
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter 1

	Sean remained convinced that The Pharaoh's Fortune casino still had that new casino smell. It was a smell not dissimilar to spilled cocktails, stale perfume, secondhand smoke, and fresh pressed cash.

	He'd obviously only inherited the casino, but the newness of it to him specifically was a treat for the mind. Two weeks ago, he'd been a nerdy eighteen-year-old more concerned about interpersonal drama within his Scope Knight team than his bank account or anything resembling a relationship to his long lost father.

	And now, he stood on the ground level of Las Vegas's most mesmerizing and entertaining establishment in which to rapidly lose all of one’s money. He smiled, but the appreciation was still born. There was no noise beyond the casino's ambient jazz music, no movement apart from the faux Nile River and flashing slot lights.

	Where was everybody?

	He walked deeper onto the casino floor, genuinely perplexed. It was not a mere lack of midmorning guests seeking to gamble during off hours. There were no employees, no dealers wearing Egyptian tunics, no bouncers holding vigil outside the cages. Nobody.

	He paused, wondering for a moment if he was dreaming. The idea unsettled him as he considered how much of recent events might be a dream, in that case. But no — his thinking was far too clear and consistent.

	Ace appeared from the hallway leading to the side door. The old bodyguard seemed as unaware of his own aged state as ever. His long hair grew from the back two thirds of his scalp, and his entire face was like wrinkled leather out of a smoker's closet. His current dour facial expression certainly didn't help.

	"Ace," said Sean, gesturing around. "Where the hell is everybody? Is today a holiday? Wait… does the casino even close for holidays?"

	"We do double business on holidays, kid," said Ace. "Unfortunately, today is more of a red-letter date than a seasonal one. The casino, well… really you, are out of money. All your staff were furloughed."

	"What?" Sean shook his head. "Out of money? How the fuck is that possible?"

	Ace let out a cough reminiscent of an ancient, sputtering engine. "That's a damn good question. I think this was already in the cards long before you got here. It's why Benny acted as rashly as he did, and probably why he was so dead set on not cutting you in."

	The mention of Benny, Sean's father's backstabbing best friend, changed the tone of the conversation. Benny had tried to outplay Sean, a move which had cost him his life. 

	Ace had been forced into that same betrayal with threats toward his family. The only reason Sean had spared him and given him a second chance was out of a need for Ace's skillset, and perhaps an unwillingness to give up the helpful friend and advisor he'd inherited from his father.

	"That explains why this happened, but why am I only hearing about it now?" asked Sean. 

	"It would have come up in the financial statements you were due to catch up on today," said Ace. "I also called you this morning when I first found out. Twice, actually."

	Sean frowned and folded his arms. He'd been busy with his maid, chef, and live-in lover, Dolly, when he'd gotten Ace's call. They'd fallen into the habit of sneaking sex early in the morning and late at night, trying to keep their horny excursions out of the face of Sean's mother, Beatrice, who was still living with him in the penthouse above the casino.

	"What am I supposed to do?" asked Sean. "There has to be some way of fixing this, or at least buying time, right?"

	Ace winced. "I'm not really a numbers guy, Captain. Even assuming I was, these are some big numbers we're talking about. It's not like I can just snap my fingers and make money appear out of thin air."

	"I could sell the car that my father left to me, I suppose," said Sean. "Would that buy me some time?"

	"Uh… not really," said Ace, with a chuckle. "I doubt it would cover even a day of expenses."

	"How is the casino not breaking even, at least?" muttered Sean.

	"Again, not a numbers guy," said Ace. "Think it has to do with the lack of hosted events along with the throughflow of the current season. Winter is when the heavy gamblers really come out."

	"I could sell some of the other properties my dad left me," said Sean. "I don't need half a dozen mansions in as many states. The penthouse is enough."

	"Unfortunately, I think most of them are already leveraged and the ones that aren't won't buy you much time," said Ace. "What you really need is to work out a financing deal with Vargas & Holmes. That's the bank your pops was in with, for better or for worse."

	"Ominous phrasing." Sean scratched his neck. "Can you set up a meeting? Today, if possible."

	"On it, Captain."

	Sean's phone rang. He guessed that it was his mother and confirmed as much as he checked the screen.

	"What's up, Mom?" he said. "I'm a little busy right now."

	He noted the glance he got from Ace. His mother let out a preemptive sigh on the other side of the line.

	"Why?" said Beatrice. "What's going on?"

	Her voice was filled with the concern and worry that had become so common to her in recent days. In a very real sense, she knew the pitfalls and temptations of Vegas better than he did. 

	"Nothing," he said. "I mean that literally. The casino is empty. The employees are all furloughed. We didn't open today."

	"Oh God."

	"You sound as delighted as you do surprised, mother dearest," he said, only just suppressing his annoyance.

	"Should I not be?" she said. "I've made my opinion on the direction you should be taking your life in clear to you every step of the way. Maybe now we can go home and go back to normal."

	Sean sighed loudly into his phone and said nothing. His mother didn't realize that there was no going back to normal. He'd killed a man, and yet somehow, that still seemed secondary to the darker and more perverse changes Vegas had inflicted on him.

	He'd watched the video of Trixie and Terrence several more times across the past few days. Mostly alone, but once with Dolly busily working to get him off with her hands and mouth. He'd turned the sound off that time, not wanting his new girlfriend to recognize Trixie's voice and realize just how fucked up he was.

	"I need to find a way to cover the casino's debts," muttered Sean. "I'm on the hook for all of this regardless of whether I'm here in Vegas or home in Pinecross."

	"You could simply declare bankruptcy," said Beatrice.

	"Be serious."

	"I'd still love you even if you had bad credit."

	He chuckled, but the playful tone in her voice reminded him all too much of the horny goading of Trixie in the sex tape. "I'll give you an update tonight."

	"Hold on," she said. "I'm going grocery shopping today."

	"Doesn't Dolly usually do that?"

	"She does, but she has a bad habit of forgetting things. I need you to give me a list of all the things you usually complain about not having."

	"I really don't have time for this right now," he said.

	"It's now or never. I swear, if I have to make another trip out later this week, I'll—"

	"Sorry, Mom, you're breaking up."

