end up naming him or gifting him anything significant. Would he shift from being the bewildered heir to being one of the people on the outside, like Ash and Benny and potentially Lilian, all circling like sharks around a dead whale?

	He went into the bathroom while the tub was still filling, enjoying the steam. The faucet was massive and dumped in water at the rate of a small waterfall, with perfect heat and pressure. He turned it off and started stripping out of his clothing, mind still elsewhere.

	"Mr. Costello," came Dolly's voice. "I brought you some towels."

	He spun around in surprise, still clad in his boxers. Dolly was standing in the doorway, holding an armful of clean linen. She was smiling, but politely averted her gaze as she tucked them away onto a shelf behind the toilet.

	What was she doing? He found himself wondering about if there might have been a third role she'd served for his father beyond maid and personal chef. Barging into the bathroom after he'd stated his desire to take a bath… was that her simply offering herself up?

	"Thank you, Dolly," he said.

	He felt his blood stirring as he looked at her, still clad in the baggy t-shirt she'd had on before. The premise of her being his household employee was one he hadn't fully unpacked earlier at the first mention of the idea.

	Bouncing around, busty and blonde, doing his errands, handling his needs. Sean felt a powerful, manly stirring at the proposition. Was he attracted to her? Obviously yes, on the level of all attractive, young women, but underneath that was a certain… curiosity that felt even more dangerous.

	"Is there… anything else you need?" she asked.

	She took a step toward him, staring at his pasty, under-toned nerd chest. Sean felt his heart pounding and honestly wasn't sure what to do. A single blowjob figuratively and literally landing in his lap did not equate to the sexual intelligence necessary to navigate his current situation.

	What would his mother think? Oh god. Why did that question send a flood of blood rushing straight down to the tip of his crotch? There was no chance in hell his mom would let him get away with banging the maid, but the idea of doing it anyway, forcing her to intervene…

	"I forgot the candle!" Dolly slapped her forehead and spun around. "Hold on!"

	She took a fast step to rush out of the bathroom and slipped on one of Sean's discarded socks. He rushed forward right as she began careening backward in an almost comical fashion, catching her with his body as much as his arms.

	And he was still fairly turned on… in a physical, lumpy sense, as though he'd tucked a piece of hardening clay into his boxers. Dolly sagged back against him, her butt brushing across his crotch, almost catching on his hardness like a jacket might hang off a coat rack.

	"Oops," she muttered.

	"I got you," said Sean.

	"Nice catch, Mr. C." She let out an odd chuckle as she regained her balance, touching his chest as she turned around. "Um. Candle."

	"Sure. Candles are nice."

	"Aren't they?" She blinked, slowly letting her hand slide off him. "It's… passionfruit."

	The moment seemed to hover, and then depart, along with Dolly who exhaled like she was finishing a dive and skipped out of the bathroom. Sean recognized, somewhat reluctantly, that she took her job seriously, regardless of anything else.

	It didn't feel right to abuse his authority over her for sex. Which, extending that thought outward, if it felt wrong to him, it would seem like literal murder to his mother. He needed to at least try to be professional with her, even if she was a strangely unfair combination of sexy and adorable.

	He added some bubble bath to the tub, ditched his boxers, and climbed in. Dolly arrived back with the candle and wordlessly lit it, dimmed the lights for him, and set a fluffy bath robe on the hook within arm’s reach.

	"Have a good bath, Mr. C," she said.

	"Thank you, Dolores."

	 

	 


Chapter 16

	Sean took a moderately long bath before climbing out, drying off, and seeking out some clothing. Raiding his father's wardrobe was a deeply odd sensation. Every piece of clothing seemed to be a hint about the man who'd worn it. 

	Sean got a sense of a person who valued routine, but also bought band t-shirts and kept the freebies from charity fundraisers, tourist attractions, and even one suggesting he might have run a marathon at some point in life.

	There were also so many suits and button up shirts and related business accoutrements that he found himself hoping for a stray second that he'd just happen to be the same size as his old man. A test fit of a blazer immediately revealed that he wasn't, and he somehow doubted it had been Terrance Costello's muscles extending the tailoring.

	He settled for a pair of sweatpants with a drawstring and a Bruce Springsteen t-shirt. At the very least, his inseam was in line with his departed fathers, so he could make some of the pants work. He made his way back out into the penthouse's spacious kitchen and living and dining room area right as he heard a chime go off.

	The chime was apparently announcing the elevator. A panel next to it flashed with both a feed of the person inside and green and red touch buttons. Sean saw his mother carrying two pizzas and hit the green.

	She smiled as the door opened and she saw him, looking tired but animated, and eyed his pajamas. "I see you've begun settling in."

	"I took a bath," he said. "Raided a dead man's wardrobe. So it goes."

	He stepped aside to give her room to come out of the elevator. It was only then that it dawned on him that it was their first true moment alone since she'd walked out onto the balcony during his unexpected blowjob.

	He wondered if perhaps that was why she'd immediately rushed off to get the pizzas, merely seeking to wait out the air of strangeness lingering in that wake. Beatrice walked over to set the pizzas down on the kitchen island, the silence overstaying its welcome in between words.

	"What kind of pizza did you snag?" he asked.

	"One has broccoli and garlic oil and spicy tofu," said Beatrice. "The other has pepperoni and sausage and all the usual meat that growing boys need."

	"I’ll try both," he said.

	Beatrice folded her arms and looked at him more seriously. "Sean. We need to… talk."

	"I'm sure we need to, but do we have to?" he muttered, feeling every bit like the angsty teenager he technically still was.

	"The waitress, from earlier today." Beatrice leaned back against the counter and crossed her legs, arms folded in her lap. "How long did you even know her before you ended up in that… situation? Ten minutes? Five?" 

	"Mom, please." He came into the kitchen, stepping past her and toward the distraction of the pizza. "We just hit it off, I guess."

	"Did you, though?" She gave him a look that he remembered from numerous punishments and lectures over the years. "I remember how it was for your father. It was part of the reason why it didn't work out between us."

	"I'm not in a relationship, though," he said.

	"People are still going to want things from you. How you respond to that, whether you treat them fairly or use them, will always be a question from now on if you do end up with a girthy inheritance."

	"I'm 18," he snapped. "I've spent most of my teenage years playing video games in my room. I should be able to have at least a little bit of fun." 

	"I know how you must feel, sweetie," said Beatrice. "We can figure something out. Maybe we could get you involved in some kind of activity once we get back home. Coed dodgeball, or dance lessons."

	He didn't have the heart to tell her outright that he wasn't sure he planned on going home, assuming he received what he was expecting from the inheritance. Taking a bite of the pizza, he shrugged and let the matter drop, happy at least that some of the awkward tension had dissipated.

	Dolly chose that moment to come out into the kitchen, stopping in surprise as she saw Beatrice by the counter. The two women stared at each other, with Beatrice's previous concerns still hovering overhead.

	"Mom, this is… Dolores," he said, scratching the back of his neck. "She was my father's maid and private chef."

	"Maid… and private chef," repeated Beatrice. "Really?"

	"What?" snapped Dolly. "You don't think I can cook? Or you don't think I can clean?"

	"I somehow doubt Terrance Costello would have hired you on your domestic merits alone," said Beatrice, dryly.

	"Hey!" Dolly stomped her foot and crossed her arms. "That's mean! I'm incredible at cooking! And I can clean anything!"

	"I'm sure he had you cleaning something on a regular basis," said Beatrice. "Sean. You should send her home."

	"I don't think she has a home, at least not nearby." He glanced at Dolly, who nodded and seemed to sag with disappointment. "She was living in my father's other house. The one Lilian is staying in. And Lilian fired her."

	Beatrice let out a long, reluctant sigh. "That's… unfortunate. I would feel a bit heartless kicking her out onto the Vegas streets."

	"They're ruthless!" said Dolly, balling her fists up. "I would manage, somehow, but it would suck! I'll keep doing my job here, I promise. Cooking, cleaning! Whatever Mr. Costello asks for!"

	"Not whatever he asks for," said Beatrice, with emphasis. "He is my son, Dolly, and I'll be staying here, too. Just to make sure that nothing gets out of hand during our visit here in Vegas."

	"Of course, Ms, um…"

	"Call me Beatrice," she said.

	"Ms. Beatrice." Dolly swept into an odd bow. "I'll prepare the guest room for you."

	She hurried off before anyone said anything else. Sean sat on one of the counter stools and polished off the crust of his pizza.

	"I like her," he said.

	"Sean…" said his mother, in a warning tone.

	"Not like that." He shrugged, sensing it was, in fact, like that. "I just think she's really sweet and earnest."

	"This is a complete disaster," muttered Beatrice.

	 


Chapter 17

	Sean couldn't sleep, but that was hardly a surprise. His father's room felt like the scene of a murder, despite what Ace had said about Terrance dying in his car. Every sensory detail seemed to hint at a clue, something he was missing, or an ominous fact about the man who'd been universally absent from his life.

	The bed itself was somehow too comfortable, the sheets too soft, pillows too form fitting for his neck and head. Dolly had assured him that the sheets and pillowcases and comforters had all been washed in the time since Terrance's unfortunate departure. He wouldn't have even bothered trying to lay down in the bed, had that not been the case.

	He got up deep into the night, a little after 2am, and walked over to his room's door. It swung silently on the hinges, and he listened for a minute, unsure of why he was keen on establishing that he was the only one up. 

	As much as he loved his mother, her feedback on his inability to sleep would likely be used as a vector to try to convince him to go home. Dolly, on the other hand, would try to solve his insomnia, as though it were a math problem with a single, specific answer.

	He padded softly across the floor, eventually arriving in his father's entertainment room. He turned the light on, but found it too bright overall, so he opted to simply navigate by the ambient light of the projector instead.

	The projector was connected to a small tablet style computer set on a panel that swung upward from the couch's armrest. Sean took a seat and started tapping through his TV and movie options.

	There were a lot of shows he'd never heard of, stuff long before his time or just tangential to his own interests. A folder jumped out at him with the label "Home Vids."

	The idea of seeing his father, hearing his voice, getting an actual sense of him as a person rather than a concept, was both intriguing and intimidating. He hovered his finger over the folder, realizing that he'd explore its contents eventually, regardless of whether he started that night. 

	Tapping it, Sean was greeted with another array of folders, most of them labeled with women's names. The one labeled "Lilian" appeared to be the newest, given the sort mode and it being at the top of the list. He tapped it and opened a folder filled with video files.

	None of the videos had descriptive titles, just the number assigned by whatever had done the initial recording. Sean tapped on one, not knowing what to expect, and felt his jaw drop open.

	"Yeah, just like that, Lil," came a voice far too reminiscent of his own. "Deeper. Deep as you can."

	The angle was that of a man's POV, while Lilian, naked and sweaty faced and messy haired, worked her mouth up and down the man’s cock. Sean tried to make himself look away or turn the video off, but it wasn't that simple.

	Lilian let out a series of little moans and purring noises as she bobbed her head up and down. She seemed outrageously erotic, so different from the poised and biting socialite who had approached him down in the casino.

	He noticed the specific details that always jumped out upon seeing a new woman naked. Her breasts seemed to curve upward at the nipple, and she had a tan line that highlighted the visibility of the sun kissed freckles higher up on her neck and chest.

	"Oh yeah, Lil," said the man. "Suck my fucking cock you beautiful little slut."

	He wasn't sure who the man was. Odds were high on it being Terrance, obviously, but the angle prevented him from seeing the man's face. There was no knowing for sure who it was unless he wanted to solicit the opinion of someone who'd known him personally, which was obviously out of the question.

	The man groaned. Lilian sucked faster, deepthroating him with tears edging into the corners of her eyes. Sean had never seen anything so forbidden and erotic in his entire life but struggled to stop watching all the same. He was hard as a rock and somewhat disgusted with himself for being so turned on.

	He stopped the video right before the man came, swallowing and trying to shake the experience off. The image would forever be burned into his mind. There was no escaping what he'd just seen in his future interactions with Lilian.

	He went back to the folder selection, eyeing more names, none of which he recognized, though he was scrolling fast. He caught sight of a folder labeled "Evil Bitch," and a dark curiosity got the better of him.

	There was only one video in the folder. He clicked on it and was greeted with a similar POV shot, though it was far worse quality, probably filmed on an early to mid-2000s level digital camera.

	"I'll have to do everything with you if this is the only time you'll let me film," said the man. 

	A blonde woman was on a bed, wearing sexy black lingerie. Sean thought it was Dolly for an instant due to her full hips and large breasts, but then she spoke, and her voice held none of Dolly's peppy enthusiasm.

	"Better get started then," said the woman. "Time's ticking, birthday boy."

	That tone. He shook his head, struggling to place it. The man growled as he stumbled forward, all but falling onto her with the clumsy aggression of arousal. His cock was out and he needed only to yank her panties aside before sinking in deep.

	"Oh fuck!" moaned the woman.

	"That's it, Trixie," said the man. "You love my cock, don't you?"

	Trixie. The reality of what Sean was watching lanced through him like a heart attack. Her blonde hair… hadn't Ace said something to his mother about her dying it? Oh god.

	"Say it," said the man. "Say it so I have it on tape."

	"I love your fucking cock!" moaned the woman. "I love it when you stretch me out."

	"Oh, Trix!" The man pumped into her faster. "You're so fucking tight. Your moans are so hot, you sexy little slut. Keep moaning for me, Trix."

	"Fuck me!" cried the woman. "Oh god! Don't stop fucking me!"

	"Mr. Costello?"

	Dolly's voice was the hammer of reality against the glass of Sean's confusion. He slammed a hand down on the tablet, pausing the scene but unfortunately not closing it.

	"Trixie!" he snapped. "I mean… Dolly. I was just…"

	He'd taken his own cock out at some point without realizing it. He'd been stroking himself to the video, the evidence, of the woman who'd raised him being used and abused and filmed like a casting couch whore.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18

	"Um…" Dolly came deeper into the room, closing the door most of the way but not completely behind her. "I saw that you were up. I thought I'd offer to make you some… hot cocoa."

	Sean tried to casually stuff his erection back into his sweatpants, as a man will sometimes have to do. "That's… sweet of you. But I don't think that would help me get to sleep."

	He stood up, intent on fleeing the room at first. Dolly was wearing a satin robe, gold and black, unlike the flower printed one his mother so often wore. He could see the outline of breasts through the fabric, the points where her nipples pressed outward like little erotic mountain peaks.

	"Something else, then?"

	She stepped closer to him, looking uncertain, but open, unguarded. Sean knew he was playing with fire, but he was too horny to care anymore. He took a step toward her, and she inched a little closer, eyes flicking down to his bulge.

	"Something else," he said, with a nod.

	He leaned in slowly, giving her all the opportunity in the world to pull back or scream sexual harassment. Dolly did neither of those things, instead smiling a little, seeming nervous, like any other girl who used to go to his school.

	He kissed her, unsure of what he was doing, where it might lead. Dolly's lips moved against his, and she let her hands rest on his shoulders, rubbing up along his arms.

	They fell onto the couch together, sprawling out across the cushions. Sean's hands roamed Dolly's body, feeling the satin of her robe, the softness of her skin underneath. She let out a sigh as his fingers brushed across one of her breasts, nipple hardening from the attention.

	Dolly's own hands were busy, caressing his back, slipping underneath his shirt to touch his bare skin. Sean felt a shiver run through him, urges compelling him forward, aggressive and confident in a way he so rarely was in his normal life.

	"Mr… Costello." She kissed his neck and giggled.

	"Sean," he whispered.

	"Mr… Sean," she whispered.

	"We'll get there."

	He kissed her neck and palmed her breast. Dolly was stacked. The thought seemed to vibrate through his head, down into his chest, inevitably reaching his loins. She was busty and adorable and she… worked for him.

	Which was an issue that he decided to simply set aside, for the moment. Dolly's robe pulled further open, and she looked at him with a deviously charming smile, face lit by the lingering glow of the projector's default screen.

	"I haven't exactly, um… done this before," she whispered. "I've kissed and stuff. Mr. Costello, the old Mr. Costello, used to always tell me to go out and find a nice boy."

	"I like to think I'm pretty nice," said Sean. "I'm not exactly wildly experienced, either."

	It was near to the understatement of the century, but he didn't need to have discarded his virginity to look down at his near-painful erection and have some thoughts about what to do with it. He looked at Dolly as he pulled his erection down, half expecting her to suddenly gasp and call it off.

	She opened her robe wider and reached for him, wiggling her fingers like a little girl asking for a shoulder ride. Sean pressed forward onto her, kissing her again, wanting to go slow in his mind while his racing heart and body made their own plans.

	He felt the head of his cock drag against her slit, feeling a bit of wetness there alongside the caress of her lower lips. Dolly moaned as he kissed her again and then made a pouty noise, wrapping her arms around him and trying to do the same with her legs.

	Sean found the right angle, and he simply couldn't wait. He thrust forward into her, groaning as his cock experienced the first taste of her tight, wet pussy. 

	"Oh God!" cried Dolly.

	He froze, half a dozen fears spiking at once, ranging from his mother hearing them to Dolly's comfort.

	"Does it hurt?" he whispered.

	"No," said Dolly, in a fluttering voice. "It doesn't hurt."

	He started thrusting, and so much of it became a blur. Dolly matched his kisses, letting out passionate little whimpers in the space between. Sean touched all of her, though his hands seemed particularly drawn to her plump but nubile breasts. If she hadn't been able to find work as a maid and chef, Vegas would have probably made other demands of her.

	He got into enough of a rhythm that he could see each of his forward movements ripple through her soft body, her breasts lagging an instant behind the rest of her. 

	Dolly wasn’t really a quiet lover. He wished they'd closed the door. He really hoped his mother didn't catch him. Twice in one day, having her stumble upon him in action. Twice in one day, that strange moment of eye contact and perverse recognition.

	"Mr. Costello!" moaned Dolly. "Mmm. It feels… so good."

	Her tight, hot, rhythmic grip on his cock was pushing Sean to places of pleasure he'd never been before, places that could drive him insane. He pumped into her faster and harder, lost in the moment, lost in the newfound confidence, his body seeming to know just what to do.

	"Yes!" cried Dolly. "Just like that!"

	"Take it, Dolly," he growled. "Take my cock."

	"Give it to me!"

	Sean kissed her neck, squeezing one of her breasts as he felt a sneeze of pleasure building up deep inside of him. Dolly shuddered, her body arching upwards, nails digging into his ass as she pulled him deeper into her.

	He came, the burst of sweet release seizing his muscles and blanking his mind for a delirious, perfect instant. Sean collapsed onto Dolly, both of them sweaty and panting, still intimately joined.

	She found a spot on his shoulder to kiss and then nuzzled against it. Sean rolled so she could be resting her head on his chest, grateful for the lavish size of the couch. Dolly shifted so that her chin was perched on his peck and she was looking into his eyes, still naked, but thoughtful.

	"Mr. Costello," she whispered.

	"Sean," he said. "You can call me Sean."

	"Oh yeah." She giggled but grew serious. "I… might need part of tomorrow off."

	"Sure, that's no problem," he said. "Can I ask why?"

	"Um… I'm not like, on the pill, or anything," she mumbled. "You finished inside me. I should probably… do a thing."

	"Oh!" Sean blinked as reality seemed suddenly in frame all around them. "I'll give you money for that. For an uber, and for the cost. Sorry, I was so into it. Take the full day off."

	"Half is fine." 

	She set her head back down on his chest. Sean caressed her hair, mind still half in boss mode and half teenage lover. The only certainty was that he'd just made his life far more complicated.

	He also couldn't wait to call Serge and tell him that he was no longer a virgin. He realized that was probably the least surprising bit of information he'd be divulging to his best friend about his eventful day.

	 


Chapter 19

	"Captain? Do you have any idea what time it is?"

	"What?" Sean glanced at the entertainment room's massive digital clock. "A little after 3AM. You're usually still up at this time of night."

	"You mix up daylight savings or move across the country or something?" muttered Serge.

	"Oh yeah," said Sean. "The latter. My bad."

	"S'all good," said Serge. "I'm up anyway, so you might as well disclose. We got some exciting new Diligent Ascent prospects on the table or what?"

	"Not exactly," said Sean.

	It took him a solid ten minutes of explaining before Serge understood him, though believing him seemed a bridge that would require further effort to get his friend to cross.

	"It's a nice story," said Serge. "Especially the part where you banged the maid. Not usually like you to indulge in delusions of grandeur, Captain."

	"I can prove it to you," said Sean. "Say the word and I'll have you on a flight out to Vegas."

	"I don't like flying, and I don't think I'd like Vegas," said Serge. "Too loud and crowded. Plus, there's so much supposedly fun stuff to do that I'd feel like even more of a chump for opting to sit in my room and play video games all day."

	"I mean, starting from that frame point is obviously your main problem," said Sean. "Think about it. I'll be asking again."

	"I'll think about it, Captain. Assuming you think about turning some of that supposed money in the team's direction. If you're telling the truth, it should be no problem, right?"

	Sean chuckled, recognizing his friend's gotcha tone of voice. "It won't be a problem. I don't know how much time I'll have for Scope Knight, but I can certainly fund an esports team without breaking a sweat."

	"Sure you can." Serge yawned and Sean heard the rustle of sheets. "Now if that was all?"

	"That's all," said Sean. "Get some sleep, Serge."

	"Later, Captain."

	He ended the call, yawning himself. It was most definitely time for bed. He started to turn the projector off, but a sudden, worrying impulse struck him. He sorted the folders by name and started scrolling down them.

	The one titled Dolores made his heart skip a beat. He tapped on it, already questioning every decision that night, but breathed a sigh of relief when he found that it was empty. Still, the idea that possibly his father had been planning on capturing this kind of footage of her made him feel a mixture of queasy and furious.

	But the man was dead, and the emotions were pointless. He was the one with the penthouse, and the projector, and the money. It was his turn to set the tone.

	 

	***

	 

	He awoke in confusion the next morning, his mind struggling to catch up to the various changes in his life like an engine struggling to turn over in the cold. He was in Vegas, sleeping in his father's penthouse. He'd lost his virginity and gained millions of dollars.

	He also wasn't alone. For a second, he thought that Dolly had come to wake him up, but when he turned his head sideways, he caught sight of his mother sitting on his bed, hovering over him with a faint smile.

	"Morning," he muttered.

	"Morning, sweetie." She reached a hand out to stroke his hair, something she hadn't done since he'd been at least half a decade younger. "You don't have to wake up yet if you don't want to."

	"I'm probably going to have a number of things to do today," he groaned. "Might as well get an early start."

	He started to roll onto his back but hesitated as he recognized that he had a massive and unfortunate case of morning wood. He stopped on his side, looking at his mother as she continued to smile and lavish her baby boy with attention.

	The memory of Trixie in the video scalded him like a too hot shower. He swallowed, mind suddenly racing with denial. Trixie wasn't that uncommon of a nickname. His mother's hair was black, not blonde, and even if she dyed it, he had no proof that it was blonde underneath.

	He could just ask her. He would never ask her, not now. He felt an odd stirring as he noticed that the nightgown she had on was new, or at least new to her. Something she'd possibly liberated from Lilian's wardrobe or Dolly's?

	"What is it?" whispered Beatrice.

	"Nothing," he said. "Just trying to summon the willpower to get up."

	"Would coffee and breakfast help?"

	"Absolutely."

	"Give me ten minutes." She leaned over to kiss him on the forehead. Sean felt an unwanted stirring from her scent and proximity, a faint musk of faded perfume and femininity from not having showered the night before or that morning.

	He tried to get another minute or two of rest, but voices from the kitchen alerted him to a brewing problem, rather than coffee. Forcing himself up, he threw on his sweatpants and a t-shirt and went to go see what the damage was.

	Dolly had already been hard at work at breakfast, making waffles and cutting fruit while coffee percolated in a coffee machine that looked like a piece of complicated chemistry equipment from the nineteenth century. It made an odd popping noise and jumped a little and Dolly gasped and dodged out of the way like she had a firearm’s laser pointer trained on her.

	"Dolores," said Beatrice, in a firm voice. "I've been making my son breakfast every morning for eighteen years. I appreciate the thought, but it won't be necessary from now on."

	"This is my job!" snapped Dolly. "It's one of my responsibilities! My job description doesn't just magically rewrite itself simply because I have a new employer!"

	She was so earnest that Sean saw no need to explain to her that oftentimes that was exactly what a change of employer entailed. She saw him coming out from the hallway and seemed to brighten, not that she was ever all that dark to begin with.

	"Morning, Mr. Costello!" She bounced over to him but seemed to sense from his posture that a morning kiss would be too far.

	"Morning, Dolly," he said. "For the record, I don't mind you making breakfast. We'll just have to work out a schedule or rotation so my mom can still be involved."

	"Is she going to be staying here with you at the penthouse?" asked Dolly.

	Sean hesitated, glancing at his mother, who seemed irritated by the question. But it was a valid one. He was an adult and would certainly soon have the money to live alone if he so chose. Though he sensed without needing evidence that it would break his mother's heart forever to simply force her out, even if he provided her with her own place.

	"That's a question that I think we should wait to answer until we've decided if we're even staying in Vegas," said Beatrice.

	"Fair enough." Sean shrugged and took a seat at the counter. 

	He'd already decided to stay for long enough to get a full sense of his inheritance. Not just the money and assets, but the responsibilities his father had previously been shouldering. But he wasn't about to tell all of this to his mother and risk sparking another helping of early morning tension.

	"I hope you like waffles!" said Dolly, as she brought a huge one over to him alongside coffee. 

	"He doesn't," said Beatrice. 

	Sean winced. 

	"Well, he'll love mine!" snapped Dolly, stomping her foot. 

	She'd drawn a little smiley face on it with strawberries, bananas, and whipped cream. It was barely a step up from a heart in terms of telegraphing their secret romance, and Sean hurriedly devoured the eyes. 

	The two women glared at each other with an intensity that seemed entirely out of sync with the situation. The elevator suddenly chimed, and Sean rose to his feet, blessing the stars for the distraction.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 20

	"Good timing, Ace," said Sean. "What's on my plate for today?"

	"A bunch, kid," said Ace, breathing out. He was wearing the same clothes he'd had on yesterday and looked ragged and sleepless. "I found your dad's lawyer. He's getting the will out as we speak. The reading is set for nine AM this morning."

	Sean blinked in surprise. "That's fantastic. I thought it might be harder to find him. Now we can get the estate transferred and I'll finally be able to decide what to do with it all."

	"Hopefully," said Ace.

	"What?" Sean frowned. "Why hopefully?"

	"Benny is the one who found him and set the meeting up," said Ace. "I don't know. Something about this smells off to me."

	Sean nodded slowly. He had more questions, but the elevator chimed again, surprising him. Both Ash and Lilian were inside the elevator, standing on either side of it with as much consideration of one another as two people on opposite ends of a public bus.

	"What are they doing here?" he asked.

	"Be polite, Sean," said Beatrice.

	"I will if they will," he said. "Ash kept acting like I kicked her dog or something yesterday. Lilian acted as fake as that wax statue of my father."

	"The statue is pretty detailed, though," said Dolly. "You can see the veins in his arms."

	"Good point," said Sean. "Statue wins out that comparison."

	"The word about you getting the lion's share is out and about," said Ace. "They're both probably going to try to make a deal with you, Sean. Get you to commit to giving them something before you even know what you've got."

	"I'll just dodge their questions," he said. "What? Why are you still frowning?"

	"I got a bad feeling about the way Benny has been posturing lately," said Ace. "I think we might have a fight on our hands to secure what's yours."

	He suddenly broke out into a massive coughing fit. Beatrice frowned and brought him a glass of water. He took a sip, making a disgusting swishing noise followed by a more disgusting gurgling noise, and swallowed.

	"Ah!" said Lilian, as the elevator doors swung open. "My dearest Sean! I hope you found the penthouse comfortable last night. You know, I took the lead in remodeling it back when Terrance decided he wanted to readjust the feng shui of the space."

	"It was nice," said Sean. "I slept well."

	Ash didn't immediately greet him, instead walking around to speak quietly with Beatrice. Lilian began going on about the work she'd put into finding the right contractors to handle the remodeling. Sean politely nodded, attention more on his waffle, which was delicious, than the attractive redheaded socialite.

	He remembered the video again, Lilian being used and enjoying every second of it, and felt a stirring within him. An evil voice pointed out that if she was interested in securing a larger chunk of the inheritance, there certainly were a variety of ways a woman like her might sweeten the deal.

	He shook the thought off as he sipped his coffee, not liking the direction all the attention and money and power was taking him in. Ace was still recovering from his coughing fit. Ash finally made her way over to him.

	"Don't get your hopes too high," she said, flatly.

	"What?" He furrowed his brow. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	"You didn't know our father like I did, or for that matter, at all," said Ash. "The rumor of him dropping it all into your lap is probably just that - a rumor. He was grooming me to be his heir."

	"That's an awfully confrontational way to kick off a morning," said Sean.

	"Get used to it."

	They departed in the same order they'd arrived. Sean still had to throw on clothing and brush his teeth. He didn't have much to wear that fit him properly and settled for his jeans from the day before and a button-up shirt that didn't quite fit. It made him feel far too much like what he was, a teenager stepping into his father's place.

	Ace apparently intended to do his own driving and had brought up a Firebird to the casino's pickup lane that was nearly identical to the one he'd parked outside Sean and Beatrice's home, but with the colors inverted. Black with red accents seemed like a better fit for Vegas, in Sean's opinion.

	They crammed inside and set off. Sean was expecting a short jaunt to some more business centric area of Vegas's downtown. Ace instead took them to the outskirts of the city. Sean raised his eyebrows in confusion as they parked onto the street next to a fairly average looking chinese food restaurant.

	"Sayid Mostafari," said Ace. "His office is on the second floor."

	"Above a Chinese food place?" asked Sean.

	"Their orange chicken is out of this world." Ace made a chef's kiss gesture. 

	Beatrice seemed less enthralled. She wore a cream-colored sweater and form fitting jeans, a normal enough outfit, but she'd also done her makeup and put on earrings. His eyes lingered on her for perhaps a moment too long as they climbed out of the car.

	"What is it?" asked Beatrice.

	"Nothing," he said.

	"No, tell me." His mother folded her arms, an odd frown stealing onto her face.

	"I'm just not used to you dressing up," he said. "Are you falling back into old Vegas habits?"

	Ace laughed. Beatrice shot him the darkest glare Sean had ever seen from her.

	"I would think very carefully about whether this is a conversation you want to intrude in, Ace," said Beatrice.

	"I don't need to do any thinking at all to know better when you start using that tone of voice, Trix," said Ace. "Beatrice, I mean."

	Sean felt a flash of hot rage and had to focus on the soothing scents of fried rice and Szechuan as they crossed the sidewalk toward their destination.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	The waiting area for Sayid Mostafari's office looked different than Sean would have expected from the outside, and that was not a compliment. The floor was plain, battered tile reminiscent of an old high school hallway.

	The receptionist, a woman with curly hair, had a phone tucked against one ear while she busily typed away on the computer. She sat behind reinforced glass with a tiny access window presumably for sound and document transfer.

	"Oh!" she said, as Sean, Ace, and Beatrice walked up. "Sayid should be ready for you. I'll let him know."

	"Thank you," said Sean.

	He eyed the seats in the waiting area. A muscular black man with an expensive fade and faux red leather jacket was sitting with strained posture, flop sweat coating his face, one hand gripping what was clearly an open wound on his chest. Sean nodded to him, and he nodded back.

	Sayid was punctual, at least. Sean's first impression of his father's supposed lawyer was fairly mixed. Sayid was perhaps five foot five and in his late thirties, also with an expensive fade, and he wore a nice navy suit with Nike running shoes.

	"You're keeping pressure on that, right, John?" he said to the wounded man. "You probably should have stayed at the hospital for at least a day. Well, at least you took my advice and sought me out before talking to the police this time.

	"I'm going to have Mary take a look at that injury real quick, and then I'll bring you back to discuss the deets. Just got new chairs and best not to have you spilling yourself all over them, to phrase it as disgustingly as possible. Sean?"

	"Sayid, I take it?" said Sean.

	The man did a little Irish jig kick into a small bow. "At your service. Come on back!"

	He gestured for them to follow. Ace did immediately, but Sean lagged a step behind at the behest of Beatrice, who touched his shoulder.

	"Careful," she whispered. "I don't remember this man from my time in Vegas."

	He tensed at the mention of her past, unsure why it irritated him in the way that it did. "That doesn't mean anything. That was a lifetime ago for you anyway."

	"More or less, but it's still something to keep in mind."

	They followed Sayid down a hallway and into his office, which was rather cramped simply from the number of chairs he'd added around his low sitting coffee table. Benny was already there, looking comfortable as he tapped away at his phone with the slightly off-center posture of a one-eyed man.

	"Ace," said Benny, with a nod. "Sean. Beatrice."

	"Ben," said Ace. "Thanks for helping out with setting this meeting up. Odd that Sayid was suddenly so busy at such a crucial time."

	Sayid winced, whereas Benny's small smile was more versatile.

	"There were some constraining issues which I'll explain momentarily," said Sayid.

	Lilian arrived a minute or two later, followed shortly after by Ash. Sean tried to catch Ash's gaze as she settled in, keen on reestablishing the solid relationship they'd once had. She didn't give in, favoring him with no more attention than she did Lilian, and the two women were as frosty as mountaineers.

	"That's everyone," said Sayid. "At least, everyone who's getting a little something-something, if you know what I'm saying. The guests at the feast! Now, before we begin, I'd like to establish some ground rules, if that's okay with all of you?"

	"I think I'll decide whether it is or not once I've heard what you have to say," muttered Ace.

	"Yeah," said Sean. "Same."

	"Just the usual disclaimer that I always give out in these sorts of emotionally charged situations," said Sayid, gesturing over his desk. "I didn't write this will. I witnessed it. I notarized it. I did not affect anything relating to its contents. We all clear on that?"

	"Crystal," said Lilian. "Now, shall we?"

	"We shall!" Sayid opened a folder and cleared his throat. "Alright. From the beginning, reading Terrance's exact words in order as written, from start to finish, without exaggeration or embellishment or unnecessary, time-consuming editions which might dilute the original intended-"

	Benny cleared his throat and Sayid immediately tensed and dropped his eyes to the will.

	"To my beloved daughter, Ash Costello, and her husband and/or wife." Sayid paused, looking at Ash and then the door as though in expectation of a new arrival.

	"He never shut the fuck up about how badly he wanted to see me get married," said Ash, with a sigh. "Even from beyond the grave, he continues to single shame me."

	"Oh, I'm sure it's just an expression of his original hopes for your future," said Sayid. "Continuing. Husband and/or wife, along with the many children which undoubtedly have ensued from this fruitful relationship, I leave the Cat's Cradle casino, all resources contained within, and all land area and trademarks related to the property which may be under the umbrella of Costello Associates."

	Sean watched Ash's reaction carefully, but she only blinked and remained seated, still as a statue, perhaps waiting for more. 

	"She basically already owned it," Ace whispered to Sean. "But this makes her completely independent from the family, should she choose to be. Interesting choice on your old man's part."

	Sayid fidgeted nervously as though expecting a tantrum, and when one didn't come, he picked up his papers and tapped them on the desk to even them out into a pile.

	"Continuing on," he said. "To my beloved wife, Lilian, who brought so much joy and passion and sensuality to my life, I leave our residence, 131 Caramel Street, in The Ridges. I also leave to her ownership of Desert Sun Stables and half of the Old Vegas Charger Track."

	There was a pause as everyone waited for Sayid to continue until it became clear from his hesitance and somewhat begrudging expression that he wasn't going to.

	"That's it?" snapped Lilian. "My house along with the businesses which I already had complete control over? There must be… some kind of omission here. Did he spread out the dispersals through the document?"

	"I've read it through to completion, several times," said Sayid. "This is your section, Mrs. Costello, read through in its entirety."

	Lilian made a huffing noise and sat back heavily in her chair. "This is ridiculous! Benny, Ace? Which one of you did this? Which one of you turned my husband against me!"

	"Lilian, please," said Ace.