	He hung up on her, knowing he'd receive hell for it later. Something stirred inside him at that, a dark flutter of anticipation. Seeing her in that state, flustered and annoyed and heated, felt different now. Exciting, almost. God, maybe she was right. Maybe Vegas was changing him for the worse.

	"Ace?" Sean glanced over at the old man, who'd also been making a call. "What have you got for me?"

	"I talked to the bank." Ace made a face like he'd tasted something sour. "They're busy as all hell, as you'd expect. But Duncan Vargas himself is taking an appointment in town today, meeting with someone relevant to us."

	"Who?"

	"Lilian," said Ace. 

	"When?"

	"Right now," said Ace. "Lilian chimed in to say that she'd give us some time out of her own appointment if we scramble over there."

	"Fuck," muttered Sean. "She's going to want something in return."

	"Oh yeah. I said yes, but I could call back and make it a no."

	"Nah," said Sean. "Let's go. Out of the oven and into the frying pan."

	"You've got a high heat tolerance, kid," said Ace. "I'll give you that much."

	 


Chapter 2

	The baking heat of the unforgiving midmorning Vegas sun greeted Sean like a soft slap to the face as he climbed out of his BMW next to Ace. They'd driven out of The Strip and into Vegas's more mundanely impressive business district.

	The office of Vargas & Holmes was on the twentieth floor of a boringly expensive building. They took the elevator up and entered a spacious waiting room, as conspicuously empty as the casino had been. A cute, young secretary with big, circular glasses checked them in.

	"Mr. Vargas is in the middle of a meeting right now," she said, in a firm but polite voice. "Are you sure he's expecting you?"

	"He is," said Sean. "I'm Sean Costello."

	He didn't mean it as a name drop, but she furrowed her brow, resistance dissolving. After disappearing down the hallway for a minute, she returned and motioned for them both to follow.

	They were led past a second waiting area, this one with a small fountain surrounded by bonsai trees, to the door of an office with the nameplate D. Vargas on the door. The secretary knocked and announced them, and a voice inside called for them to enter.

	Sean stepped into the office, the door gliding silently on well-oiled hinges. The room was a testament to luxury and taste, with a wide mahogany desk dominating the space. On the walls hung various abstract paintings, their vibrant colors clashing just enough to draw the eye without overwhelming it. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city, with the sun casting long shadows across the plush carpet.

	Behind the desk sat Duncan Vargas, a man whose appearance screamed 'successful banker' in every sense. His silver hair was meticulously styled, and he exuded a quiet confidence that was unnerving in context. 

	He looked up from his papers with dark, piercing eyes that seemed to assess Sean in an instant without revealing their conclusion. Smiling, he leaned back in his chair, hand rising to rub his chin with his thumb.

	Across from him, Lilian sat in one of two high-backed leather chairs, legs crossed elegantly. Her business attire accentuated her natural beauty – a tailored skirt suit in deep plum that highlighted her fiery auburn hair and porcelain skin. 

	A simple string pearl necklace adorned her neck, adding a touch of old-world elegance to her modern look. Her cool blue eyes met Sean's briefly before she turned back to Vargas, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

	It was impossible for Sean to look at Lilian without it stirring a similar conflict to the one he'd been struggling with toward his own mother. He'd seen Terrence's video of Lilian all the way through, though not as many times. The pearl necklace she currently had on wasn't the only one he'd seen decorating her pale and slender neck.

	"Mr. Costello," Vargas said, rising slightly in his seat and extending a hand. "Duncan Vargas. A pleasure to finally meet you."

	Sean nodded and shook his hand as he took the remaining chair, feeling its smooth leather against his back as Ace stood slightly behind him.

	"Thanks for seeing us on such short notice, Mr. Vargas," he said.

	Duncan waved it off lightly. "You should thank Mrs. Costello here. She's the one who ensured this meeting could happen."

	Sean’s gaze shifted to Lilian. She smiled, her lips curving faintly, an air of practiced grace. 

	"It's the least I could do," said Lilian, voice warm and carrying a subtle undercurrent he couldn’t quite place.

	Her hand drifted, patting his leg gently. The touch lingered a moment too long, sending an inexplicable tightness to Sean's throat. He chuckled and saw her smile back, which only seemed to multiply that strange heat in his chest and neck.

	"My condolences on your father's passing," said Duncan, his voice smooth, practiced. "Terrence was… a remarkable man. Our paths crossed many times, always under unique circumstances."  

	"Thank you," said Sean. "I wasn't close with him myself."

	"You weren't?" Duncan seemed caught off guard by that. "I was to understand that you inherited the vast bulk of his estate and responsibilities."

	"Sean mainly lived with his mother, but of course he was drawn back to life here in Nevada by circumstance, as any loyal son would be in the wake of their father's death," said Lilian, in a careful tone.

	He nodded slowly, trying to better sense the situation. Did it matter that he'd barely known his father? To him, it was just a fact of life, but to the man behind the bank he would soon be pleading for financing from, it might seem more relevant. He glanced at Ace, but the old bodyguard looked vaguely detached from the situation.

	"I'm simply doing what I can to honor his legacy," said Sean. "Keeping my hand firmly on the wheel of the ship."

	"Which I'm sure is most of the reason why you were so keen on getting a meeting with me today, I'm sure," said Duncan. "It's all over the news. The Pharaoh's Fortune closing its doors unexpectedly so shortly after the death of, well… the pharaoh, in essence."

	"I meant to call you earlier, Sean," said Lilian. "I had this appointment scheduled weeks ago. I was already going to offer it to you, if possible, as this matter affects my interests as much as yours."

	Sean nodded slowly, trying not to reveal how much he felt like he was currently in over his head.

	"I'll level with you as gently as I can, Sean," said Duncan. "Your father relied heavily on my bank's good will. We were financing your entire operation on the expectation of The Pharaoh's Fortune turning around its financial situation and becoming more able to pay us back further down the line. This is not the future which, as far as I can see, has materialized."

	"Slow down, Duncan," said Lilian. "I think you're jumping the gun a bit, don't you? Nothing has changed beyond a small adjustment in leadership."