	"You're making a scene, woman," said Benny. "Know your place."

	"I am well aware of my place, as was my late husband!" she cried. "He wouldn't have done this without some… mental adulteration on the behalf of someone else! He was aware of my needs… and the needs of our growing family."

	She set a hand on her stomach, holding it there as she gazed at everyone in the room with significance.

	"Ah, of course!" said Sayid. "The bathroom is back down that hallway if you have any need for it, Mrs. Costello."

	"She's hinting that she's pregnant, you dolt," muttered Ace.

	"Are you pregnant?" Sean asked outright.

	"Sean!" snapped Beatrice. "You shouldn't ask that."

	"I could well be pregnant!" said Lilian. "Terrance and I were very much trying for a child in the days leading up to his… unfortunate incident. I have yet to take a pregnancy test only because I believe in the natural and sacred child rearing cycle!"

	Sean raised an eyebrow at that, remembering Dolly’s earlier mention of invitro fertilization. He didn’t put it past Lilian to say whatever was needed, whenever it was needed, to get what she wanted.

	"Uh, okay, so continuing on, since this is totally irrelevant to, you know…" Sayid waggled the will document. "Me doing my job, and all. Terrance didn't mention any imaginary babies in his will."

	"Imaginary baby?" shouted Lilian. 

	She stood up and looked as though she was about to punch Sayid in the face, but eventually settled for simply storming out of the office.

	 

	 


Chapter 22

	"Next section," said Sayid, into the awkward silence that followed Lilian's tantrum. "To my dearest friend and bodyguard Ace, I leave a trust in the name of your granddaughter, along with all cars within my collection in my private garage underneath The Pharaoh's Fortune casino, save for my BMW M8."

	"What's so special about the BMW?" asked Sean.

	Ace winced. "It was his favorite."

	"Point being?"

	"That's the one he died in," said Ace. "It's fine. Not like he leaked in it or nothing and they found him pretty quick. Long as you don't believe in ghosts, it's just a really nice car. Nothing to worry about with it."

	"Who are you trying to convince?"

	"You, since if I'm not getting it, it's probably heading your way."

	"Can we please focus on finishing up here?" asked Sayid. "I have a man bleeding out in my lobby. Continuing on! To my dearest friend and despicable business partner, Benny, I leave ownership of Arsenal Attachments Inc."

	All eyes turned Benny's way. He nodded slowly, seeming neither surprised, nor disappointed nor impressed.

	"What's Arsenal Attachments?" asked Sean.

	"A little company your pops and I were running together," said Benny. "We sell quasi-legal firearm accessories that most companies are scared to touch. Just a small little gig that your old man knew was near and dear to me."

	Sean nodded slowly, suspicion moderately piqued.

	"Last but not least, your father had intended for your portion of the will to be read in his own voice, Sean," said Sayid. "He sent me an mp3 file that he recorded on the day this was notarized."

	Sayid took out his phone and after an awkward struggle to connect it to the office's bluetooth speakers, hit the play button. A horrible, ear-gouging screech of static instantly bled into the space.

	"Oops," said Sayid. "Okay. Something must have gone wrong with the recording. I have the text here, so I'll just read it in as close to your father's voice as I can manage. Does that sound like it would work for you, Sean?"

	"I honestly don't care," he said.

	"Perfect!" Sayid brought his chair around to the other side of his desk and slid in far too close to Sean. He perched the will on his lap and then reached out and took Sean's hands.

	"What… are you doing?" asked Sean.

	"I think he'd want me to hold your hands," said Sayid. "He was quite sentimental underneath the grizzly exterior."

	"I'm sure he was, but I'm good on that," said Sean, sliding back a reasonable distance.

	Sayid cleared his throat. "To Sean, the son that I never got the chance to know."

	"Do you… have to affect that voice?" asked Sean.

	"It's what he sounded like and, I can only assume, what he would have wanted," said Sayid. "Continuing. I was never given a chance to get to know you, but what would such a chance have entailed? I lived a life that was, in no way, shape, or form, fit to bring a child into. Which is why I allowed Beatrice, the woman who I loved in a way I'd never loved before, nor since, to take you and run away."

	Sean was relieved that Lilian had already departed the room. He sat on the edge of his seat, surprised by his own anxiety. There was still a chance that his father's mention of him in the will was far smaller and more compartmentalized than he might be expecting. They were operating off what was, in essence, Ace's hunch.

	"To atone for my absence in your life, and I hope it's been a great life, I leave the sum total of my remaining assets. This includes ownership of Costello Associates, The Pharaoh's Fortune Casino, various properties scattered across Nevada, New York, New Jersey, Colorado, and California, and approximately 48 million dollars in cash."

	He'd been ready for it, but the sheer scale of the assets along with that final, solid number still rendered him speechless. He waited, sensing all the eyes in the room on him.

	"Holy shit," he muttered.

	"Congratulations, Sean," said Benny. "Are we finished here, Sayid?"

	"That's all he wrote!" said Sayid. "I hope you all have a wonderful day and step lightly into your remarkably richer futures."

	Benny left the office first. Sean wanted to talk to Ash, but he was still reeling from the size of his inheritance and didn't stop her as she stood and walked to the door. Ace came up behind Sean's chair and clapped him on the shoulder.

	"I know you're probably feeling a lot of different emotions right now, kid, but I have to make something clear," he said. "You just got robbed."

	"…What?" Sean shook his head. "I just became a millionaire, Ace."

	"Billionaire, if you're going by the sheer value of your assets," said Ace. "The Pharaoh's Fortune is worth one and a half billion, easy. That's the point I'm getting to. Your father most definitely had a few hundred million more in liquid assets than what you just picked up, if not a full extra billion."

	"You can't be serious," said Beatrice. "He already just had more money than he'll ever be able to spend handed to him for basically no reason! It has to end somewhere, Ace."

	"I'm just letting him know all the relevant details," said Ace. "Don't get touchy with me when it comes to giving you the honest facts."

	"I can assure you that this was the latest version of the will your father drafted," said Sayid, a touch nervously. "I take my job very seriously!"

	"So do I," said Sean.

	"You… don't have a job," said his mother.

	"Figure of speech." He took his phone out. "Can I see the will?"

	"The… actual documents?" asked Sayid.

	"Yeah."

	Sayid shrugged and spread three typed pages out on his desk. Sean made sure the lighting was decent and got a full photo of each at the highest resolution his camera could manage.

	"This bump stock company Benny inherited is also a bit fishy," said Ace. "Your father owned that company, but I never knew Benny to be all that involved with it."

	"Can you start looking into it?" asked Sean.

	"If you want me to." Ace shrugged. "Your mother does have a bit of a point. Digging into this matter… There is a lot of money on the line, but I won't lie to you. It could get real dangerous, real fast, if you know what I'm saying, Captain."

	Sean ran a hand through his hair. He looked at his mother, saw the intense worry on her face, along with an amount of stress that tied his heartstrings into knots.

	He still had the option to go home. In a sense, he had the perfect off ramp. Enough money to do whatever he wanted, without needing to ever slow down or stop. Did he want to live in Vegas and micromanage a casino? Or did he want to go home and continue building his life from where he'd left it on easy mode?

	"Let me think about it for a little bit," he said.

	 


Chapter 23

	Ace dropped Sean and his mother off at The Pharaoh's Fortune. He fiddled with his keychain, removing one key to press into Sean's hand.

	"For the BMW," said Ace. "Save you the trouble of having to track down your father's keys."

	"Thanks," he said. "It's in the parking garage?"

	"All of the bottom floor is private," said Ace. "Just press the unlock button when you get down there and follow the sound."

	He went up to the penthouse with his mother, once more making an effort to greet as many employees as he could on the way by. Word of his authority had clearly spread, judging by their eager and somewhat nervous reactions.

	Dolly was out running errands. Sean suspected one would probably entail a trip to the pharmacy, given the events of the previous night. She’d also left a questionnaire sheet on the counter with a sticky note on it that said Please fill this out ASAP, Mr. C. It was a dietary likes, dislikes, restrictions, and allergy form. He chuckled at how seriously she took her job and found a pen to start doing homework.

	"I'm going to take a nap," said Beatrice, with a sigh. "I didn't get as much sleep last night as I'd expected to."

	He tensed, suddenly aware and concerned about how loud he and Dolly had been. "Did something keep you up?"

	"Just my own worried thoughts and justified anxieties." Beatrice smiled and came over to give him a hug. "Nothing too unusual. Sean… I really want you to think about this. All of this."

	"I know, Mom," he said. "I'm trying to. I never expected any of this happen."

	"It doesn't have to happen." Beatrice pulled back, but kept her hands on her elbows, holding him in a partial protective embrace that would have been smothering even a decade ago. "We could still go home, Sean. Home, but better. Home with a new financial cushion."

	He was tempted. He was more than tempted. The space between suddenly felt very small as Trixie slithered back into his thoughts. Beatrice had already gotten to experience Vegas, if his assumption was correct. Didn't he deserve a chance to, as well?

	Time's ticking, birthday boy.

	"What's wrong?"

	She touched his forehead with the back of her hand like she used to do when he was sick.

	"Nothing." He didn't pull back, despite an odd, growing flutter running across his chest, up and down. "I'm still deciding what to do. For now, at least, I want to just enjoy each day as it comes."

	"Wasn't that already my teenage son's life philosophy?" she asked, with a smirk.

	"You can't say that and then act surprised when I'm consistent," he countered.

	She eventually disappeared down the hallway to take her nap. Sean immediately sent all the images he'd taken of the will to Serge, who had a decent amount of skill investigating fakes and photoshops. His friend took to the challenge as though Sean had made them himself to test him, which made sense, given how the size of his inheritance stretched the limits of credulity.

	Almost immediately after Sean finished texting Serge, he got a phone call from a number he didn't recognize. He hesitated before answering, not sure what to expect anymore.

	"Hello?" he said.

	"Sean." Lilian's soft, feminine purr was surprisingly soothing on his ear. "Hello. Do you have a minute? I was hoping to speak with you."

	"Yeah, of course," he said. "I'm free. Go ahead."

	"In person," said Lilian.

	He wasn't sure how to answer, what Ace would advise, or even his mother, really. Lilian was a wildcard, clearly a bit spoiled by his father's wealth, but not necessarily an enemy. Unless he made her into one.

	"Yeah, I think I can do that," he said. "When do you want to meet?"

	She offered to send a car for him, but he had a key in his pocket and liked the idea of establishing some independence. She gave him an address to her newly acquired stable on the edge of the city and he agreed to be there in an hour.

	Sean wasn't superstitious to any real degree, but an obvious thought struck him as he made his way down to his newly inherited BMW. It was the very same car his father died in. He wasn’t the type to believe in ghosts and hauntings, but the idea of some type of coincidental curse of bad luck was surprisingly hard to shake off.

	He braced himself for there to be a smell inside the cockpit, and he got one — the smell of a luxury car with less than ten thousand miles on the speedometer. He whistled as he noted how cool the dashboard lights looked as he started it up, again a bit awed by the fact that it now belonged to him in its entirety.

	He handled Vegas traffic with surprisingly little frustration. The car's comfortable seat helped, and the city that never sleeps did at least seem a bit droopier during the afternoon.

	Desert Sun Ranch had a distinct old wild west aesthetic to it, with hard, tan soil that practically demanded a tumbleweed roll by, and a full-blown saloon lounge for riders to relax within between outings.

	Sean parked his BMW and climbed out, looking around for Lilian and wincing a bit from the intensity of the midday sun. There was a riding track along with the grazing area and outdoor stalls, each one kindly fit with a shaded canopy for the horse's comfort.

	He spotted Lilian midride, though it took him a few seconds to realize it. She wore dark green riding pants and a tan, sleeveless top, along with a riding helmet that covered most of her head in face save a few sneaky loose locks of red.

	He waited as she slowed down and allowed one of the ranch's attendants to take her horse for her. Sean was momentarily dumbstruck as she pulled her helmet off and walked over to him, sweaty but vibrant.

	"Sean," she said. "Good timing. I was just finishing up. Shall we talk up in my office?"

	"I don't see why not," he said. "Hot day for horse riding."

	"It's more fun when it's hot," said Lilian.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 24

	Lilian gestured for him to walk with her, standing close enough for their shoulders to nearly brush. She was younger than his mother, which wasn't at all unexpected, but the question of her age took up more room in his mind than he would have liked.

	She could have been thirty-three, maybe? Certainly no older than thirty five. She also could have been just in her late twenties, nearly within striking distance of being in the same generation as him. He frowned, surprised at how odd that made him feel.

	"I'll have someone bring us some seltzer water," said Lilian. "Or would you prefer a beer?"

	He furrowed his brow, tempted but knowing better. "Seltzer's fine." 

	He followed her through the lavish themed saloon, up a set of stairs, and into her office. It felt more like a space that she lounged in, rather than did work in, with an electric fireplace and full bookshelf and various awards and photos.

	"That one is from our wedding," said Lilian, as his eyes eventually reached a photo on her desk. "Here. You haven't seen many photos of your father, have you?"

	She passed it to him, and he examined it closely. Lilian was feeding Terrance Costello a piece of cake. He was surprised by how young his father looked, a bit of grey in the temples, but a fairly handsome forty something still in moderately good shape. Lilian, obviously, looked a fair bit younger still in the photo.

	He was again struck by how strange it felt to be meeting what amounted to his former stepmom without ever having met his dad. He passed her the photo back and shook his head, pulling loose from his trance.

	"You said you wanted to talk to me about something?" he said. “Any chance it relates to a potential half-sibling that might be kicking around in your stomach?

	"Ah, no, not as of yet." Lilian frowned and set a hand on her stomach. "Though you’ll be the first to hear once I know for certain. I reached out because I care about you, Sean. Terrance would have wanted me to check in on you and I plan to."

	She came around to the other side of her desk and set her hands on the back of his chair, the tips of her fingers just barely brushing his shoulders. The vibe was weird, confusing, almost.

	"When did you and my dad get married?" he asked.

	"Three years ago, though we were together for a while longer than that," said Lilian. "I don't think what he wrote in his will was the truth."

	"What?" The words caught him off guard. "What do you mean?"

	Lilian leaned forward a bit, brushing his shoulders, and then pulled back. "About your mother being… the woman he loved the most. I heard about it afterward from Sayid. The way he phrased it… I think Terrance oftentimes spoke without thinking or examining his words as closely as he perhaps should have."

	The rawness of her insecurity couldn't be masked by the confidence she tried to force into her voice. "Of course. I mean, I didn't know my dad, but I could imagine that he was the type of person who might, uh, fumble their words a bit, now and then."

	"I… reacted so badly to the idea of you at first, Sean." Lilian took a seat leaning against her desk and crossed her legs, tan fabric taut against her thighs. "Terrance always treated you like this dirty, irrelevant little secret. I think my first impulse when I saw you, and your mother, and realized that my husband had already lived an epoch of his life before me was… to try to deny it mentally."

	"I can understand that." He didn't say it aloud, but he sensed he'd similarly misjudged her, underestimated her depths like the crystal-clear ocean on a sunny day.

	"But there's no denying you, Sean." She let out a little laugh. "That was a weird way of phrasing it. I just mean to say that you are a young man with so much potential. You're my late husband's son, and I must say… I'm intrigued to have this chance to know you now, despite him being gone."

	She watched him, searching for something. Sean felt his heart beating faster, body betraying him under the scrutiny of those dangerously beautiful green eyes.

	"I would love to get to know you too, Lilian," he said. "As my father's wife, but also as a person."

	She let out another little laugh as though he'd either just said exactly the right or wrong thing. "I'm so glad to hear you say that." 

	Yeah, just like that, Lil. Deeper. Deep as you can.

	The sudden image of the homemade porn video came back to him, unbidden. There'd been quite a few of Lilian. He felt a disgustingly powerful stirring within him to watch every single one.

	"Do you and your mother have dinner plans for tonight?" asked Lilian.

	"I think she might have something planned," said Sean. "I should at least call her before making any. She's taking a nap back at the penthouse."

	"You're both intending to stay there for the time being, I take it?" asked Lilian.

	He nodded slowly. "That would seem to be the plan while we iron out the rest of the details."

	"Keep me in the loop," she said. "I'm sure you've already realized this, but Terrance talked to me about everything. I have a good idea about some of the… challenges you might soon be facing."

	The words felt like they could have been a threat if not for the gentle earnestness of her voice. "It's kind of you to offer."

	"An open offer," said Lilian. "Also, give me a call when you have some downtime at the penthouse. I do have to grab a few things I forgot from it. I'll swing by and make it a visit."

	"Absolutely." He stood up. "Well, I should probably get going pretty soon."

	"Of course. I imagine you're going to be busy for the next few days." Lilian also stood up, raising and lowering her arms a touch awkwardly. "Can I give you a hug?"

	Sean nodded, feeling far more excited by the prospect than necessary. "Yeah. I mean, I don't see why not."

	"I'll have you know that I give the best hugs, Sean," she said.

	She came forward and he pulled her into his arms. She let out a little breathing sigh as her body melded into full contact with his. His body was, for whatever reason, primed for the contact, and he felt an evil stirring rising within his loins that demanded more.

	"God," she whispered. "You even hug me like your father… if he'd been about fifty pounds lighter."

	Sean laughed. "Must run in the family."

	"Seems like it." She rubbed her hand down his back, only stopping at the edge of both his belt and propriety. "I'm so glad I get this chance to experience you, Sean."

	"Likewise."

	 

	 


Chapter 25

	He got a call as he climbed back into the BMW. He answered using the car, a simple touch of a button on the steering wheel turning the entire cockpit into a surround sound audio experience.

	"Hello?"

	"It's Ace, kid. Where are you right now?"

	"I went for a drive," he said. "Why? What's up?"

	"Your mother is worried sick. You didn't tell her before leaving."

	"Did I need to?" he asked. "She was asleep. It wasn't as though I asked her for permission every time I left the house back in Pinecross."

	"You're not in Pinecross anymore," said Ace. "I'm not trying to scare you, Sean, but there are people who might take an interest in your whereabouts and wellbeing now. People other than your mother."

	"Noted. I'll be back soon."

	He ended the call, a little annoyed by what felt like an unnecessary amount of smothering. The idea of heading straight back to the penthouse felt like running to safety with his tail between his legs, despite it being his original intention.

	He thought of Ash, and how little he'd spoken with her since arriving in the city. She'd visited him back home on a fairly regular basis, at least twice a year. It seemed strange that they hadn't found more time to talk since his arrival in Vegas, so he gave into the impulse and called her.

	"Sean," she said, answering on the second ring. "What's wrong?"

	"Nothing," he said. "Are you busy right now?"

	She took a breath and sighed in a way that said yes. "Are you in trouble?"

	"Again, I'm fine. Just want to talk."

	"Okay," said Ash. "I can make time for that if you can come to my casino. The Cat's Cradle. Do you know where it is?"

	"No, but I bet my new car's GPS does."

	"Park in the garage, right in the private spots after you enter, and take the elevator up," said Ash. "Text me once you're here and I'll meet you."

	He agreed and set off. His drive through Vegas was a bit more hampered by traffic, but he found the place easily enough. It was a far cry, stylistically, from the brash and imaginative exterior of The Pharaoh's Fortune.

	The Cat's Cradle casino looked more like an expensive resort hotel than anything designed to catch the eye or make an architectural statement. It had a slight curve to its four-story design, with elegant fountains out front, but otherwise no special theme or decoration.

	He found a spot in the private lot and took the elevator up to the main floor. As promised, Ash came out to greet him, dressed for success, or perhaps command.

	She wore a tailored black pantsuit, its fitted jacket accentuating her slender physique, while the matching trousers fell in sleek lines down her long legs. A crisp white blouse with a subtle sheen added a touch of elegance, its high neckline framing her narrow face. 

	A simple yet expensive-looking silver watch glinted on her wrist, and her brown hair was pulled back into a sleek, polished bun, showcasing her striking features. Her piercing green eyes locked onto Sean's, their intensity undeniable.

	"You drove the BMW?" she asked.

	"Yeah." 

	There was a pause, as though she was allowing him room to comment on the fact that it was the car Terrance had died in. He did not, feeling no need to linger on that unsavory detail.

	"This is your casino?" he asked instead.

	"Officially, as of today." She flashed a proud smirk and turned to start leading him through it. "It's not as large as The Pharaoh's Fortune or the Bellagio, but it caters to a… rather specific group of clientele."

	The place exuded wealth and prestige. An indescribable scent hung in the air, like the hint of a gorgeous woman's perfume after catching the merest glimpse of her on the street.

	The high-end décor and sleek design clearly appealed to Vegas's highest rollers, exuding an air of sophistication and refinement. The spacious gaming floor was filled with impeccably dressed staff, matching the discerning clientele at a two to one ratio. 

	A softly lit bar stretched along one wall, serving up craft cocktails that sparkled like diamonds in the glasses. The air hummed with the soft murmur of conversation and the occasional clink of chips, a quiet, almost private ambience for a casino in the brightest and loudest city in America.

	"We do half as much in revenue per year as The Pharaoh's Fortune despite having a tenth as many guests pass through our doors," said Ash.

	"Your guests must really suck at poker," said Sean.

	She gave him a tiny, patronizing smile. "They prefer baccarat, actually."

	She brought him through a door guarded by security, up to a second level which overlooked the main gaming floor. A private booth in the corner had drinks waiting for them both. Sean sniffed his and was somewhat unsurprised to find it alcohol-free.

	"What's on your mind, Sean?" asked Ash, stiffly.

	"A lot," he said. "I can list it all off if you want, but it might take a few minutes. This entire experience or… transition or, whatever you'd call it has been more than a little overwhelming."

	"It seems as though you've been taking it in stride," said Ash. "You certainly had plenty to say about our father during the memorial."

	He caught something in her tone that he realized he should have noticed earlier. "Are you mad about that?"

	"Why would I be mad about that?" she snapped.

	"I have no idea," he said. "Look, I obviously didn't know the man. I don't have a single memory of having met him. I just said what I thought people might want to hear."

	"You didn't have to say anything," said Ash.

	"No, I think I did." He leaned back in his chair and took a sip of the drink, tasting lime seltzer with ginger and a bit of sugar around the lip. "If I'm going to be taken seriously, I need to be visible."

	"You should give it some thought about whether you want to be taken seriously, or whether you want to go home," said Ash.

	"Don't treat me like a child."

	"You are a child, Sean." She quickly shook her head and held up a hand, seeming to realize her words had gone a little too far. "I just mean… you're young. You don't know how hard our father had to work to keep all of the balls he was juggling in the air. The smart move is to take the money and do whatever you want. Anything else, other than staying in Vegas and opening yourself up to the many dangerous pitfalls of this city."

	"That's why I need your help," he said. "You have a better idea than anyone just what it takes to step into these shoes. I don't feel like I can trust just anyone. I just got done meeting with Lilian at her ranch and honestly have no idea what her angle is."

	"You probably shouldn't trust her outright, but she isn't an evil woman," said Ash. "She's ambitious and smart, which many mistake for the same thing, however."

	"What about Benny?" asked Sean. "Hell, what about Ace?"

	"I would be careful of them both," said Ash. "I don't know for sure. See, this is what I mean, Sean. If I don't know, how can you ever hope to possibly stay one step ahead?"

	"Do you know anything about this gun accessory company that was supposedly left to Benny in the will?"

	"I know they weren't on the best terms recently," said Ash, with a shrug. "If it wasn't for the glaring omission of most of the cash that should have been in the will, I'd almost peg it as a slight. A thank you for your service, here's the bare minimum. Again, I can't say for sure."

	He ran his fingers through his hair and took another sip of his drink. "Fair enough. Anyway, thanks for meeting with me, at least. I think I have to figure something out for the funeral tomorrow. I didn't exactly bring much mourning clothing with me. I'll see you there."

	"No. You won't."

	He furrowed his brow, having already started standing up. "What do you mean?"

	"I'm not going," said Ash.

	"What? Why not?"

	She stood up, chair screeching against the tile. "Maybe if you hadn't given your heartfelt and entirely fictional memorial speech, you would have gotten a chance to find out."

	"…What happened between the two of you?"

	"Drive safe, Sean," said Ash. "Think about what I said."

	She turned and walked away. A tall and muscular man in a black suit stepped in close to Sean, evidently his escort off the property.

	 

	 


Chapter 26

	Sean felt a bit aimless as he arrived back at The Pharaoh's Fortune late that afternoon, and more than a little hungry. He took the elevator up from the parking garage to the main casino, but instead of immediately heading up to the penthouse, he let himself wander.

	News of his identity and ownership of the casino had well and truly spread by this point, not just to the employees but to many of the frequent guests, who paid him obvious attention. He felt underdressed, despite his father's main casino being much more varied in its clientele than The Cat's Cradle.

	"Would you like to sit down and try your luck, sir?" asked a clean-cut employee who seemed to be checking up on many of the other high rollers.

	"Not tonight," said Sean.

	"A drink then?" offered the man. "Or some food? The restaurant is on the short list for a Michelin star this year."

	"Tempting, but I think someone might be waiting to feed me upstairs.”

	On that note, he made his way to the private elevator and up to the penthouse. Beatrice was waiting for him in the living room, but didn't seem as irritable over his little outing as he'd been expecting. He glanced around for Dolly, but didn't see her anywhere.

	"There you are," she said. "Give into the urge to go exploring?"

	She was wearing sweatpants and a loose t-shirt, her own casual, pajama style clothing brought from home, along with a pair of pink fuzzy socks. From the drink she had in her hand, Sean got the sense that she'd opted to take advantage of some of the contents of the fridge or perhaps a liquor cabinet.

	"In a sense," he said. "I went to see Ash and Lilian."

	Beatrice's mouth quirked sideways slightly. "I can understand why you'd want to speak with Ash, but I'm curious about what Lilian wanted from you."

	"Just to talk." He shrugged and sat down on the couch next to her. "I imagine it was probably a shock to her for her ex-husband's son to show up and inherit the lion's share of his estate."

	His mother didn't say anything, instead taking a small sip of her wine.

	"She's handling it surprisingly well," he added. "I expected her to be… well, I don't know. Cold or at least wary toward me. She was just nice, though. Seemed open to getting to know me and helping me find my footing."

	"And you're open to getting to know her too, I take it?" asked Beatrice.

	He saw the question for the trap it was. "I don't know. I haven't decided anything yet, and not for lack of thinking. I feel like I just need more time for the pieces to start falling into place first. Maybe the funeral tomorrow will help."

	"It will at the very least put a period on the end of the run-on sentence that was Terrance's life," said Beatrice. "On that note, I need you to try something on real quick."

	She patted his shoulder and hopped up from the couch with a level of enthusiasm that suggested she was a few drinks deep. Sean smiled as he saw her arrive back with a black suit, exactly the kind that would be appropriate for the somber affair of the next morning.

	"Did you buy that?" he asked.

	"No," she said. "It was… your father's. One from before he gained the weight, way in the back of his wardrobe. You're almost the same height and build as him. Hopefully it'll fit."

	He furrowed his brow, unsure how he felt about stepping into his father's shoes, or pants, specifically. He let his mother pass him the hanger and held it with a considering frown.

	"What is it?" she asked.

	He stepped into the master bedroom but left the door open as he began to try the suit on and spoke over his shoulder. "It's tough to put into words. Everyone seems to have an opinion on what I should do. It's like everyone knows more than me, like I've just stepped into a play without knowing my lines and am trying to fumble my way through my part."

	He buttoned his shirt up and pulled on the jacket, surprised by how neatly it hugged his arms and shoulders.

	"There are no lines, Sean." Beatrice smiled as she poked her head into the room. "It's just life. You can make whatever choices feel right to you."

	She took the tie from the hanger and looped it around his neck, stepping in close to tie it for him. She wasn't wearing perfume, but she still had an intoxicating scent. He looked at her hair, really noticing how dark the black color was for the first time. Obviously, she'd always been dying it, blotting out that facet of who she'd once been.

	"What is it?" she asked, still standing so close as she finished the knot and drew it tight. He felt her fingers brush his neck as she adjusted it.

	"Nothing, I just…" He smiled and shrugged. "I'm struck by the intense wisdom of your advice."

	"As you should be." She brushed a wrinkle out of his tie, fingers rubbing over his chest while they were at it. "Here. Let me pour you a drink. Let's sit down and watch a movie and pretend we're still at home in Pinecross where everything is simple and boring."

	"When you say pour me a drink, you mean…?"

	"I'll mix you a wine spritzer," said Beatrice.

	He chuckled as he walked back out into the living room, struck by the sight of his mother enthusiastically bouncing around the penthouse.

	"Where is this coming from?" he asked. "I'm 18. You never would have let me so much as sneak an ounce of alcohol back home."

	"You're going to end up drinking here in Vegas, regardless of whether you're underage," said Beatrice, with a sigh. "I can't stop it from happening so I might as well give you a small amount of advance education on how to behave while inebriated."

	He didn't bring it up, but when Serge had flown out to visit him in Pinecross when they’d first become friends, the two of them had downed an entire bottle of cheap vodka mixed with Mountain Dew. They'd played it off the next morning like they'd simply stayed up too late, Sean hungover in his bed while Serge slept on the floor and hid his face from the sun.

	"Do I have to call you Ms. Beatrice while you're giving me this education?" he called into the kitchen.

	He heard her laugh incredulously. "That sounds so strange, coming from you."

	"Ms. Trixie?" 

	Even as the syllables rolled off his tongue, they felt like a mistake. The mood was decidedly different as Beatrice brought his drink out to him, made with crushed ice with a slice of lemon stuck on the glass's lip.

	"Trixie is… an old nickname," she said, passing it to him. She took a seat on the couch, folding her legs underneath her.

	"From back when you were still living in Vegas, with my father."

	"From a lifetime ago," she said. "From before I decided to make you my world, sweetie."

	He took a sip of the spritzer and was surprised by how strong it was, coughing a bit as he swallowed. "It's good."

	"Slow down, mister," she said. "You have all night."

	"You'll keep serving me up wine spritzers all night long?"

	His mother indulged him with a sigh. "You can have one more. Maybe two if you ask nicely."

	"Good to know."

	He smiled at her and she smiled back. It was a moment apart from their casual, household rapport back home. In some ways, the chaos of his inheritance had simply drawn them closer together, but in others, it seemed as though it'd changed their relationship on a fundamental level.

	Beatrice's smile faded into a more somber expression. Sean set his glass down, leaning toward her.

	"What's wrong?" he asked.

	"Nothing."

	"Tell me," he said, turning more her way.

	"You just look so much… like your father sometimes." She rubbed his knee, which caused sent an interesting, somewhat unwanted stir prickling through him. "It's not a bad thing. Or a good thing. Just brings back memories."

	Her hand was still on his knee, and for whatever reason, both his body and mind were hyper aware of it.

	"Yeah, I bet," he said.

	 

	 


Chapter 27

	Dolly arrived back with groceries later that night. Sean was two wine spritzers deep by that point, and his mother significantly drunker. He expected another faceoff between the two women when Dolly began preparing dinner, but Beatrice was more of a bubbly drunk, open to compromise, to both his and Dolly's surprise.

	"I'll cut the vegetables!" Beatrice pulled a chef's knife from the expensive knife block, flinging it from her hand and straight up in the air.

	"Look out!" Sean pulled Dolly, oblivious to the knife's trajectory, out of the way. They fell behind the kitchen island in a tangled heap, Dolly laughing and not at all understanding his intent.

	"Sorry!" said Beatrice. "My hands were still wet after washing them. Where did that knife go? Don't tell me it's stuck in the wall somewhere."

	"I just saved your life," Sean whispered to Dolly, still on the ground.

	"Yeah?" She smiled and brushed a few strands of blonde out of her face. "Want a reward?"

	He nodded, all at once remembering the previous night and why staying in Vegas to have a maid and chef like Dolly might be in his best interests… or at least, the best interests of a part of him.

	She leaned in and kissed him once on the lips and once on the neck, sliding her hand down to rub his thigh, and then his package. "Your Mom is drunk."

	"So am I, just less so."

	"No, I mean…" Dolly turned her head sideways, speaking in a whisper. "After she goes to bed. We should… watch a movie. Or something."

	"Mind reader,” he said. “How did the extra errand go?”

	He tried to be as tactful as possible, but Dolly seemed comfortable with the question.

	“Fine,” she said. “I took a morning after pill, just to be safe.”

	He nodded slowly. “You feel okay?”

	“Surprisingly, yeah.” 

	He kissed her again, but pulled back when he heard Beatrice's footsteps.

	"What are the two of you doing down there?" she asked.

	"Hiding from your knife juggling show,” said Sean.

	"Hey, we're in Vegas." Beatrice struck a pose, cheeks flushed red from all the wine. "Everybody's got to have a talent! I do know how to juggle. I'll bet that if I started slow…"

	"Mother, you're going to get yourself or someone else killed."

	Sean stood up and attempted to take the knife from her. Beatrice tried to pull it out of his reach, laughing as he grabbed her wrist instead. She twisted sideways, but he kept his grip on her, which made the motion bring her in close.

	Beatrice set the knife down but continued her playful pushing. He got an arm around her waist and pulled backward with an exaggerated motion, committing to the wrestle play fully now that the sharp point was out of the equation. She playfully batted him as their bodies briefly rubbed together, the intensity of it strange and distracting.

	Dolly said something, and only then did Sean realize that he had one forearm looped around his mother's abdomen, right up against the bottom edge of her breasts. He pulled back, letting his hands trail off her, finger by finger, for some reason thinking again about his dad's dirty home movies.

	"We need to get the food done if we want to eat tonight," said Dolly, in a bit of a pout.

	"She makes a good point." Beatrice smiled, leaning over to kiss Sean on the cheek as you refocused her energy.

	"She does," he said. "I love you, Mom."

	"I love you too, sweetie."

	He pulled her into a hug that she sought just as eagerly for a final few seconds of intimate, familial contact, squeezing her lovingly in his arms.

	 

	***

	 

	Dinner itself was delicious, chicken wings with fries cooked in the elite air fryer that was apparently his now, with carrots and celery. Sean was surprised by how well Beatrice now managed to get along with Dolly, but it was hard to tell whether it was just the drunken jollies or if she'd genuinely warmed to the young woman.

	"The funeral is tomorrow," said Beatrice, as they were all heading to bed afterward. "No funny business tonight, mister."

	"What's that supposed to mean?" he asked, a touch more defensively than needed.

	"Limit yourself to a half hour of Scope Knight, at most," said Beatrice.

	"I’m not in the mood to game on my laptop, so I'll be going with zero minutes," said Sean.

	She furrowed her brow. "Isn’t there a game system in the entertainment room?"

	"Yes, but that’s a PS5 and Scope Knight is PC."

	She looked at him like he'd spoken in a foreign language. "Oh. Anyway, goodnight Sean."

	"Night, Mom."

	She gave him another hug and another kiss on the cheek. Dolly was walking down the hallway toward her own room, clad in loose pajamas and a sneaky smile.

	"Goodnight, Mr. Costello," she said.

	"Call him Sean," insisted Beatrice.

	Dolly giggled. Sean tried to keep his own smile in check, eager for their late-night rendezvous. 

	He was excited as soon as he climbed into bed, and the anticipation seemed to grow with every minute in a manner that he'd never experienced before. The memory of having sex with Dolly the previous night was still so vivid that simply bringing it to mind was enough to get him as hard as granite.

	The real challenge was to keep his hands off himself to avoid popping off early. The minutes felt like they were crawling by in slow motion. He suspected that Dolly, fresh off the new cordial dynamic with his mother, would be extra careful to avoid undoing that progress.

	She might even decide against seeking him out in the first place. Sean considered going to her room instead. Two problems with that - her bed looked seriously tiny, and the ever-present power dynamic between employer and employee added an opportunistic angle to the premise, and not in a good way.

	His thoughts roamed as he inevitably started touching himself in bed, and not to where they should have. He thought of Lilian, his father's late wife, and the alluring gap between her in her riding outfit, so prim and proper, and sucking a cock in a dirty home movie.