	"I could trust Terrence to be crafty and how he so often found money to pay his debts with," said Duncan. "I don't mean to diminish your capabilities, young man, but I don't see you having that same… skillset."

	Sean felt his face heat up but forced his voice level. "You're giving up on me prematurely, Duncan. My father was stuck in his ways. Ask anyone. The Pharaoh's Fortune needed new blood, fresh ideas, and now it has both. How do we fix this?"

	"Unless you can show me how you expect your casino to be profitable moving forward, I'm not going to be able to convince my partner to continue extending the generous line of credit we afforded Terrence," said Duncan.

	"We have that poker tournament coming up," said Sean, remembering the event that the casino staff had previously been preparing for. "Ace, how are ticket sales looking for that?"

	"It's sold out," said Ace. "But, uh, we were adjusting seating to release some more tickets to bring in even more revenue."

	"I did hear about that…" said Duncan, in a considering tone. "I suppose assuming this event is locked in, and you can produce evidence of these ticket sales, it might buy you a week. Two, tops."

	"That's enough time for Sean to move funds around," said Lilian, nodding to Sean as though trying to hint at something. "Consolidate his operation. Terrence was, as you well know, very particular about not touching certain assets."

	"That he was," said Duncan. "Consider me partially convinced. You have one week, Sean. If I were you, I would have an accountant take a serious look at everything your father left you, including the dust under the rug."

	Lilian smiled and stood up. Sean took that as a cue that the meeting was over. He shook Duncan's hand one last time and left the office, unsure as to whether he had a better or worse sense of what the hell he was going to do next.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Sean rode the elevator down to the ground floor with Lilian and Ace in complete silence. He felt tired, but paradoxically, like he was also waking up from a dream.

	Was that all it had ever been? Vegas, the casino, the penthouse, even Dolly. He would have nothing to show for his time in Nevada. Maybe there'd be enough money to scrape together afterward to put some toward college or into savings, but he doubted it. 

	Worse still was the sickening suspicion that he'd be comparing every high moment across the rest of his life to this short little chapter. If he went on to be successful, to have what he would have once considered a solid career, he'd always be comparing it to what he'd so briefly tasted in Sin City. 

	"Let's all just take a breath and resist the urge to overreact," said Lilian. "It's always like this with Vargas & Holmes. I experienced it myself, Sean. My meeting was in regard to the fate of the racetrack, you know. If your situation crumbles to dust, it's likely that mine will as well, given that Vargas & Holmes will be squeezing the half of that racetrack they take possession of for every cent that will come out of it."

	"That's not really encouraging," muttered Sean.

	"Then how about I focus on feeding you, rather than encouraging you," said Lilian. "Let's get lunch."

	Sean checked the time, only then realizing that it was late enough in the day for food to be a growing consideration. "Sure, why not. I suppose it's better than sulking over my lost empire."

	"I'll give the two of you some space," said Ace. "I'll call you later, Sean. We'll figure things out."

	The old bodyguard clapped him on the shoulder, but Sean could see a similar calculus taking place on his face. He'd inherited a car collection from Terrence. It was possible he might simply settle for selling some of the rarer specimens to set himself up comfortably and simply disappear, go look after the daughter and granddaughter Benny had used to blackmail him with.

	Or maybe not. Sean watched Ace walk off, wondering how much his own negative outlook was coloring reality. He followed alongside Lilian into the parking lot and the BMW, and the two of them drove to a nice little Italian restaurant that she suggested, and they found a table outside.

	"I'll have a white wine spritzer," said Lilian. "Along with the roasted chicken salad."

	"I'll have a Sprite and the turkey club sandwich," said Sean.

	He passed his menu to the waiter, the significance of Lilian's order only then dawning on him. He glanced at her stomach and then back to her face, seeking a diplomatic way of phrasing his question.

	"I'm not pregnant," she said, with a small shrug. 

	"It's none of my business," said Sean.

	"No, it is. It would be your half brother or sister in the oven, after all." Lilian sighed and sagged back in her chair, looking tired and somehow, younger. "I suppose I was pushing back at reality. Clinging to the idea of having a child, a family. It was such a grounding thought after losing Terrence."

	Sean wasn't sure what to say. Their waiter arrived back with their drinks. Lilian didn't hear him and shifted in surprise as he made to pass her drink to her from a blind spot. It tipped and spilled onto her blouse as she slid her chair back.

	"Oh, I'm so sorry!" said the waiter.

	"It's alright," said Lilian. "Really. It's fine."

	She stood up and hurried off to the bathroom.

	 

	***

	 

	The last intention Lilian had ever harbored was to open up to her dead husband's son about her desire to have a family. But, as had so often been the case throughout her life, the decision hadn't felt like it was solely hers, in the end.

	She examined her reflection as she blinked and breathed, trying to suppress tears that would fuck up her makeup beyond what could easily be repaired. She reached into her purse, pulling loose a small flask that might have been mistaken for a perfume bottle and taking a quick sip.

	Had she loved Terrence? She wondered about that sometimes, especially in the wake of his death, with so many conflicting emotions battling for supremacy. She'd been comfortable with him, or with his money, at least. She really had wanted to have his child even if it'd been for herself rather than as part of a shared vision of a family future for them both.

	Another sip from the flask. Her blouse had a huge wet patch on it, and she knew if she immediately ordered another drink, and another after that, it would draw Sean's attention. He was frustratingly perceptive — rather unlike his father, in that.

	He was in better shape than his father. Younger, closer to her in age. She had wanted to hate him, or at least feel nothing for him, when they'd first met. It would have made it easier to secure what belonged to her in the scrabbling for Terrence's assets.

	But she didn't hate Sean. She put the flask away and tried to wipe her blouse off some more. She didn't hate him, and in fact, wanted to help him stabilize Terrence's legacy, as much as that could be done.

	He wasn't an idiot, but he was young, in need of guidance and proper influence. Maybe more than just that. Lilian let her hand slide down to her stomach again as a wicked thought came to her.

	Perhaps a baby and a larger share of Terrence's estate might be within her grasp, after all.

	 

	***

	 

	"Are you alright?" asked Sean. "You were in there for a while."

	The waiter had brought him his food already, and the urge to nibble had been a bit too strong for him to resist. Lilian waved a hand dismissively, smiling.