	The contrast was so absurdly hot that it seemed to take hold of his body like a fever, an infectious forbidden secret. He thought of his mother, Trixie, and all at once he was on the verge of coming. Had he actually watched more than the first thirty seconds of the video that had been in her folder? God, how long had it even been? They'd joked about doing everything since it was a onetime affair.

	He didn't choose to get up so much as suddenly find his legs carrying him out of his room, toward the entertainment center and the filthy smut that lay within.

	 


Chapter 28

	Sean knew what he was doing was wrong, but in a different way than most "wrong" things. Stealing was wrong, but occasionally, rarely, justifiable. Breaking the speed limit, lying, even violence, could all be rationalized within the right context.

	He turned on the projector, his manhood so hard that he could feel the blood rushing with each heartbeat behind his eyes, and started scrolling through the various folders. This… was just wrong. He tried to convince himself that he'd watch one of the many videos of women who were at least unknown to him even as he scrolled down to the "B" section.

	And then down to the "E" section as he remembered what his father had actually labeled the folder.

	He told himself that he needed to see more the video, to know for sure what had and hadn't happened in that disgustingly sexy recording session. He shook his head, trying to rephrase both the words and the impulse. His mother wasn't sexy. She was attractive, but definitely not sexy, or alluring, or erotic.

	His entire body was as taut as a harp string as he tapped the video and saw it start to play on the projector. Lowering himself down onto the couch, he let one hand rest on his crotch, as though the way his thumb started to rub over his latent hardness was just a happy little accident.

	He skipped the beginning this time, getting right to the part where Beatrice was first stretching out naked on the bed. Her breasts were large, with vague paleness but no distinct tan lines around each one. She hadn't shaved completely and had an adorable tuft of blonde on her crotch that immediately made Sean wonder if the carpets currently matched the drapes.

	Disgusting. Beyond wrong. He tried to make himself look away even as he started sliding his sweatpants down. What the fuck…?

	His cock became almost worryingly, painfully hard as he watched the video unfold. His mother's hands reached out, gently caressing the man's cock, making lewd eyes at the camera. The sight filled Sean with a mix of disgust and arousal.

	He could see the love and tenderness in Beatrice's eyes, even as her hands worked up and down the shaft with practiced ease. The intimacy and eroticism of the video sent shivers down Sean's spine, his breathing coming in short gasps as he imagined the textures of his mother's fingers against his own eager flesh.

	His eyes traced over her form, drinking in the curves of her body and the curiously intrigued twitches in her expression in reaction to the effect of her dirty efforts. The soft moans coming from the speakers kept his arousal primed to the max, his heart pounding in his chest as his own hand moved to grip his hardness.

	Sean knew he shouldn't be watching this, knew how disgusting it was, but he couldn't tear his eyes away. The sight of his mother doing something so dirty was both repulsive and captivating, tugging at something deep within him that he didn't want to confront. This was beyond wrong, beyond anything he had ever imagined doing, yet he couldn't bring himself to stop. 

	He needed to see more. Moreover, he needed to fucking come.

	"That's two nights in a row." Dolly's whisper arrived in tandem with her hands, which touched his shoulders and then rubbed downward across his chest. "Wait… is that…?"

	"It's not what it looks like," he said, lamely. "It's, uh… a French experimental film."

	"Oh my god," muttered Dolly. "No way. I swear to god, that woman looks just like your mother if she had blonde hair."

	He finally managed to pause it, standing up red faced and wading through his own shame like quicksand. There was nothing he could say. He ran a hand down his face and finally looked at Dolly, expecting disgust.

	She looked fascinated, eyes still taking in the still frame of Trixie biting her lip and double fisting a cock. There was a resemblance there, hard to ignore with her standing so near the projection, like the comparison was intentional in the moment.

	"Let's go to my room." He tried to salvage the situation, reaching to turn the tablet off.

	"Hold on…" Dolly came to stand in front of him and gently coaxed him back to sitting on the couch. "This is… kind of hot."

	"…What?"

	"It must be hard for you," she whispered. "Lots of guys are into MILF porn, you know. I totally get it."

	She reached past him and hit play on the video. 

	"What are you doing?" he whispered.

	"Having some fun," she said, with a devious smirk. She dropped down to her knees, adopting posture that perfectly matched how Trixie was kneeling in the video.

	He made to stop her, but the second Dolly's soft hands wrapped around his cock, all thought unrelated to pleasure fled his mind. It was unbelievable how similar his eyes made the two women out to be, one obscured by ancient early 2000s digital recording technology, the other blonde and indistinct in the room's darkness.

	"Oh fuck," he groaned. "Dolly…"

	She let out a quiet, slutty little cackle and spit on his cock, working her saliva over his shaft as lube. Trixie leaned forward to kiss the tip of the erection of her partner. Dolly did the same, and then with a glance back at the projection, matched Trixie. Both women, present and projected, wrapped their lips around hard cocks.

	"Holy fuck," he muttered.

	Dolly matched the movements of Trixie in the video, her head bobbing up and down in the same steady rhythm as Sean's mother on the screen. Her tongue swirled around the head of his cock, just as Trixie's did, eliciting a gasp of pleasure from Sean.

	The sensation was unbelievable, watching his mother perform oral sex on screen while Dolly replicated her movements on him. It felt wrong and depraved, yet impossibly erotic and stimulating. He couldn't look away, his eyes flicking between the video and the real-life scene playing out before him.

	Dolly took him deeper into her mouth, her lips stretching around his shaft as she matched Trixie's depth. The slurping sounds filled the room, both from the speakers and from Dolly's efforts. Sean could feel himself twitching, his balls tightening as the taboo nature of the act pushed him closer to the edge.

	He tangled his fingers in Dolly's hair, not pulling or directing her, just needing something to ground himself as the fantasy and reality blended seamlessly. Her techniques changed, always a second or so behind the video but with an enthusiasm and skill that made it impossible for Sean to find fault.

	As the video showed Trixie pulling back, a thin spit trail connecting her lips to the tip of the dick she'd just been enthusiastically blowing, Dolly mimicked her perfectly. She even looked up at him with an approximation of the same lustful expression, needful and yet totally focused on the man in front of her.

	It was beyond wrong. It was too much. Sean could feel the bounds of his sexual appetite distorting in real time, like plastic warping in a heat wave. He took Dolly's face in his hands and furiously thrust his hips forward as his limit sped toward him like a red light.

	She let out the tiniest noise of pride and satisfaction as Sean erupted into a muscle twitching orgasm. Trixie, simultaneously, was taking a load of her own, tongue extended as strings of milky white pumped out across her lips and chin.

	He slowly caught his breath and turned the tablet and projector off as soon as he did. Dolly muttered something and fumbled the lamp on the other side of the couch to give them at least some light.

	"We shouldn't have done that," he said.

	"Why not?" asked Dolly. "It's not like we were hurting anyone. It's just porn. I thought it was fun to see you so worked up."

	"Not like that," he said. He shook his head, wishing he could delete the entire episode from his memory. What had he been thinking?

	"You didn't look like you were having a bad time," she whispered. "And if you want… we can still go to your room."

	She leaned in closer and kissed his shoulder. Sean set a hand on her thigh and she made the slightest movement to open her legs. He slid his hand in further, rubbing her crotch with small little circles.

	Dolly wasn't Trixie. He reminded himself of that fact, used it like mouthwash after an unpleasant taste.

	"Yeah," he said. "Let's go to my room."

	 

	 


Chapter 29

	Sean's fingers danced across Dolly's skin as he guided her toward his room, the dim lighting of the penthouse casting a sensual glow and outlining the night. He couldn't shake the memory of their earlier escapade, the way Dolly had replicated his mother's movements, each similarity a new facet of sweet, forbidden mental torture.

	He slid his hands under Dolly's clothes as he gently brought her through his doorway. The part of him that had been and still was a nerdy, Scope Knight playing teenager reveled in having such access to her sublime body. She was a goddess.

	"Ow!" Dolly bumped her head on the side of the doorframe and almost tripped herself as she flinched away in surprise.

	A clumsy, ditzy goddess.

	He gently pushed her onto the bed, and she spread her legs, inviting him to explore. Sean's lips curled into a smile as he settled between her thighs, his tongue tracing the edges of her folds.

	Dolly's moans filled the air, her voice husky and needy. "What are you going to do, Mr. Costello?"

	"Don't call me that now," he muttered.

	"Mr. C," she said, defiantly.

	Sean's eyes met hers, and he felt a jolt of electricity run through him. He planted a kiss on her crotch, right above her pussy, and then deepened the intensity of his licking. His tongue probed the depths of her, and Dolly's eyes fluttered closed.

	He'd always wanted to do this, to give pleasure like this. Moreover, he'd always wanted to be good at it, to have it as a minor talent neatly tucked away in his back pocket. From the way Dolly was reacting to him, he got the sense he'd have an extremely willing practice partner.

	Her body began to tremble, her legs quivering as she approached the edge. Sean's hands grasped her hips, holding her steady, dominantly, as he coaxed her toward release. Dolly's voice rose, her moans growing louder, more insistent, until she finally melted into a puddle of pleasure, her body limp and relaxed.

	As Sean pulled back, Dolly's eyes snapped open, and she gazed up at him, her expression soft and adoring. She reached out, wrapping her arms around him, and pulled him close, her grip almost possessive. Sean felt a flutter in his chest as she buried her face in his neck, her breathing slow and contented.

	"Mine," she whispered, her voice barely audible, but the emotion behind it strong and earnest. Sean's arms wrapped around her, holding her close as she cuddled him, her body pressed tightly against his. 

	He chuckled, a little bewildered. "Yours, huh?"

	"I'm your chef," she whispered. "I'm your maid. I'm… whatever this is."

	"I'm only paying you for the first two."

	"Obviously, you dummy." She gave him another squeeze with her arms. "Mine."

	His heart pounded in a weird way, and he felt a bit awed by the intensity of the emotions in the air, his own, hers, the synergy of both. Sean was struck by a powerful and unexpected sense of belonging, of being exactly where he was meant to be.

	 

	***

	 

	He was alone in his bed when he woke up the next morning. Thank God. He opened half-lidded eyes to the sight of his mother, already dressed in mourning colors, with her dark hair held out of her face by a tasteful black headband.

	"You need to get up," she said, voice flat.

	"I do?" he muttered. "What time is it?"

	"Almost seven fifteen," said Beatrice. "The funeral is at eight. I would have thought you'd be up by now."

	"I forgot to set an alarm, and I… didn't get to sleep right away."

	"It would seem not," said Beatrice.

	Her tone finally alerted him to danger. He sat up and glanced around his bed. There was no obvious trace of Dolly in his room, forgotten panties or loose bra, but he wasn't sure they'd been as quiet as it must have seemed in the moment.

	Still… he wondered if perhaps he might do some damage control.

	"I think I had a few too many wine spritzers last night," he said.

	"You and Dolly both, apparently," said Beatrice.

	He winced and said nothing.

	"Sean." Beatrice stopped aggressively pulling out his clothing and turned to face him directly, ire amplified by her dark outfit. "You're going to have to let her go."

	"Let her go… as in?"

	"Fire her," said Beatrice. "She's your maid and chef. She can't be your girlfriend, too. Think of how unbalanced that dynamic would be."

	"Unbalanced doesn't necessarily mean unhealthy." He shrugged, trying to counter her points without letting it build to an outright argument. "We get along really well. I haven't met anyone quite like her before."

	"You were… a virgin before last night," said Beatrice, with an odd flutter in her voice.

	"Wrong," he said.

	Off by one entire day. Beatrice gave him a knowing look that seemed to suggest that she sensed he was bluffing, or at least barely correct.

	"I understand how intense these emotions probably are for you, sweetie." She set his black suit out, the one she'd picked out for him previously, and sat down on the edge of his bed. "But this won't end well. You can't pay a woman, give her a place to live, load all your emotions and responsibilities and intimate needs onto her, and expect it to end well."

	Her black gown did strangely compelling things to her cleavage as she leaned over to touch his knee. Sean forced himself to look away, face heating up as he remembered the video. A sudden realization struck him like the first heavy rain drop from a moisture plump sky.

	"You… used to work for my father, didn't you?" he said, more than asked. "Before the two of you got involved."

	"Yes." She held his gaze, not avoiding the question or the fact. "It's not something I'd like to get into, but it was similar between us. I never cooked and cleaned for Terrance, but he paid me, and I served as his assistant. He had power over me, Sean, and it was not a healthy dynamic."

	That's it, Trixie. You love my cock, don't you?

	"It's not the same thing," he said, trying to use the words to make it true. "I might look like my dad, and wear his suit, but that doesn't mean we're the same person."

	"I'm not saying you are," said Beatrice. "Just that it would be easy for you to make the same mistakes. Anyway, for now, you have to start getting ready. Trust me, we will be talking more about this later today."

	She leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. He smelled perfume on her that he'd never smelled before, a heady, almost citrusy scent. He wondered, absently, just who he was smelling. Beatrice, or Trixie?

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 30

	Dolly was sitting at the table when Sean came out of his room, eyes downcast and chastened. He gave her a reassuring smile, but she didn't smile back. There were waffles on the table, along with jam, butter, and maple syrup, and he helped himself to some food in quick and efficient fashion.

	Sean insisted on driving them to the funeral, wanting to arrive in his dad's car for both the subtle message it would carry and the basic enjoyment of driving his first vehicle. He buckled in alongside Dolly and Beatrice, the latter of whom was clearly trying to suppress backseat driver instincts.

	"Always remember to signal early, sweetie," said Beatrice.

	"I'm not going to signal two streets early, Mom," said Sean. "Given that I'm in the rightmost lane, I think the drivers behind me will connect the dots."

	The funeral seemed shockingly normal in comparison to the casino-hosted memorial. The cemetery had reserved parking for family and friends of the deceased, and Sean parked his BMW right next to Ace's distinctive Firebird.

	The grass covering the graves looked underwatered and out of place, which gave off an odd atmosphere, as though Vegas itself was a place allergic to the realities of life and death. Sean tried to let the somber mood wash over him as he walked alongside Beatrice and Dolly toward where the other funeral attendees were milling about, but it was a bit of a challenge.

	He hadn't known his father, and in an all too real sense, he had mixed feelings about the man's death. Would he have preferred for Terrance to have lived to a ripe old age if his father had continued to uphold a no contact policy, existing across the country with about as much impact on him as a random stranger?

	Sean could, however, read the room. Ace looked genuinely upset, eyes red rimmed like he'd done some crying, bags underneath them like he'd also done some restless pacing. Benny looked pale, serious, and surprisingly uncertain.

	"Sean!" Lilian hurried over to him and surprised him with a hug. "I'm so sorry."

	He almost asked for what before remembering who he was, what he was supposed to be feeling. "Thanks. I'm alright. Glad that I… get to see him off, at least."

	"Beatrice," said Lilian, turning to his mother next. Lilian looked like she was considering going in for a hug there too but seemed to opt against it.

	"Lilian," said Beatrice, stiffly. Sean winced, wondering if his mother had resolved to be an adversary to every woman who might seek to have some sway on his life.

	"I think… it would have been so much better if both you and your mother could have come to Vegas a year ago," said Lilian. "Terrance was ready to see you both again. Or at least, getting close to it."

	Lilian's eyes grew somber for a moment, and then locked onto Dolly with surprising anger. Dolly was wearing black, though in the form of a flirty, short dress that was on the verge of being too playful for the setting. She cast her gaze downward, not meeting Lilian's ire.

	"Why don't we all go find seats?" Beatrice's attention had shifted toward Ace and Benny, who were both clearly waiting to speak to Sean.

	"There's a row reserved for Terrance's closest family upfront," said Lilian. "You and I and Sean have seats there, Beatrice."

	The two women walked off. Beatrice did seem to react with a bit of sympathy toward Dolly, though it was limited to a fading glance. Sean gave Dolly a little smile and leaned in closer.

	"We'll catch up afterward," he said. "Hopefully this doesn't take too long."

	"Okay," she said. "Let me know what you want to eat for dinner tonight."

	She walked off, drawing more than a few appreciative glances from some of the other funeral attendees. Benny and Ace immediately walked toward him to fill the void.

	"You were expected earlier," said Benny. "It looks strange for Terrance's only son and named heir to be the last to show. Especially when his daughter is skipping out, too." 

	"Quite frankly, I don't care how it looks," said Sean, surprised by how much he meant it. "It looks far worse for a father to ignore his child for their entire life, but here we are."

	"Here we are, indeed," said Ace. "You settling into the penthouse alright? We can get you a better maid if you want. Terrance was always complaining about what an airhead that girl is. Nice eye candy, though."

	"Dolly stays," said Sean. He eyed both men, wanting a moment alone with Ace to go over some of the lingering inconsistencies with the will. 

	"There's more to talk about than just who is on your staff," said Benny. "We look weak right now. Without Terrance directly organizing operations, there's a vacuum in the leadership. You need to put someone new in charge to handle things."

	"What things?" asked Sean.

	"Just things, in general," said Benny. "What, you want me to break it down for you?"

	"Yeah, actually." Sean lifted his chin, trying to project his presence despite being a few inches shorter and more than a few pounds lighter. "I want all the details. Ash is also going to be included in the discussion."

	"She's barely involved," said Benny. "She's more interested in babying her own casino than dealing with the real business."

	"I… don't think it's a bad idea to try to include Ash," said Ace. "You should talk to her. If she wants to be involved, she should be."

	"She isn't even here!" snapped Benny. "You know how she felt about him, Ace."

	Ace didn't say anything. He gave Sean a small shrug as though his hands were tied.

	"The funeral looks like it's about to start," said Sean. "Let's table this discussion for now."

	"What if it can't wait?" said Benny.

	Sean felt like the question was a test, and again, looked at Ace. "What do you think?"

	"Up to you as far as I'm concerned, Captain."

	Sean smiled and gave him a nod. "Let's at least see my father into the ground before divvying up his workload."

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 31

	Sean found his seat in between Lilian and his mother. Beatrice leaned in, touching his shoulder, expression pinched with concern.

	"What was that about?" she whispered.

	"Benny and Ace trying to use me to settle their own bickering, I think," he said. "It can wait."

	She didn't seem put at ease. "I hope so."

	A bald man in mourning black with all the appearance of a priest, minus the black cassock, came forward, and everyone still standing found their seats. He stood in front of the coffin, which was of the usual variety rather than a sarcophagus. Sean tried to relax and appreciate the gravity of the moment.

	"We have gathered here today to give Terrance Costello's immortal being its final sendoff from this world," said the man. "I knew Terrance as a friend, though not as well as most or likely any of you here. When I look out into all the faces I currently see assembled, the amount of love and loss held for this singular man inspires awe within my heart."

	Sean kept his expression neutral, feeling an odd urge to smile, though not quite laugh. It was a bit ridiculous. There was only so much lip service he could pay to an absentee father, and he was glad he'd already said his fabricated piece at the memorial.

	"Our loss is gain in other times," said the man. "Our hopes on future bent. Must then depend on incidents like these. For bodies wear. And in the fine grist mill of time. Are spent in service such as yours. And go, our time by smallest time into the yesterday wherein began the conquest of Eternity."

	"He was a Scientologist," Lilian whispered into Sean's ear.

	"Seriously?"

	Beatrice gently touched his leg, stilling him to silence. Sean listened in bafflement as the man, apparently a Scientologist priest, went on to describe some of Terrance's beliefs about Xenu, Earth's onetime planetary ruler, lending his technology to the ancient Egyptians to help aid and inspire them to build the pyramids.

	"Through recognizing true magnificence, Terrance chose to make of his life's work a monument!" cried the priest. "An example of respect and worship, and dare I say, truth, to be looked upon by both those born here on Earth and those watching above."

	"You know, maybe it's not such a bad thing that he never reached out to me," Sean whispered to his mother.

	She was smiling as she gave him a subtle elbow to the ribs. Sean did his best to remain serious and respectful as the priest launched into another tangent about Terrance's spiritual journey through the "Bridge to Total Freedom."

	It didn't get any easier as he watched the pallbearers lift his father's coffin. Ace's thin frame trembled under the weight, his weathered face turning red with effort. Benny, on the other hand, seemed stoic in maintaining perfect composure - though Sean noticed a bead of sweat rolling down his temple.

	The group shuffled toward the grave site, their steps uneven. The coffin tilted dangerously to one side before they corrected.

	"Oh god," Beatrice muttered under her breath.

	"Shh," Lilian hissed from Sean's other side.

	The pallbearers positioned themselves around the grave. As they began lowering the coffin, Ace's face contorted in a strange grimace. His mouth opened and - to Sean's horror - his dentures slipped free, tumbling into the open grave with a soft thud.

	Gasps rippled through the crowd. Ace's eyes went wide, his now-toothless mouth working soundlessly. Before anyone could stop him, he vaulted into the grave after his teeth.

	"Ace!" hissed Benny.

	Sean took a step forward, not sure whether to laugh or help, when a loud crack split the air. It took him longer than it should have to identify the noise for what it was.

	Gunfire. More shots came from somewhere behind the gathered mourners, a sharp and impossibly loud barrage completely obliterating the cemetery's serenity.

	"Get down!" Beatrice yanked Sean to the ground, her body half-covering his. He felt somewhat childish having his mother working to protect him, but his attempt at reversing it to shield her instead simply resulted in all the wrong kinds of contact between their two bodies.

	The exchange continued, with return fire being issued by Benny and Ace. Sean hadn't even stopped to think about bringing his own gun. He'd all but forgotten about it in his bag amidst the pace of events, not to mention the home videos. The last thing he needed to be thinking about, currently pressed down atop his mother, were the damn videos.

	He scrambled to his feet at the first interlude in the bangs. The perpetrators were nowhere in sight. Benny, Ace, and half a dozen other Costello men had their guns out and were hurriedly going through the motions that follow a shooting in Vegas.

	"Ridiculous!" snapped Benny. "They think we're weak now. You know that's why they made this move."

	"We have no idea who did this, or what they intended," said Ace. "Unless you know something the rest of us don't?"

	Benny sneered as he started reloading his gun. Ace looked toward Sean, coming to clap a hand on his shoulder.

	"Funeral's over, kid," said Ace. "We'll meet up later. For now, get yourself gone."

	"Don't we need to pursue the enemy, or something?" he said. "How does this work?"

	"The same way it always does," said Ace. "We get away before the police show up. They call us to ask what happened and we, with as much sincerity as we can muster, say we have no idea."

	He nodded. His mother was still clinging to his arm, though it seemed more out of a desire to protect him than her own fear. Dolly was standing near him on his other side, looking more angry than scared. Sean did a quick scan of the funeral attendees and, thankfully, didn't see anyone who'd actually been shot. 

	They got to their car and departed far more swiftly than they'd arrived. He was left with a powerful sense of unfinished business, along with dozens of different questions. He waited until they'd pulled onto the street and driven a few blocks before breaking the silence.

	"What kind of enemies did my father have?" he asked.

	"My only knowledge on that is historical," admitted his mother. "It was mostly other crime families."

	"Now, it's mostly the Sonora Cartel," said Dolly. "Mr. Costello… the old Mr. Costello, used to say that they were scared off for now."

	Sean let out a slow sigh as he watched a red light change to green, and then back to red again, traffic at a standstill.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 32

	Sean brought his mother and Dolly back to the penthouse. Both acted like gunmen might jump out of one of the closets at any moment as they stepped off the elevator into the apartment.

	"Relax," he said. "We're clearly safe here."

	Beatrice was still in mourning black, though the look was softened by her bare feet. "We'd be safest back in Pinecross, honey. You need to do some serious thinking about what happens next."

	He waited for her and Dolly to momentarily be out of the living room before slipping into the elevator and back down to the lobby. As much as he hated sneaking around, he knew they'd refuse to let him out of their sight, and he needed to have a private conversation with a missing factor.

	Ash had been rather deliberate in telling him that she wouldn't attend the funeral. What did that mean? Sean couldn't bring himself to cast suspicion on her. He'd realized, upon leaving the funeral, that the fact the he'd never gotten a good look at the shooter, nor had his mother or Dolly, meant that he could only guess at who the perpetrator might be.

	It could have been the Sonora Cartel, as Dolly suggested. Or it could have been anyone else. Someone looking to off two Costello heads in the same week. Someone looking to scare him out of town. Anyone.

	Which, honestly, did make Ash a suspect. But Sean wanted to trust her, certainly had trusted her in most things prior to arriving in Vegas and their recent friction. He needed to talk with her as much to clear the air as to get her guidance.

	He drove to the Cat's Cradle Casino, a bit uncertain about how much leeway he'd have about actually getting inside. Surprisingly, the staff seemed to have orders to let him roam as he pleased, treating him like royalty.

	"Where is Ash?" he eventually asked one of the guards at what was obviously the private elevator. 

	"She hasn't come down yet today," said the guard. 

	"Then I'm going up to see her," he said.

	Again, he expected to be stopped and turned away, but the guard simply winced and looked around as though seeking help. Sean called the elevator and climbed into it as though there'd been no question of his access in the first place.

	The buttons were identical to the ones for his own elevator at The Pharaoh's Fortune, hinting at the shared DNA of the two casinos. He waited for it to bring him to the fourth floor and steeled himself for what he expected to be a somewhat annoyed reaction from Ash over forcing himself into her private space.

	He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but it wasn't what he got. The elevator opened directly into Ash's penthouse. 

	Sean stepped into a space that could have been lifted from an architectural magazine - clean lines, modern furniture, and floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of the Vegas strip. A massive abstract painting dominated one wall, its swirls of black and red creating an almost hypnotic effect.

	But something was off about the sleek design. Sean blinked, trying to process what he was seeing. Woven through the sophisticated décor were elaborate cat structures - scratching posts disguised as modern art installations, plush beds integrated into window seats, and elevated walkways that zigzagged across the walls like some sort of feline highway system.

	Clear tubes, like the ones from a hamster habitat but scaled up, connected different rooms through holes in the walls. They were positioned at various heights, some near the ceiling, others at waist level. The tubes were made of high-end materials that matched the penthouse's aesthetic, making them look less like pet accessories and more like intentional design elements.

	He walked further into the living room, noting how even the coffee table had built-in cubby holes that looked perfect for cat naps. A massive cat tower stood in one corner, its multiple levels reaching almost to the ceiling, covered in what looked like premium carpet shredded by claws in some places and newly replaced in others.

	A small cat, or perhaps a large kitten depending on where one drew the line, with an adorable calico coat sauntered up to him and began rubbing against one of his ankles. Sean leaned forward to pet it and sensed, more than saw, several others poking their heads out from the various cat towers and sleeping cubbies and boxes.

	Something still seemed off, primarily in the sheer scale of the cat paradise. He felt a vibration through the floor and looked toward a dark room opposite the main living room area, expecting Ash. He got a tiger instead.

	It sauntered up to him, dispersing the smaller cats in the process. Sean stared, so awestruck that he wondered if he was hallucinating, somehow. The animal looked like it had been plucked from a Vegas circus show, which seemed possible if not probable.

	The animal was young and lean, slightly disproportional, but still over a hundred pounds, easily. It rubbed itself against Sean's leg with the same friendly insistence as the smaller animals. For the second time that day, he suddenly wished he'd thought to bring his gun.

	"What the fuck are you doing up here?" snapped Ash.

	The cat's scattered, seeming appropriately reactive to the sound of their queen's angry voice. Sean let out a breath and looked over his shoulder, confirming that he wasn't about to be jump attacked by a hidden feline.

	"How many cats live here, exactly?" he asked. "What did I just walk into?"

	"None of your business," she said, stiffly. She wore only a fluffy white towel, hair still damp from a shower or bath, skin still steaming with lingering heat. She looked so much younger like that. No makeup, no defenses.

	"There's no way this can be safe," he said. "For you or for most of them. How do the smaller ones not get eaten by the bigger ones?"

	"I only keep the ones that learn to survive." She must have seen the distaste on his face, because she sighed and added a quick clarification. "I put the ones that are too scared or can't get along up for adoption. I don't just let them kill each other, Sean. Obviously."

	"Holy fuck," he muttered. 

	Another big cat, this one a massive lion with the obvious, majestic mane slowly stalked out of the other room and brushed against Ash. Unexpectedly, her towel came loose. 

	For a strange, glorious instant, her small breasts were on full display as she rushed to pull it back into place. They were pale with a little curving swoop of perk to them that ended at the nipples.

	"Dammit!" she snapped, covering herself. "You should have called first!"

	"You should have gone to the funeral," said Sean. "Someone attacked us."

	"So I heard," said Ash. "That's why I'm getting ready."

	Sean followed her as she walked off, presumably to put actual clothes on. He winced as he passed by the dark doorway the lion had come out of, the scent of what must have been an entire room turned into a litterbox ruthlessly greeting his nostrils.

	"Who do you think it was?" he asked. He did his best to be polite outside her open door, but glimpses of Ash shamelessly pulling out panties and a bra while naked tempted him on the periphery of his vision.

	"Honestly? No one."

	"What's that supposed to mean?" asked Sean.

	"Benny and everyone with an interest in securing the power vacuum will probably push the story that it was the Sonora Cartel, our main rival in recent years," said Ash. "Previously, the Costello family has stayed out of drugs, but we've made quite a bit off letting the yakuza importers pay us for permission to do business in the city. The Sonora Cartel doesn't like that."

	"I don't follow," said Sean. "That makes it sound like they would want to organize a hit like this one."

	"Yes, but they wouldn't fuck it up this badly," said Ash. "Whoever gave the order might have given it to a bunch of blind schoolchildren for all the shots that were missed. Or…"

	"Or?"

	Ash roughly pulled a t-shirt over her head, reaching behind her to free her hair from the neck hole. "I'd be doing you a disservice if I led you directly to the answer, Sean. Think about the situation."

	He shrugged and took a guess. "Maybe… someone didn't want to hit anybody. Maybe the point was to just scare me off?"

	"Bingo," said Ash.

	He started to ask if Benny would really orchestrate something like that but stopped himself. Ash's absence from the funeral suddenly seemed rather convenient. In her own way, she had just as much to gain from him giving up and going home. But why lead him to that conclusion, then?

	Then again, it was always hardest to cast suspicion upon the helpful.

	"Your forehead gets this little scrunch line whenever you start thinking," said Ash. "It's a nice look."

	"What am I supposed to do?" he muttered.

	"If I were you, I'd do the smart thing," she said. "Which genuinely is to take your money and go home. Put me in charge. Or Ace and I, with Benny and the M&Ms still in their previous positions."

	"M&Ms?"

	"Mikael and Makoto," said Ash. "Technically, they work for other gangs, but they've been involved in the decision making of the Costello family for years now. They were at the memorial but not the funeral."

	He nodded. "I suppose I should get Ace to introduce me."

	"A bit strange that he hasn't yet," muttered Ash.

	"Fucking hell," he muttered. "As though I don't have enough to worry about already."

	"You don't have to do any worrying, Sean," said Ash. "That's my point. You won the lottery. Who keeps playing after that?"

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 33

	He returned to the penthouse, internal debate over his next steps raging from all directions. Maybe Ash was right. Probably, in most ways, she was. The smartest and safest thing to do was to simply eject from a situation that he neither understood nor was truly equipped to handle.

	His hesitation didn't stem from some stubborn refusal to ever give up. Hell, he was good at giving up. He'd decided to end Diligent Ascent on what ultimately amounted to a rather disappointing note. He'd made the decision and stuck to it, elegantly simplifying his life in one fell swoop. Why not do the same here?

	The noise that greeted him when the elevator opened to the penthouse floor instantly alerted him to an argument between his mother and Dolly. He knew what it was about even before he made out the words.

	"He's allowed to make this decision for himself, you know!" shouted Dolly.

	"It's a decision that he doesn't fully understand," snapped Beatrice. "He needs guidance. Specifically, my guidance."

	"He needs a chance to use his head," muttered Dolly.

	"And which head would you be referring to?" asked Beatrice, dryly.

	"I'm back," said Sean, taking loud footsteps as he came into the kitchen.

	"Sean!" Beatrice hurried toward him, hugging him tightly. "Where did you go? Why didn't you say anything to me when you left?"

	"Because you would have stopped him," said Dolly.

	"I wasn't asking you!" Beatrice tightened her arms around him to a near painful squeeze. He tapped her on the back and extricated himself from the embrace.

	"I went to see Ash," he said. "Straight drive there and back. I needed to get her point of view."

	Beatrice folded her arms. "I can only assume that she's as against you wading into what's to come as I am."

	"More or less, but not quite so smothering about it," said Sean.

	"See," said Dolly.

	"I'm not smothering you," said Beatrice, moderating her voice. "And this is a family conversation. I would appreciate it if you'd stop butting in, Dolores."

	"It affects me too, whether that matters to you or not!" snapped Dolly. "I just… feel like everyone is underestimating Mr. C. The younger Mr. C. He deserves a chance to try!"

	"Even if it gets him killed?" Beatrice narrowed her eyes at Dolly, and then shot a plea toward Sean. "Think about her, along with all the other suspects that are likely in your head, Sean. Isn't it a little convenient that she's been so friendly to you?"

	"Hey!" said Dolly. "That's not fair!"

	It really wasn't. The accusation cut Sean in a place that had taken more than enough slashes throughout his four more or less dateless years in high school. It made sense, which is what hurt worst of all.

	"Enough," he said, rubbing his temples. "I need to think. I don't have the energy to argue right now."

	He went to his room, finally taking off his dark mourning suit and slipping into sweatpants and a T-shirt. He needed to clear his head, do less thinking instead of more, and as it happened, he knew of a way.

	He took out his laptop and, after making some adjustments to his father's cluttered desk situation, booted the game up and connected to the penthouse's Wi-Fi. Serge was in-game when he logged into Scope Knight, but he shot him a message and soon enough, they'd linked up and dropped into a lobby.

	"You're kidding me?" said Serge, as Sean finished explaining recent events. "Someone put a hit out on you, Captain?"

	"No," he said. "Well, not really. It's complicated."

	"I took a look at those scans of your father's will that you sent me."

	Sean furrowed his brow. "You don't say. Find anything?"

	"A few things. I'll email you my conclusions. I did some markup on the images."

	They talked more, with Sean surprised at how much just hearing his friend's voice and getting his opinion helped him relax. He sensed footsteps and realized someone had entered his room, the knock having been lost on his headphone clad ears.

	"I'll talk to you more later, Serge," he said.

	"Let me know what I can do to help," said his friend. "I'm still on your team."

	"I know."

	Dolly was standing in front of his door. Sean set the headphones down and smiled at her, crossing one leg at the knee.

	"Is that one of your friends?" she asked.

	"Yeah," he said. "Friend and teammate."

	"You play on a team?" Dolly looked at his laptop curiously. "I guess I haven't really… asked much about you."

	"That's alright," he said. "It's the same on my end. It's not like I've learned much about your hobbies yet, either."

	The question seemed to hang in the air, though neither of them breached it. Would they end up learning more about each other? Was this, whatever they'd been doing, going to grow into something more, or was it a casual fling?

	"I want to learn more about you," she said, sitting down on his bed. "It's not like what your mother said. Maybe… I was a little opportunistic when I realized you were my new boss. But it's not like I wasn't attracted to you, too."

	He shrugged one shoulder, sensing truth behind her words. It was somewhere in the middle, in between the unlikely reality of her falling head over heels for him and simply being out to bang the new boss.

	"I'm not going to fire you if I do end up going home," said Sean.

	"You probably wouldn't bring me with you, either," she muttered.

	"I mean, would you move to a tiny little town in the middle of nowhere that's across the country from Vegas?"

	"Depends on the pay."

	She smiled and they both laughed. Sean joined her on the bed. He reached out to brush some hair out of her face and kissed her.

	""You're so different than your father," she whispered.

	Sean tensed. "Did he ever…"

	"Try anything with me?" She shook her head. "I could tell he wanted to. That he was thinking about it, at least. Maybe that's why he hired me in the first place. It messed with my head a little, considering that."

	"Well, no worries about that with me," he said. "I didn't hire you. I inherited you."

	"Oh yeah?" She smirked and leaned back on her hands. "Was there a section of the will devoted to the pretty blonde maid?"

	"You wish," he said. "Actually, there was. It said I need to cut your pay and up your hours."

	"It did not!"