	"Just seeing how dry I could get my blouse," she said. "I don't want to take an Uber with a stain down my front and have the driver assumer I'm drunk and possibly suggestable."

	"I'll just give you a ride home after we eat," said Sean. "It's no trouble."

	"That would be so convenient." She smiled and reached across the table to touch his hand. "I'm planning on doing a little more work in the city first, though. It might make sense for me to just drop by your place and dry my shirt off there. If you didn't mind."

	He blinked, the idea of Lilian shirtless in the penthouse piquing his interest even as he imagined Dolly and his mother scowling at the intrusion. "Yeah, of course. That would be fine."

	"Thank you, Sean," said Lilian. "Maybe we can brainstorm some more ways to generate some profits for the casino. Get the gears of the money engine all lubed up, so to speak."

	He nodded slowly. "I like the way you think."

	Lilian let out a bubbly laugh and touched his arm. "So did your father."

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	"I think the clothes dryer is in a closet in the bathroom," said Sean, as he stepped out of the elevator and into his recently acquired penthouse.

	"You think?" asked Lilian, with a laugh.

	"Can you tell that I've had my maid and my mother helping me with my laundry?" he asked, with a guilty smile. "Speaking of which, I'm surprised they both aren't here."

	"Were you expecting them to be? Do they simply wait at the door for you to get home when you aren't around like favored pets?"

	"Uh, not exactly,” he said.

	"I'm just teasing you."

	Lilian touched his shoulder again. She'd been doing that a lot more, too, but he wasn't complaining. He started to lead her toward the bathroom, but of course, Lilian had lived in the penthouse herself and clearly knew the way better than he did.

	"Perfect," she said. "I'll just throw my blouse in the dryer for now. White wine is kind when it comes to stains, thankfully."

	She began unbuttoning her shirt without turning around. Sean watched for a second or two before doing the polite thing and averting his gaze.

	"I'll grab you something to wear in the meantime," he said.

	"Appreciate it."

	Despite making the suggestion, it took Sean far longer than it should have to convince his legs to put some space between himself and his father's widow. He eventually made his way to his room and grabbed her a T-shirt, one of Terrence's old t-shirts, and wondered if perhaps she'd already worn it at some point before.

	"How's this?" he said. "I could also snag something from Dolly's wardrobe. Or… my mother's."

	"This is fine." Lilian dropped her arms as she reached out to grab it, revealing a white lace bra that cupped her full breasts like the intricate pastry lattice of a master baker's pie crust.

	She pulled it on slowly, so much so that he wondered if she was showing off for him. Ridiculous. No, she was simply aware of her hair and makeup, deliberate in her appearance and movements. A woman as beautiful and poised as she was had every right to take her time.

	"It looks good on you," he said, feeling the need to make words.

	Lilian glanced down at the logo of the beer company emblazoned across the swell of her chest and smiled knowingly. "Thanks. I like the fit. Soft and loose. Cozy."

	"Yeah."

	The dryer rumbled in the background. Sean tried not to stare at her, while simultaneously trying to answer the question of what to say or do next. It was hard to think against the aura of her presence, especially with the new mental image of her bra-clad breasts kicking through his mind.

	"We could sit down," he finally said. "Watch, uh, a movie or something. While we wait for your blouse to dry off."

	"I'd like that." Lilian stepped closer to him. "Is there anything that's caught your eye on Netflix lately? I'm down for whatever you want, Sean."

	He let out a low chuckle. "Oh, I'm sure we'll find something."

	"Okay." Lilian touched his shoulder. "Let's go put it on. Maybe you could grab a blanket, too? The AC in this place is always so chilly."

	She bit her lower lip and made a little noise with an exaggerated shiver for emphasis. Sean nodded slowly, biting back a flirty comment about how he would keep her warm. God, she was his father's wife. She wasn't Dolly. She wasn't coming on to him.

	Wait, was she coming on to him?

	He stared at her and she stared back, and the pounding intimacy of the moment made him want to kiss her, just to see if he could. A devilish part of him didn't really care if she pulled away or slapped him, regardless of what was advisable or sensible.

	The moment hung on the precipice of either greatness or disaster, right up until the front door leading to the elevator chimed. Sean breathed out and Lilian stepped away from him, perhaps coming to her senses, too.

	"Sean? Are you home?" His mother's voice called out to him right as the elevator doors opened. "I have groceries that I could use your help putting away."

	"On my way." 

	He slowly breathed out and snapped back to reality, walking down the hall and into the living room. It wasn't until he caught his mom's bewildered expression that he realized how it must look to have Lilian in his penthouse wearing borrowed clothing.

	"Hello, Beatrice," said Lilian. "Sean took me out to lunch. I spilled a drink on my shirt, and he was kind enough to let me dry it off here rather than having to take the ride of shame home all wet and sticky."

	Beatrice stepped into the penthouse with a small sigh, grocery bags hanging from both hands. She wore a simple cream-colored cardigan over a white T-shirt and faded jeans that somehow made her look both casual and elegant. 

	Her raven hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, revealing the sharp angles of her cheekbones and the gentle curve of her neck. Even dressed down, she possessed that effortless beauty that turned heads.

	Her blue eyes narrowed as they swept between Sean and Lilian, but her lips curved into a polite smile. "Of course. These things happen. Would you like some help with your laundry, Lilian?"

	"That's very kind of you, but I've got it handled," said Lilian. "It shouldn't take much longer."

	Beatrice's gaze locked onto Sean, and he felt himself shrinking under her scrutiny. That look - he knew it well. It was the same one she'd given him when he'd tried to hide a failing grade in high school or when she caught him staying up to play videogames at midnight.

	"Sean, the groceries?" Her tone was pleasant enough, but there was steel underneath. "Some of these items need to go straight to the freezer."

	"Of course, Mother dearest."

	He hurried over to take the bags from her hands, sensing an odd tension entering the space as he made the trip to the kitchen. He could feel his mother's disappointment radiating across the room, which was distinctly unfair, given he hadn't done anything wrong. How was it that she had that superpower of making him feel guilty, regardless?