	They kissed again and started to roll sideways together. The realness of her struck his heart like a gong, so cute and feminine — and honestly, far out of his league. He wrapped his arms around her, mimicking her affection from the night before.

	"Mine," he whispered.

	Dolly let out a little chuckle and pressed her head down on his chest. There was a knock at his door and they quickly separated, but not before Beatrice got a clear view of their snuggling.

	"If you don't mind, Dolores, I need to speak with my son," said Beatrice.

	Dolly sat up, nodding slowly. "I don't mind."

	She smiled at him as she left the room. Sean felt airy, but sobered as he refocused on the seriousness of his situation.

	"I still haven't decided anything yet," he said.

	Beatrice sat down next to him on the bed. "Not deciding is, in its own way, a decision."

	"Do you always have to do that?"

	"When it comes to my teenage son with a yet underdeveloped prefrontal cortex, more often than not."

	"What do you want me to do?" he asked.

	She reached over to run her fingers through his hair. "Take the money and go home. Would it really be so bad?"

	"Just another second-place finish," he muttered.

	"Sean. Think about what happened to your father. A mysterious death, alone in his car. This man was a seasoned criminal, and someone still managed to kill him without leaving a trace."

	There wasn't anything he could say to that. The drive-by at the funeral earlier in the day only reinforced her point. He was in over his head, regardless of whether he wanted to admit it.

	His phone rang and he pulled it out of his pocket.

	"Who is it?" asked Beatrice.

	"Ace." He sighed and stood up. "I have to take this."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 34

	Ace met Sean right outside the elevator as he descended to the ground floor of The Pharaoh's Fortune. The old bodyguard looked even more aged than usual, face pallid from stress or lack of sleep.

	"I didn't mean to imply that you needed to come to this meeting, kid," said Ace. "Only that it would be the real decider."

	"That's sounds like something I should be at," said Sean. "You said everyone was going to be there?"

	"Ash, Lilian, Benny, myself, Makoto, and Mikael," said Ace. "That's everyone except for Uncle Tony and Levon. Both locked up."

	"Good," said Sean. He took a breath, trying to calm himself, trying to focus.

	"I'm serious, kid," said Ace. "This is the point of no return. You start weighing in on decisions about the direction the Costello Family is heading in, and people will treat you like who you are."

	Sean gave him a crafty smile. "And just who am I?"

	"The guy who owns this casino," said Ace, with a single dark chuckle. "The guy who actually calls the shots. If you can convince everyone else, that is. If you can lock down the ship."

	He nodded slowly, feeling his heart start to beat a little faster. Could he do it? Honestly… he wasn't sure. This wasn't pulling together a Scope Knight team. But, with that said, the idea of starting his own esports team had once seemed similarly daunting.

	"I'm ready," he said.

	Ace let out a tired sigh. "Sure you are, kid."

	"Captain," said Sean. "Call me captain."

	They entered the Pharaoh's Chamber. The lighting was dim, and the space seemed far larger with so few people within it in comparison to the memorial. Most of the decorations had also been taken down or minimized, and Sean could see how the chamber could have once hosted a wider range of events.

	Ash and Lilian were speaking to each other on a table which had been brought up onto the centrally lit stage. Benny was on the other side with his phone out, holding it at a close angle for his one eye as he texted away.

	Two men who Sean didn't recognize were standing in front of the main walkway leading to the dais. Ace moved ahead of Sean with a somewhat limping gait to introduce him.

	"Gentleman," said Ace. "Glad you could make it. This is Sean Costello, Terrance's only son and confirmed heir. Sean, this is Mikael and Makoto."

	Mikael was tall and skeletal thin, bald but with a nice, stubbly beard. He wore a grey suit with a dress shirt the color of mulberries. Makoto, on the other hand, was younger, less typical of the criminal gangster type. He wore sunglasses, despite the room's ambient light, and dressed stylishly, a baggy sweatshirt with a trendy brand logo, tight jeans and impeccable sneakers.

	"A pleasure to meet you, Sean Costello," said Mikael slowly, shaking Sean's hand in a double grip.

	Makoto simply nodded, but there was an air of respectful appraisal in his gaze.

	"Let's get started already," called Benny, from the table.

	Lilian stood up to greet Sean with a tight hug as he got onto the stage. He felt her body against his across a range of senses, the soft crush of her breasts, the sweet bite of her perfume. She kept her arms around him for a second longer than the hug really should have lasted, one hand lingering on his shoulder as they finally parted.

	"You have my support, Sean," she quietly whispered. "But with that said, I hope you play it safe."

	"I will," he said. "In a sense."

	Ash frowned at the two of them, but didn't voice her thoughts as she greeted him with a nod. "Sean."

	"Ash."

	The table was large enough for everyone to take seats with plenty of room left over, but it also necessitated everyone to speak up over the ambient hum of the room's air conditioning. Benny cleared his throat purposefully and stood up, leaning his hands forward on the table like a general lording over a battle plan.

	"As I'm sure most of you have already figured out, those shots at the funeral were warning shots," said Benny. "My contact at the Sonora Cartel has already confirmed that their intention wasn't to bag anybody. It was a warning. A greeting of sorts, on their end. Given that we've established that, we can move on to discussing-"

	"Have we established that?" 

	Sean interrupted, surprising everyone at the table, but most of all, himself. He'd been both the manager and coach of most of his teams. It was, generally speaking, rude to interrupt someone midsentence, but oftentimes it was exactly what was called for when a player started fomenting the wrong kind of team spirit.

	"It's what I've been told, and obviously, no blood was spilled at the funeral," said Benny. "Do you really think the Sonora Cartel would have missed? Fuck, maybe you do. I keep forgetting who I'm asking!"

	"No," said Sean. "I don't think the Sonora Cartel would have missed their target, Benny."

	A silence, loaded and lethal, lingered in the aftermath of the simple assertion. Benny glared daggers at Sean with his one good eye.

	"Let's not get too far off track just yet," said Lilian.

	"Agreed,” said Ace. “Ben, what else did your contact say? This is Javier we're talking about, right?"

	"Not Javier," said Benny, quickly. "A new guy, I think. But he speaks for the cartel. Wants to set up a meeting with, and I quote, whoever the fuck is supposed to be calling the shots for the Costellos now."

	"Then we'll give him a meeting," said Sean. "Simple enough."

	"Not quite," said Ace, with a wince. "We've been putting this conversation off until we could have anyone together. Terrance has some… awfully big shoes to fill."

	"Along with an awfully big casino, and a big penthouse, and a big car," said Sean. "All of which now belong to me."

	His voice cracked ever so slightly on the last syllable, undercutting an otherwise cool moment. But the point was hardly diminished, and he noticed his father's trusted advisors glancing at one another, sensing the temperature of the table.

	"I'm going to go ahead and say what I know everyone else is already fucking thinking," said Benny, slapping a hand down on the table. "You're a kid. No hair on your chest. No experience. Still got acne, for Christ’s sake. The cartel will never take you seriously. You're just Terrance's long-lost brat."

	Sean sensed that this moment, what he said next, would decide everything. He wasn't even sure he knew what he really wanted, but when he thought about going home, about another aborted victory, second at best, his entire body began to smolder with heat.

	"Terrance's long-lost brat, huh?" Sean reached into the back of his waistline, withdrawing his Beretta and setting it casually down in his hand on the table. "Tell me, Benny. What did my father usually do when you tried to stir up a mutiny?"

	"Easy there, Captain," said Ace, with a nervous chuckle. "Wouldn't want to go and bring heat down on the family. Especially not here. This is a discussion, and you've made your point."

	"What point?" snapped Benny. "You gave him that gun, didn't you, Ace? How long's he had it for, a day? Goddammit, this is peak idiocy."

	"I think Sean has the same spirit that Terrance did," said Lilian. "Figuratively speaking. That's a spirit that I would love to have looking out for me and those I care about."

	She smiled and set a hand on her stomach. Sean nodded, though he was less than certain of whether her voice carried all that much weight.

	"I like the kid," said Mikael. He took out a cigar and lit it, pulling the table's ashtray over. "Might get himself killed. But not like we'd be out all that much if he did. Who'd get the casino next? Beatrice, no? She's reasonable."

	"Appreciate the vote of confidence," said Sean, dryly.

	"Too young," said Makoto. "Need someone with stronger voice."

	All eyes swung toward Ash. With the group more or less split, it seemed like it fell to her to decide either way. Sean held her gaze, wondering if it even mattered what she said, really. He did trust her. If she wouldn't support him, he wasn't sure he'd want to muddle forward, regardless.

	"Sean is still so young," she said. "But with the right help, with the right guidance, I think he could do better than Terrance. If he commits fully to the family and what will be demanded of him."

	Her voice was cold for the last sentence. He nodded, but still wasn't entirely sure himself whether her vote of confidence was a durable one.

	"…Fine," said Benny, after a long silence. "You want to meet with my contact in the Sonora Cartel, bud? Be my guest. But Ace and I should be there, too."

	"Agreed." Ace looked tired, and dug around his mouth with his finger, briefly baring his dentures in a cartoonish manner. "It's decided then. Ben, set it up."

	"Keep your phone on," Benny said to Sean. "It'll be tonight. They're always punctual."

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 35

	Sean meandered, not wanting to go straight back up to his room and open himself up to his mother's concerns and ire. He stood in the casino, people watching at first, before slowly making his way over to a table.

	"Feel free to sit down if you want to play," said the dealer, a tall blond man wearing the full employee Egyptian garb uniform.

	Sean chuckled. "I don't have any chips or any money."

	The dealer laughed right back. "You have all the chips and all the money, in essence. You play for free, sir."

	The question of whether the game would still be enjoyable was quickly answered as he sat down and had a stack of chips thrust in front of him. He played blackjack, making unnecessarily small bets, taking it seriously like he might have back when it mattered.

	He lost four games in quick succession, which felt like a bad omen. The dealer looked perplexed, but perhaps not as invested as he would have been had Sean actually been playing with his own money.

	"You'll get the next one," came a familiar voice. "Can I get you a drink?"

	Cleo, the waitress from his first night in The Pharaoh's Fortune, smirked at him as she leaned forward with a tray of martinis. Sean helped himself to both a drink and a view of her cleavage, suddenly more invested in flirtation than gaming.

	"I need your presence for good luck," he said, leaning back in his chair.

	"Oh, if you only knew how many times I've heard that line before."

	"Never before delivered so smoothly, I'm sure," he said.

	He took a drink of his martini and realized he was rather undecided on whether he liked olives.

	"Here." Cleo pressed a kiss to her tanned fingers and then leaned forward again to press them against his cards. "There's your good luck."

	"A kiss from you seems like more than just luck," he said.

	"Wouldn't you know it." She winked at him as he opted to take one last hit on his current hand.

	"Blackjack," said the dealer. "Congratulations, sir."

	"See?" said Cleo. "Works every time."

	"God, you must be popular here," said Sean.

	"I'm just a shy little waitress," said Cleo. "Honestly, I prefer small parties in the private backrooms to walking out and about across the grand casino floor."

	Sean heard the hint in her tone. He knew that The Pharaoh's Fortune had numerous backrooms, side rooms, conference rooms - places he could go, right then and there, with a cute, tanned waitress offering drinks and more.

	"I'm starting to get a sense of this casino," he said. "Learning its nooks and crannies at an aggressive pace."

	"It's a bit sad that I probably know it better than you do," she said, with a sigh. "I could show you around… if you wanted."

	But then… there was Dolly. He thought of her earnestness, the way she'd hugged him and seemed so naively possessive. He thought of her bickering with his mother, which, while potentially worrying, had also seemed like such a natural dynamic.

	He wasn't sure what they were yet, what they might become. But he knew at the very least that he didn't want to do anything to hurt her without thinking. He had enough thinking to do about problems involving guns and gangsters and cartels without gambling with the heart of one of the few constants in his life.

	"I have to pass on that," he said, reluctantly. "I will take another drink, though. Maybe a margarita in place of a martini?"

	Cleo looked surprised, but not disappointed. She glanced to the edge of the casino floor, over by where the elevators were. Sean followed her gaze and, stunned, saw the object of his recent concern walking toward him.

	Dolly seemed unsure at first about what she was doing or walking into. He worried that he might have to explain the situation, regardless of his heart's intentions. But then Cleo skipped over to her and leaned in to whisper something in Dolly's ear with the playful familiarity of longtime female friends.

	"Wait a second…" he said. "You know Dolly. You were expecting Dolly."

	"She wanted me to bring you a drink," said Cleo, with a shrug. "See what would happen, given how we… met the other day."

	"You were testing me." He let his knuckles tap on the felt of the table, undecided about how he felt about that. "Seriously?"

	"I don't know if I'd call it a test," muttered Dolly.

	"You did before, Dolly," said Cleo. "Be honest."

	"Okay, fine!" snapped Dolly. "I was testing you. I just wanted to know what you would do. You have a lot of… access here. Cleo told me what you and her already did and I just got confused about everything."

	"But I passed the test," he said, waving a finger. "With flying colors, I might add."

	"He absolutely did," said Cleo. "So… Why don't we give him a quick tour of the casino's nicer private rooms, Dolly? See if he sees anywhere that he thinks might be comfortable to lounge?"

	A slow smile crept onto Dolly's face. "I think a little prize is usually called for when someone passes a test… especially a hard one."

	"Looks like you won this round too, sir," said the dealer. "Your luck has seemingly turned around."

	"Most definitely," said Sean.

	He was already hard by the time they reached the edge of the casino floor. He put an arm around both Dolly and Cleo as they walked down the hallway. They shifted to leading him as they took a right turn, and then a left, both women smiling and walking with a playful, preeminent bounce in their step.

	"This one was Mr. Costello's favorite," said Dolly, stopping in front of a door.

	"I am Mr. Costello." He stepped in close behind her, letting his crotch press against her butt as he gently gripped her hips.

	"I know, I just meant…"

	"Don't worry," he said. "You'll still have a chance to make it a true statement."

	"Should I bring the two of you drinks, Mr. Costello, or…?" Cleo paused, smirking at them in a way that made her look as much the part of an Egyptian goddess as her outfit.

	"That's up to Mr. C," whispered Dolly. "I want to make sure you get a prize that satisfies you."

	"We'll all get drinks," he said. "After."

	He bumped Dolly forward, reaching behind him to take Cleo's hand and lead her into the room, too.

	 

	 


Chapter 36

	Sean was ready for action, so to speak, as he took in the decor of the private room. It maintained the casino's Egyptian theme, but with a more intimate ambiance. 

	Dim, seductive lighting cast a warm glow on the lavish couch at the center, its plush cushions beckoning Sean to sink in. Hieroglyph-inspired patterns adorned the walls, complemented by gold accents and luxurious fabrics, and a minibar sat discreetly in the corner. The lighting came from faux candles that had a faint flicker to them which contributed substantially to the ambience and mood.

	If the ambience was intended to lend itself to seduction, it was working phenomenally, at least in Sean's opinion. He grabbed Dolly and started kissing her, hands roving down her body to grope her buttocks. Cleo came in close from the side, rubbing Sean's back and sliding her own hand down to playfully pinch him.

	He felt his cock swell as he pulled Dolly closer, lips brushing against hers in a passionate kiss. He could feel the heat radiating from her body, her soft curves pressing against him. Dolly's fingers tangled in his hair, tugging gently as she deepened the kiss, her tongue dancing with his.

	As they broke apart for a moment, Sean gazed into Dolly's eyes, losing himself in their depths. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, genuine and joyful. He was falling for her, hard and fast, and in that moment, nothing else mattered.

	Cleo's hands continued to explore, her fingertips grazing over Sean's skin, leaving trails of fire in their wake. She leaned in close, her breath hot against his ear.

	"You two are so hot together. I could watch you all night," she whispered.

	Dolly giggled, her cheeks flushing a soft pink. "Oh, we're just getting started. Aren't we, Mr. C?"

	He reached out and cupped her breasts through her t-shirt, and then with a glance at Cleo, slowly pulled it up and over her head. Dolly wasn't wearing a bra underneath, which surprised him, though it shouldn't have. The casino's lower level was only a few steps away from the penthouse by elevator.

	"Dolly has such nice boobs," whispered Cleo. She cupped Sean's erection as he continued kissing Dolly, her touch sending waves of horny anticipation roiling through him.

	He shifted Dolly toward the couch, reaching back to drag Cleo along, too. The two women sat on either side of him, and he alternated between kissing each as they ran their hands across his chest, over his crotch. He took off his shirt while they handled his pants, feeling like the luckiest man on the planet as both women began teasing his manhood through his boxers.

	He pulled at Cleo's Egyptian gown and was pleasantly surprised, both by how willingly it came loose and how she was also braless underneath. She had a complete tan, her full breasts midsized and tipped by beautiful brown nipples.

	His anticipation mounted as Dolly and Cleo slowly peeled away his boxers, freeing his stiff cock. The cool air of the private room contrasted with the heat of the moment.

	"He's so big, Dolly," Cleo purred, her voice dripping with lust. "Lucky girl."

	She tentatively traced a finger along his hard shaft, following the faint outline of a vein under the bulging skin.

	Dolly grinned, her eyes locked on Sean's as she leaned in closer. "I know, right? I lucked out with my new boss in all the right ways."

	She wrapped her slender fingers around him, giving a gentle squeeze that made him gasp. Sean's heart raced, his breathing becoming shallow with each teasing touch.

	Cleo leaned in, her lips brushing against his ear. "Do you like that, Sean?"

	"I fucking love it." He turned his face toward hers and gave her a greedy kiss.

	Dolly lowered her face closer to his pulsing erection, moving with tantalizing slowness. Her warm breath ghosted over his sensitive skin, sending shivers through his body.

	"You're so sexy like this, Mr. C," Dolly whispered, her words caressing him like a physical touch. "So hard and ready."

	"I bet he fucks like a champ," said Cleo. "Has he had you yet, Dolly?"

	She blushed in the cutest way. "Don't ask me that!"

	"Sean?" asked Cleo, flinging the question his way.

	"What do you think?" He set a hand on the back of her head and gently coaxed her face closer.

	Dolly mirrored the movement, and the two women exchanged a mischievous glance before slowly lowering their faces closer to his cock. 

	In perfect unison, they flicked out their tongues, wet tips teasing him with exquisite pleasure. Sean groaned from the intensity of it, his hips bucking involuntarily with small movements as they continued to tease him with their skilled mouths and breathy whispers.

	He suddenly felt his phone vibrate from his pocket, which was now down by his ankle. He sensed the minor annoyance of both women as he stooped to pick it up.

	"It's my Mom," he said. "I should… probably take this."

	"…Seriously?" said Cleo.

	Dolly looked less surprised, but no less put off. "She'll never stop smothering you."

	"She'll freak out and start… ah… looking for me if I don't." He groaned as Cleo continued licking his cock, trying to steal back his focus. His own justification for answering felt somewhat hollow to him, an explanation after the fact.

	He wanted to answer her call. The thought of talking to her right then and there, with so much wrongness about what was going on, was… appealing? No, of course it wasn't. Why would it be?

	That's it, Trixie. You love my cock, don't you?

	He slid his thumb to answer the call. "Hey Mom."

	"Sean?" asked Beatrice, voice laden with concern. "Where are you right now?"

	"I'm in the casino." He struggled to keep his breathing heavy as Dolly and Cleo unhelpfully resumed kissing his pulsing erection from either side. "Just… trying to get lucky."

	"While playing with house money?" Beatrice sighed. "I suppose it's a boy thing. When are you going to come back?"

	"I'll come soon." He tried to breathe naturally as Dolly flicked her hair to one side and began suckling on the tip of his cock. "Soon as I'm done. I, ah, promise."

	"What's going on?" asked Beatrice. "Your voice sounds strange."

	"No it doesn't," he said, a little too quickly. Cleo was kissing and doing this insanely erotic nibbling thing at the base of his cock, all while playing with his balls with one hand.

	"Sweetie, I want you to come straight back once you're finished," said Beatrice, voice so soft and gentle it was almost cruel in context. "I'm worried about the… influence this is all having on you."

	"Uh-huh." He stifled a groan as Dolly really started bobbing her head, lewd spit noises emanating from her efforts. "Oh, Mom. I'll… be right up."

	"When, exactly?"

	"Soon!" he said. "Real… real soon. I gotta go. Oh!"

	"Sean, hold on. I-"

	"Oh fuck!" 

	He hung up the phone before completely losing it. Both of his hands grasped Dolly's head as his hips began pumping, thrusting, leaning forward into the embrace of her wet, sticky mouth.

	It was simply too much, an exquisite moment far beyond his pleasure threshold. He unloaded in Dolly's mouth. Cleo slid back in close to kiss his cheek and neck, whispering dirty things in her ear.

	"I bet that felt so good," she said. "Dolly has great lips. Look, she's not missing a drop. You should give her a raise."

	"Just her?"

	Cleo laughed and kissed him again. "I certainly wouldn't turn one down, either. Will it come with new responsibilities?"

	"Only when he has my permission!" said Dolly, firmly. "This was a special prize for good behavior."

	Sean laughed and pulled her in close to kiss her too. "You're cute when you're bossy. But ultimately, I'm the boss."

	"I know, Mr. C."

	 

	 


Chapter 37

	Sean’s phone vibrated again as the three of them were getting dressed, and once more, it was a call he had to take. He didn't recognize the number, but it was from a Vegas zip code, which could only mean one thing.

	"Hello?" he said.

	"It's Benny. Meeting's been set. Ace and I are already on the way."

	"Where and when?"

	"Ace, text him the details," said Benny, gruffly.

	Sean had more questions, but the other man had already hung up. He slid his phone back into his pocket and pulled his shirt on.

	"I take it your Mom is going to have to wait a while longer before having her concerns alleviated?" asked Dolly.

	"Unfortunately so. Can you run damage control for me if needed, Dolly?"

	"Only if needed," she said. "Beatrice scares me."

	"I would never let her fire you without my permission." He stepped closer to Dolly and kissed her on the lips. "Be back soon."

	He waved to both women as he left the private lounge room and started making his way through the casino. He didn't recognize the address Ace sent him, but that was no surprise. Vegas was still just a collection of unfamiliar streets, lit by a distracting mixture of ads and neon light after dark.

	The BMW's GPS led him out of the downtown area, through the more casual city edge, and further out, still. He made a single stop on the way to ensure he had everything he needed, but still felt underprepared as he parked at a location that seemed adequate for peace talks between rival gangs… assuming he was watching a movie or something theatrical.

	He was outside an abandoned warehouse, with all the usual broken windows and scrawled graffiti of varying artistic merit. It was late, but not that late, close to 9pm. It was cold, surprisingly so, and he found himself wishing he'd worn a jacket.

	For more reasons than one. He opened the trunk and made the relevant preparations. He'd brought his gun and tucked it into the back of his waistband in a spot where he could reach it, the weight and hardness of the weapon still so unfamiliar. 

	He caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of the car window, and try as he might, he couldn't see anything other than a somewhat nerdy, somewhat scrawny, somewhat uncertain looking teenager staring back at him.

	He imagined his face morphing into the older and wiser visage of his father. In his mind’s eye, Sean saw Terrance Costello smile at him and nod and, with a voice that he’d never actually heard outside of recordings, the phantom issued a few words of… encouragement?

	"See you soon if you fuck this up, Seanie," he said. 

	"Thanks," Sean muttered back dryly.

	He didn't need his ominous surroundings or a hallucination of his dead father to realize the danger he was in. He made sure he had cell service and quickly did the last thing that needed doing. It came to him that it might make the most sense to call Benny or Ace and try to have them bring the meeting outside, but he knew they wouldn't go for it and it likely wouldn't change much.

	He steeled his nerve and headed in through what appeared to be the front door. Each step he took crunched bits of broken glass underfoot, announcing his presence even before he'd made it through into the warehouse's empty and dilapidated interior.

	Benny and Ace were standing on the far side of the warehouse and came forward to meet him, both wearing leather jackets and jeans, Benny in black while Ace's was weathered brown. Ace was frowning in a way that Sean had never seen on him before. Pained, almost deflated.

	"Ace," said Sean. "Benny. Still waiting on the cartel contact?"

	Silence. Sean gave it a few seconds, hope briefly flaring as the two other men exchanged a glance before snuffing out again when nothing was said.

	"There is no cartel contact," he said.

	"Unfortunately not, kid," said Ace.

	"I told you to call me captain," he said, sounding younger and more tired than he wanted to.

	"What a joke." Benny lit a cigarette, took a puff, and gestured with the glowing tip. "This is what you get, Ace. Your reward for humoring Terrance's wayward bastard simply because he's around the same age as your granddaughter."

	"I wasn't humoring you, Cap," said Ace. "I believed in you. Unfortunately, this is a dirty business."

	"Fuck off," said Sean.

	"He's telling the truth," said Benny. "He was on your side up until I let him know that I've been keeping tabs on his family. Ace, always the loner these days, but he does have a kid, and she's got a kid, and we wouldn't want anything to happen to them. Right Ace?"

	Ace didn't say anything. He opened his mouth, but only flashed a glimpse of his dentures, which were staying put, for once.

	"You set up the shooting at the funeral," said Sean. "Thought that would scare me off."

	"I bet you wish it had now, huh?" Benny tried to blow smoke Sean's way, but he was just out of reach. "I gave you every opportunity to make the smart choice."

	"I've been making smart choices," said Sean. "One of which was to have that will examined by a professional. It was easy to see how it'd been doctored. Whoever did it fumbled the job."

	"I don't really care," said Benny. "It's not going to matter soon. Sayid will say whatever I want him to say, especially with you dead."

	"Are you sure about that? I set the evidence up with a friend who will send it to the authorities if I go missing."

	"That kind of shit only works on TV," said Benny. "I'll deal with it if it happens, again, with Sayid's help. He might have been reluctant to let me tamper with the will, but he'll keep his mouth shut when it comes to the police."

	"He might not," said Ace. "He might talk."

	"What, you think this'll all work out if you try to talk me out of what has to be done, Ace?" asked Benny. "Not a chance. Now go take that gun you gave him back."

	Sean reached behind him and slowly drew the weapon, holding it down at his side. It spoke to the level of threat that Benny apparently considered him to be, or not be, that he only did the same, drawing his own pistol but not yet aiming it.

	"Don't make this hard, Sean," said Benny. "There are easy ways to die and there are hard ways to die. Trust me. You'll like the easy way more. So will your mother."

	Sean tightened his grip around the pistol, fury rising in the face of the goading.

	"Oh yeah, I'll make sure she's not too broken up about your death," said Benny. "You can be sure about that. Had my eye on her since back when she was still Terrance's obsession. Long time in the making, spreading those thighs. Oh yeah."

	"You're making this easy for me, Benny," said Sean.

	Benny furrowed his brow. "Making what easy? You ready for the end?"

	"Should be," said Sean. "Go ahead, Serge."

	There was a faint hiss as the drone suddenly dropped into hearing distance. Benny looked up, which was the worse thing he could have done, given that the drone's makeshift trigger switch was attached to a can of bear spray with the safety off. Another hiss, an acrid, peppery scent, and Benny was screaming in pain.

	"Fuck!" he shouted.

	He fired at where Sean had been standing, but even if he'd still been standing there, the shot would have gone wide. The loudness of it was still a shock to the senses, though the next two shots from Benny's gun had a more bearable, muted quality.

	Sean somewhat nervously allowed him to empty his chamber, keeping his own weapon and attention on Ace. The old bodyguard hadn't made a move, hands still held limply at his sides.

	When Sean could hear again, he spoke. "Take your gun out, put it on the ground, and kick it away from you, Ace."

	"I'm not going to shoot you, kid." Ace instead put his hands on his head, running them back through his hair. "Maybe that makes me a hypocrite that I could walk you into this without being able to pull the trigger, but it's a fact."

	Sean swallowed, feeling a bit disarmed by the old man's honesty. "Alright. Keep your hands up there, then."

	"I will."

	He walked over to Benny slowly. The gangster had thrown up on himself and was trying to reload his pistol, but couldn't quite make it happen in the midst of his suffering. He kept rubbing his eyes with his hands but predictably, it did not seem to help.

	"He'll kill you if you let him live," said Ace.

	"Fuck you, Ace!" shouted Benny. "And fuck you, you stupid, pale, nerdy little bastard! You don't have the balls to kill me. You had one trick and now it's played out."

	"To be honest… I don't really know if I have the balls to actually shoot you," admitted Sean. "Unfortunately for you, I'm leaning more the bad way than the good way. Ace… this is the safety, right?"

	Ace chuckled. "Yeah, kid. Captain. That's the safety. Just push it down."

	Sean did it with his thumb. Benny had begun rising to his feet, about to break into a run. Sean stepped closer than he would have liked, close enough to be unable to miss.

	He took aim and fired. The kick felt tremendous in his hand compared to anything in Scope Knight. The shot did not go wide, but it also didn't stop Benny's screaming. The bullet took him through the stomach and, if anything, his pained melody increased in volume and tempo.

	"Oh fuck," moaned Benny. "Oh… oh fuck! Oh god… please."

	"Did you kill my father, Benny?" asked Sean.

	"No, no, I swear!" cried Benny.

	"He was in on it for sure, but I don't think it was just him," said Ace.

	"It was the cartel!" cried Benny. "I swear to god! Please!"

	"Who in the cartel? Who ordered it and who carried it out?"

	"El Fumador!" said Benny. "Their leader ordered it. I don't know who else."

	"Good to know," said Sean. "So even if you had set up the meeting, I'd be dealing with the people who killed my father. I might not have much love for him, but that… still would leave a bad taste in my mouth."

	"You'll let me live?" asked Benny.

	Sean moved to stand over him and, steadying his hand, fired one more time at Benny's head. He missed, which took some of the wind out of his sail. He fired again and this time, the moaning stopped.

	"You got someone nearby flying that thing?" asked Ace, looking at the drone.

	"Nah, he doesn't do cities," said Sean. "Or… outdoors in general. But you can fly a drone from across the country just as well as nearby with the right set up if you're already used to gaming on ping."

	"Don't know what that means, but I suppose it doesn't really matter." Ace got down on his knees, hands still on his head. "Do it in one for me, Captain. Benny is right about one thing. There are easy ways and hard ways to die, and I think I'd prefer the former."

	Sean swallowed, hand suddenly sweaty around the gun. This was the real test. He wasn't sure which of them was taking it. Maybe both.

	"I'm not going to kill you, Ace," he said. 

	"You should always kill anyone who tries to kill you unprovoked, Captain," said Ace. "Though I suppose I'm not about to stop you if you wanted to make the exception. But in general… it's a good way to end up dead a lot faster than you otherwise would. Trusting people who have given you reason not to trust them."

	"I didn't say I trusted you," said Sean. "Just that I'm not going to kill you."

	"Might I ask why? Assuming it won't piss you off and make you change your mind?"

	Sean gestured to Benny, blood pooling around the body. "More than likely, if I try to handle this body myself, I'll end up getting caught. I think I'd rather take my chances with you than the police."

	 


Chapter 38

	The Pharaoh's Fortune was quiet, the casino floor occupied by no more than a dozen people, staff included. Sean made his way up to the penthouse, listening to each ding of the elevator until it reached his private floor.

	Dolly was there to greet him with a hug that could have been used as a tackling example for aspiring linebackers. "Mr. C! Where have you been? Are you okay? Why weren't you picking up your phone?"

	"I'm fine, Dolores." He gave her a squeeze and let out a long breath. "Just handling some business."

	She pulled back far enough to confirm that he didn't have any bullet holes in him, and then hugged him again, if anything, more tightly. Sean felt a profound mixture of emotions building toward her which he dared not name, not yet at least.

	"I made soup!" said Dolly. "And brownies. Come! Let me feed you!"

	"I just need rest, Dolly," he said. "Rest and a shower."

	"Let me feeeed yoooou!" She dramatically slid down to the ground as he tried to walk off, clinging to one of his ankles. Sean stooped down to kiss her on the forehead, then the lips, and then finally freed himself and slipped into the bathroom.

	He'd left his gun with Ace, after receiving a basic explanation of what cleaning up a murder actually entailed. His clothing would be next, tossed into a bag and then brought down to the casino’s basement the next morning for disposal in the furnace.

	He turned the shower on and stood waiting for the water to heat up as he pulled his shirt off, uncertain about how he felt. He'd killed Benny, and that fact didn't disturb him nearly as much as he would have thought it might. 

	The consequences, the fear of getting caught, all of it was shockingly easy to compartmentalize. In fact, it was manageable to a degree that left him wondering how well he really knew himself.

	The bathroom door, which he hadn't locked, opened. He sighed and leaned his head back slightly, eyes still closed.

	"I'll have one of the brownies after, Dolly," he said. "Promise."

	"It's me, Sean," said his mother. She took a few steps forward, her night robe clad outline visible in the vague reflection off the glass shower door. "Tell me what happened."

	"Nothing."

	"That's what he would always say," said Beatrice. "Nothing."

	"I'm not him."

	"I know." She wrapped her arms around him, hugging from behind. "That's one of the many reasons why I love you so, so much more."

	His body was sensitive, warm and humid from the shower's initial humidity. He could feel the soft press of her against him, with only the thinnest and finest layer of fabric in between.

	"I'll always love you, Sean," she whispered.

	"Even if I did something bad tonight?"

	The question left his mouth without really thinking about it. Was he seeking absolution, or judgment, regardless of what it might be?

	"Oh, sweetie…" whispered Beatrice, arms tightening across his chest. "I used to be involved. I've done bad things, too."

	He turned around slowly, droplets of hot water pelting the glass within the shower, making the bathroom feel far more heated than it was. His mother stayed close, and the tiny distance between them seemed to coopt the tenor of the moment.

	"Like what?" The tension on the air felt as warm and conspicuous as the steam billowing around them, and he had push the question out through an oddly scratchy throat.

	"Bad things." She still didn't step back or look away, staying in the tension with him even as it seemed to distort in a strange but interesting direction.

	He saw a shift in her expression, an edge of devious history, and knew with heart thudding certainty that he was looking at Trixie, not Beatrice, not his mother. He felt a disturbing and perverse impulse to take something else that used to belong to his father.

	"Um…" She swallowed, mouth hanging open for a pause. "Your shower is probably ready. Never takes too long to get hot."

	"Not like back home," he said, nodding slowly.

	"Things are different here."

	"I love you, Mom." He stepped forward to sweep her into a tight hug.

	"I love you so much more, sweetie," she whispered against his neck, fingers digging in ever so slightly against his back. "So, so much more."

	There was a loaded, seemingly inevitable moment as they began to part, eyes locking together as their hands trailed off each other's bodies. Sean didn't really know what he was doing, where his mind was at. The homemade video of Trixie seemed to orbit around his thinking alongside memories of her cooking and cleaning back home.

	He leaned in ever so slightly, feeling drawn to her in a strange, objectively wrong way. His mother blinked, seeming to realize the intensity and draw of the circumstance. She didn't pull away, simply blinked a little faster, one hand rising to rest on his chest, as though she simply wanted the option of stopping him, only if needed.

	He kissed her on the cheek, letting his lips linger for too long, keeping his mouth closed as he pulled back.

	"Oh," whispered Beatrice. "Sweetie."

	"Mom…"

	She turned her mouth toward his and that was all the encouragement he needed. He kissed her on the lips, Trixie's moans from the video echoing through his mind as though he was hearing them for the first time. Everything. He wanted everything his father had left him. Beatrice let out a tiny little moan as her lips moved against his and then, all at once, she was patting him on the chest and pulling back.

	"I think you need to cool off," she whispered, with a smile. "Or heat up. The shower."

	"The shower," he said.

	He stepped back from her. She cleared her throat, fixed her night robe, and took two steps toward the door.

	"I love you, Sean," she said.

	"You said that before," he teased. "God, Mom, you're like a broken record."

	"Have some of the soup Dolores made before filling up on brownies," said Beatrice. "They're actually not bad. At least she didn't use a boxed mix."

	"Glad to see she's starting to win you over, too."

	Beatrice chuckled and gave him one last smile as she departed. Sean took off the rest of his clothing and climbed into the shower, heart still racing in the most exquisitely confusing way.

	He wanted more.
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