	Sean grabbed a bag of frozen peas and shoved it in the freezer without thinking. The core of his attention remained tuned in to the murmur of voices emanating from the living room. A tone of cordiality wrapped around the conversation, but beneath it, the unspoken tension continuously flickered like a candle's flame.

	"I appreciate your son's hospitality," said Lilian, her voice smooth with a touch of warmth. "It's lovely to see a young man raised with such manners. It speaks volumes of his upbringing."

	Beatrice's soft laugh carried a hint of wary pride. "Well, Sean has always been attentive and kind. Even as a baby, he had these big, curious eyes that seemed to see right through you."

	Sean looked over his shoulder in time to catch the slight arch of Lilian's brow. She settled herself into the corner of the couch, tucking her feet beneath her. 

	"Curious like his father, then?" she asked. "I've seen the same intensity in photographs. Terrence always had that quiet yet commanding presence. He was looking to experience everything for himself."

	Beatrice's smile tightened ever so slightly. "Yes, although his curiosity led him down dangerous paths, more often than not. I'd like to think Sean inherited a better sense of caution from me."

	Sean leaned against the counter, listening to every word as he fiddled with the crinkly bag of frozen fries.

	"Well, caution is crucial, of course." Lilian played with the hem of her borrowed t-shirt absently, her gaze flicking to meet Beatrice's. "But there's also something to be said for confidence. He can't be second guessing every little choice or risk he takes, given his current position."

	"As awesome as it is to have you both talking about me like I'm not here, just want to remind you that I am, in fact, right here," called Sean. "Does anyone want anything to drink?"

	"Wine would be nice," said Lilian.

	"A little early for wine, isn't it?" asked Beatrice.

	Lilian let out a laugh that somehow managed to diffuse the comment and threaten retaliation. "I'm not driving. Sean was nice enough to give me a ride."

	The expression on his mother's face as he came back into the living room with a wine bottle and three glasses could have stripped a car's paint job down to the bare-naked metal.

	"We were about to watch something, if you wanted to join us," he said, carefully. "Up to you."

	"Oh, I can't think of anywhere else I'd rather be," said Beatrice, icily.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	In the end, Sean threw on an episode of a crass animated Netflix original series. The idea of sitting through an entire movie with so much tension between his mother and Lilian felt tantamount to psychological torture.

	Or so he'd originally assumed. Lilian brought up the blanket again, and Sean dutifully fetched the largest, comfiest one he could find. The three of them settled in on the couch, Sean in the center, blanket covering their legs and lap.

	"This is so nice." Lilian grinned and touched his shoulder. "I wish we could have had a moment like this back when your father was still alive."

	"As though Terrence would have sat down for long enough to watch anything for longer than five minutes," muttered Beatrice. "But yes, I agree. This is quite nice."

	She took a sip of her wine, sighed, and found Sean's hand to briefly hold, drawing it to her lips to kiss the knuckles. Lilian's leg shifted under the blanket, making contact with his and rubbing back and forth absently. Sean felt himself getting excited in all the wrong ways.

	He tried to breathe, not wanting to test how obvious a full-blown erection would appear under the comforter. Lilian got up and tiptoed across the carpet to dim the lights. She touched his shoulder again as she sat back down, somehow managing to slide even closer in against him.

	What was this? What was going on? He looked at his mother and she looked at him, seeming to pout slightly in that moment of eye contact. They were clearly competing with one another, but for what? Attention? Future influence? Simply the tender affection of a son and estranged stepson?

	"This is so exciting," said Lilian. "I wasn't expecting so much from a silly cartoon."

	"Same," said Sean.

	"Yeah," said Beatrice. "I'm into it."

	They watched the show in silence for another minute. The room was surprisingly dark. He'd left the blinds for the balcony doors drawn, and they did their job as well as a blackout curtain.

	Sean felt his mother relax against his right side, one of her hands coming to rest on his knee. It was an innocent bit of contact, but the context of the video, Trixie and his father, made it feel hot and lurid.

	Lilian was in a similar way against him on the other side, except with her hand on his shoulder. He felt a powerful urge to push it as far as he could with her and wondered where it was coming from. His erection was slowly and steadily winning the war of attrition against his sensible mind, getting a little bit harder as the silly TV show progressed.

	"Is everyone comfy?" asked Lilian. Her breath tickled against Sean's ear, and she rubbed his shoulder, fingers sliding toward his chest.

	"Comfy and toasty." He went for it, letting his own hand settle on her leg. Lilian went still, which was simultaneously mortifying and arousing to him. What did that mean? Was this insanity, audacity, or a bit of both?

	The elevator chimed before he could even get a full read of Lilian's reaction. He pulled his hand back as though he'd just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, fingering chocolate chips and oatmeal crumbs.

	"Mr. Costello?" Dolly's voice was loud and real as she entered the penthouse. "Why are the lights off? What's going on here?"

	Both Lilian and his mother pulled back from him as though they had similarly been caught overstepping. Sean took a breath and refocused his attention on someone who was slightly more appropriate.

	The lights flicked on, revealing Dolly in a pastel pink crop top and high-waisted shorts that hugged her curves. Her hair was tied up in a messy bun with a matching scrunchie. She dragged a large box with the image of a vacuum cleaner splashed across its side.

	"You bought a vacuum cleaner?" he asked. He stood up from the couch, tossing the comforter back over his mom and stepmom.

	"I didn't have a choice!" Dolly dropped the box with a thud. "That other one is too complicated. It's like trying to pilot a spaceship or something. I pressed one button and it started speaking Chinese."

	Sean chuckled and tried to casually adjust his pants, grateful for the distraction from his previous predicament. He came up to Dolly and kissed her on the cheek.

	"And this is exactly why I had to let you go," said Lilian, voice suddenly sharp. "Spending money left and right without a care in the world. The last thing you need right now, Sean, is someone bleeding your accounts dry. Trust me, I've seen how fast it can happen."

	"She has a point," muttered his mother.

	"I used my own money." Dolly's cheeks flushed red. "The one in the closet kept yelling at me and flashing this stupid red light! I think it's broken anyway."

	"It's not broken, you probably just need to read the manual." Lilian's voice dripped with condescension. "But I suppose that might be asking too much."

	"Hey!" snapped Dolly.

	"A new vacuum is well within my budget, even in my current situation," said Sean. "I appreciate it, Dolly. Along with everything you do."

	"Aw, thanks Mr. C!" She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly, body opening and pressing into his. "I knew you'd like it."

	Her body was so soft against his. He was still most of the way hard. Dolly didn't seem to mind, even as he ran his hands down her back and all but humped into her.

	"I love it," he said. "Maybe I'll watch you vacuum."

	"Oh yeah?" she whispered, with a laugh. "I'll keep that in mind when I'm picking out my clothes tomorrow. Make sure to wear something I can vacuum properly in."

	Beatrice loudly cleared her throat. "Sean. Should I pause this or are we done?"

	"My shirt must be dry by now," said Lilian, standing up. "I should be on my way."

	"Right." Sean tried to split his attention between groping Dolly and the situation he'd just left. "Do you want me to give you another ride, Lilian?"

	"No, I'll just get an uber," she said. "I still need to speak with you some more, Sean, but it can wait. I'll give you a call."

	"Yeah, whenever."

	Dolly giggled and pushed him back slightly. "Let me open up the vacuum, at least. I hope this one only has an on and off switch rather than an entire computer in it."

	"Why don't you just let me help the next time a computer gets you frazzled?" Sean took her hand and raised it upward, coaxing her into a little pirouette.

	"I think you'd do more than just help," she said, playfully.

	Beatrice cleared her throat and pulled the blinds open, briefly blinding everyone with the unfiltered Nevada sun.  Sean winced and shielded his eyes. Lilian let a hand run across his back on her way to the door, back in her original shirt.

	"Bye, Sean," she said. 

	"See you later," he said, smiling at her.

	Dolly waited until the elevator door had closed before voicing her opinion. "What was she doing over here, anyway?"

	"Sean claims that she needed to dry her shirt off, so he brought her up," said Beatrice.

	"I claim? You think that was just an excuse?"

	"Honestly, I don't know what to think with you, as of late," muttered his mother.

	"Harsh," he said.

	"Sorry, I just mean…" Beatrice sighed and began folding the comforter. "So much has changed. It's hard for me to get a read on you as easily anymore."

	"He’s telling the truth," said Dolly. "I can always tell."

	Beatrice chuckled. "Thanks, Dolly. Good to know.

	 


Chapter 6

	Dolly turned her attention to unpacking and examining her new vacuum, while Beatrice busied herself in the kitchen. Sean had a moment alone to think, and his thoughts inevitably veered toward his financial predicament, which wasn't a pleasant topic of contemplation.

	He booted his computer up and pulled on his gaming headset, intent on drowning out the stress and doubts with Scope Knight as was tradition. Serge was online, and Sean quickly sent a team request and got in-game with him.

	"I don't know, Captain," said Serge, after their first game, as they watched the post-match scoreboard. "I'm still not over it."

	Sean sighed. It wasn't the first time they'd had this conversation.

	"What is there to be over?" he asked. "I don't even know what you're talking about."

	"We killed someone," muttered Serge.

	"Two things," said Sean. "First off: you really need to stop saying that out loud. Second, it was one hundred percent self-defense."

	"But… you never reported it," said Serge.

	"What's there to report? Benny went missing. Nobody has seen him in days."

	"Captain, be real, for a second."

	"I'm being as real as I get," said Sean. "If you want to talk about something that's on your mind, come to Vegas and we'll hash it out. Seriously."

	"I am."

	"You are what?" asked Sean.

	"Coming to Vegas," said Serge. "The Scope Knight World Cup. I'm an assistant coach for Renegade Reaction. I'll be there this weekend."

	"Fuck, that's right," said Sean. "I completely forgot that the World Cup was happening here this year."

	It seemed like a huge fact, but one which belonged to his old life. He doubted whether he'd even buy a ticket, assuming they weren't sold out, or boot up the stream to watch from home. Scope Knight had been downgraded to mere amusement and recreation. He had bigger problems on his plate. Bigger distractions, too.

	"It's bittersweet being there on a different team," said Serge. "You don't feel betrayed or anything, do you, Captain?"

	"Of course not." He shrugged, and it was true, though it did feel a bit strange.

	"I'll also get a chance to actually see if you're telling the truth about this casino and this maid you're supposedly banging," said Serge.

	Sean laughed, noticing only then that his phone had started vibrating on his desk. Ash's name flashed across the screen.

	"I'll have to get back to you, Serge," he said. "Getting a call I have to take."

	"Later, Captain."

	He switched gears, taking his headset off and swiveling around in his chair as he answered the call. "What's up?"

	"Hey Sean," said Ash. "Are you busy right now?"

	"Not especially, why?"

	"Go to your computer."

	"Already there," said Sean. "What's going on?"

	There was a click, and he realized she'd just hung up on him. Ash was as brusque as usual. His computer let out a chime as an incoming Zoom call from Ash popped up on his screen, which he answered after a brief pause.

	"This conversation requires a video call?" asked Sean.

	"Yes, in fact it does," Ash said through the screen. She sat in what looked like her living room, wearing a loose tank top and shorts. Her hair was down for once, falling past her shoulders in dark waves.

	A massive shape moved behind her, and Sean's eyes widened as her tiger padded into frame. The beast pressed its head against her shoulder, and she absently scratched behind its ears. As she raised her arm, Sean noticed a white bandage wrapped around her forearm.

	"What happened to your arm?" he asked.

	"Not important," Ash cut him off. "What is important is explaining why I just saw The Pharaoh's Fortune's financial troubles plastered all over the local news. Care to fill me in on that situation?"

	"Not really," he muttered. "I'm not sure how much I have to add beyond what you've gleaned. I need a way to either raise funds fast, secure new financing, or both."

	"Why didn't you call me immediately?" she asked.

	Sean bristled, feeling all too much like a younger sibling. "Was I supposed to?"

	"Obviously," said Ash. "I need to be in the loop. Especially when it involves family interests. And from where I'm sitting right now, it looks like you're running our father's flagship casino into the ground."

	"I've barely made any decisions since I took over!" He glared at the screen and ran a hand through his hair. "With that said, I'm open to any and all ideas you have about how to navigate this situation. Seriously."

	Ash blinked, seeming surprised or at least like she expected more of an argument. "I'm not going to retread old ground trying to convince you to hand off the reigns and go home."

	"Which I'm grateful for."

	Ash shifted, steepling her hands and leaning forward in a manner that drew far too much attention to her chest and thin shirt. "Two options, but I think you should do both, so it's really just one. Lilian still has both the ranch and half of the racetrack. Get her help and try to refinance. I'll also do what I can."

	"Already talked to her," said Sean. "She seemed open to it, at least. Second option?"

	"Find the money that went missing," said Ash. "It seems unlikely that Benny simply burned through it. If you can find it, you'd buy yourself a lot of time. Years, probably."

	"I can't exactly ask him where it went," muttered Sean.

	"Get creative, then."

	He scowled, but it wasn't as though it was bad advice. "Who else would know?"

	"Ace," said Ash. "Lilian, maybe."

	"I'm sure Ace doesn't know."

	"Are you?" asked Ash.

	He wasn’t, not completely, but didn't want to admit that aloud. He'd kept Ace's role in Benny's betrayal to himself. He didn't want to have to justify why he still had some amount of trust in the old bodyguard, probably because when it really came down to it, he couldn't. It was a gut feeling, but one he felt right about.

	"Thanks," he said. "It's helpful to at least have someone prompting me on this stuff."

	"If you go down, I might well go down with you," said Ash. "Our shit is far too tied up together for an easy separation."

	She pet the tiger again and Sean had to ask the obvious question.

	"Was that from one of your cats?" He made a motion with his own hand for emphasis. 

	An instant later, the connection cut off. Sean rolled his eyes and brought Scope Knight back up.

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Sean spent most of the afternoon and evening hiding from his problems in Scope Knight, which while generally counterproductive, was effective at clearing his head. He ate a quick dinner with his mother and Dolly and alternated between more video games and random YouTube videos.

	He fell asleep at his desk, which he hadn't done since first moving to Vegas. Soft hands on his shoulders awoke after what felt like a few minutes but had probably been closer to a few hours.

	"Good timing," he muttered.

	He slowly rose to his feet and turned around, pulling Dolly into an embrace. She stiffened slightly. The room was dark, and he couldn't see her expression as he started kissing her neck and running his hands down her body.

	"Ahem," whispered his mother's voice.

	Sean froze, but didn't pull away as his sleepy mind slowly caught up to his mistake. "Whoops. Uh, sorry Mom. I thought you were…"

	"I guessed as much." She didn't pull away either, instead chuckling and planting a soft kiss against his cheek. "You must have been exhausted to fall asleep at your desk."

	"Yeah, I guess I was."

	Her face was close to his, and their bodies were still in contact. He could feel his burgeoning arousal pushing into her. What kind of dream had he been having? A warped fragment of the Trixie video flitted through his thoughts, but he didn't know if it was a recent memory or simply that dark part of his mind drawing it forward into relevancy. 

	"Let's get you to bed," whispered Beatrice. 

	She rubbed his shoulders again. It was such an innocent gesture, but it still set his body aflame, stirring something within him that demanded more touching, more friction. 

	He hadn't completely lost his mind, however, and he let her steer him toward his garish, Egyptian themed bed. Dolly had made it sometime that day, but he didn't bother with the covers as he collapsed onto it.

	"Goodnight, Mom," he muttered.

	"Goodnight, Sean."

	She leaned over him to give him one last kiss goodnight. Sean wrapped his arms around her and committed to one last tired embrace. He felt her wiggle and giggle as they pressed together, his arousal obvious but ignored. Sleep was the everlasting excuse, but should it have been? He knew what he was doing, what his body craved. 

	He needed to stop.

	 

	 

	 

	But maybe sleep was a valid excuse. He never heard Beatrice leave his room, she was simply gone in his next moment of awareness. He hadn't intended to try to pull her into his bed, but somehow he'd tried to, anyway. To his mother, it'd probably come across no differently than the muttering of someone with a fever or fresh out of surgery.

	He heard his door open. It was still late in the night, pitch black and overwarm. Soft footsteps crept toward his bed. He struggled through his confusion once more, the sense of uncertainty redoubled from his earlier mistake.

	"Who is it?" he muttered.

	"Guess." Dolly's voice, followed by a soft hand taking his wrist and pulling his palm to a nude breast.

	He went through almost the exact same movement as he pulled her down into his bed, though with far less resistance on the other end. Dolly wrapped herself around him with a contented sigh. She still had on panties, but Sean remedied that, sliding the silky fabric down as she helpfully wiggled out of them.

	His mind fought against the lingering images of his mother, of the Trixie video, the way he'd seen her panties peeled off in a similar fashion. He banished the memory with all the ferocity he could muster. It was wrong, it was sick, and it needed to stop right now. He focused on the woman beneath him, on her soft sighs and the way her body fit perfectly against his.

	He remembered the early confusion, the strange feelings that he couldn't name as anything but wrong. The way his eyes kept returning to his mother. The way he'd catch her looking at him, a silent intensity that made his stomach twist with a feeling he didn't understand then. He wasn't a child anymore, though. He knew what his body craved now, and it wasn’t blurred lines and confused impulses.

	Dolly's hand moved to his hair, fingers tangling in the unkempt strands and pulling him closer. There was no confusion here, only a primal need that demanded to be met. He rolled her beneath him, her breath hitching at the sudden shift. He pressed kisses along her jaw, moving down to her neck, tasting the delicate skin there. She arched against him, and he could feel her body trembling beneath his touch.

	He moved his mouth to hers, a hungry, demanding kiss that sent waves of heat through his body. She met his intensity, her tongue dancing with his as their bodies strained against each other. This. This was real. This was right. The feelings were pure, the desire uncomplicated by forbidden longing and illicit urges. 

	Her body was soft and pliable  beneath him, her scent intoxicating, erasing all thoughts of his mother, all the jumbled feelings that plagued him. He pulled her thighs apart, ears burning from the soft moan the movement elicited from her. He fell forward into her embrace, kissing with more force, more need, as his stiff manhood sought the right angle. 

	Her breath was hot on his face, her hands running through his hair with urgency, hips rolling to urge him on. He needed more, needed all of her. He broke their kiss and nipped at her neck, earning a low moan.

	He pushed inside her, a gasp escaping her lips as he filled her. Her nails dug into his back, pulling him closer as she met his thrusts with a ferocity that mirrored his own. The room spun as his world narrowed to the feel of her body around his, the sound of her moans echoing in his ears.

	But evil images flashed unbidden through his mind. His mother's face, that knowing look, the way her eyes would linger on him for just a moment too long. He remembered her arms wrapped around him during their hug earlier, a gentle intimate gesture somehow intensified and made forbidden by his current experience.

	It was wrong, he knew it was. So twisted and disgusting. But the thoughts were like fuel to a fire, turning his desire into a white-hot inferno he couldn't control.

	Dolly moaned louder, her body tightening around him as he moved, a raw sound that was almost desperate. He wondered how Trixie would sound in her place, her moans soft and seductive, or maybe sharp and needy? It was wrong, so wrong, but the thought was another spark to his insatiable need for her, for all of her.

	He sped up, each thrust becoming more intense, more demanding. The feeling of her body around his, her desperate cries, it was all consuming. It was so different from their previous sex. So different from their threesome with Cleo, even. This was a raw, unbridled need, fueled by something dark and forbidden. Pulled out of him through stress and lack of sleep. A new, terrifying level of sexual craving and need.

	His mind was spinning, a chaotic mess of pleasure, guilt, and growing desperation. The images of his mother's body, now beneath him in Dolly's place, became almost unbearable, pushing him closer to the edge. He closed his eyes, barely able to hold onto his sanity.

	His breath hitched in his throat, a groan building within him as he neared the point of no return. Just a few more moments. He wanted to hold out, wanted the twisted moment to last just a little longer. The tension was unbearable, the pleasure exquisite. He grunted and unloaded inside her, losing his mind for a fraction of a second as the pleasure honed to a wicked edge.

	"That was perfect," whispered Dolly. "Hey. What's wrong?"

	"Nothing," he said, a little too quickly.

	"You sure?" She sounded genuinely worried, and Sean knew he had to say something, even if it was anything but the truth.

	"Just all the stress over what's been going on with the bank and the financing and the missing money."

	"Okay." Dolly kissed him on the cheek. "So… Should I stay in your bed tonight or sleep in mine?"

	"Sleep in mine," he muttered. 

	"Your Mom might catch me tomorrow morning."

	"Good," he said. "It'll help her get a little more used to it."

	Vibration and light came from one of the bed stands. Sean looked over, but he'd put his own phone on the opposite one.

	"It's mine," whispered Dolly. "I think it's my sister. She… might be in town soon."

	"Is that a bad thing?"

	"No, just a thing. She's had some challenges in life. We both have, but I suppose I managed to shoulder them a little better."

	Her phone kept vibrating.

	"Aren't you going to take it?" asked Sean.

	"I suppose," she said, with another little sigh.

	Naked and silhouetted by her phone's light, Dolly climbed out of bed and slipped out through the door.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	"He hasn't found the bug you put in the lamp?" asked Shandra.

	"No," whispered Dolly. "Why would he have?"

	"It's conspicuous. We would have gone with a smaller one, but we wanted to make sure that entire room was audible."

	"He's never looked closely at it," she whispered.

	"You're sure about that?"

	"He's got bigger problems to deal with right now," muttered Dolly.

	She pulled her robe on, switching the hand her phone was in. 

	"Try to draw him out into conversation about those bigger problems," said Shandra. "You need to give us something meaty if you want your and your sister's charges to go away, Dolly,"

	"Haven't I given you enough already?" muttered Dolly. "I gave you everything I could on Terrence."

	"Sure, and if he'd lived for long enough for us to charge him, you'd be free and clear right now. Life is incredibly unfair, Dolores. By the way, any leads on who killed Terrence?"

	"None."

	"What about Benny?" asked Shandra. "He apparently has not been seen for days. We thought he was going to make a move for leadership."

	Dolly swallowed, fingers tightening on her phone. "I don't know anything for sure yet."

	"What's your gut feeling, then?" asked Shandra. "There's no way it was the kid, right? Does he even have a gun?"

	"I don't know."

	"You're fucking him, aren't you?"

	"What?" Dolly coughed and quickly cleared her throat. "Why would you assume that?"

	"It's okay if you are," said Shandra. "All the best FBI informants are honey pots. Just keep your heart out of it, girl. At best, he's going to end up in jail. More likely, someone else aiming for control of Costello Associates is going to off him."

	"Why even bother bugging the vacuum then?"

	"He talks to Ash quite a bit," said Shandra. "She was the one we thought would take over after Benny. Still probably will. Sean has no idea that she's currently holding a knife to his neck, does he?"

	Dolly didn't say anything.

	"Be smart, Dolores," said Shandra. "As smart as you can be, anyway. Keep your head down. Do as you're told. We clear?"

	"Yeah." Dolly ran a hand through her messy hair. "We're clear."

	 

	***

	 

	Sean awoke to kisses running down the front of his body, starting at his collar bone and continuing on an inexorable downward march. He feigned sleep, keeping his eyes shut, but couldn't keep a smile from creeping onto his face.

	"Good morning, Mr. C," whispered Dolly. "Are you in the mood for anything in particular for breakfast?"

	"Eggs," he muttered. "Bacon."

	A soft set of lips kissed its way onto the crease of his thigh before trailing across the base of his cock. Sean groaned and leaned his head back on his pillow, wishing he could indulge but also knowing better.

	"My mom is going to be up momentarily, if she isn't already," he whispered.

	"Does that mean I should stop or…?" She gave his member a wonderfully wet and sucking kiss. "Just be quick about it?"

	A loud, intruding knock came at Sean's door.

	"Breakfast is ready," said Beatrice. "Dolores. I spilled some flour on the floor in the kitchen. Why don't you run along and test out that new vacuum of yours?"

	Dolly pulled back, head popping out from under the sheet. She mouthed the word sorry as she pulled her clothing back into place and padded toward the door.

	"Of course, Beatrice," she said. "I don't mind cleaning up the mess you made in Mr. Costello's kitchen. It's my job, after all."

	"For the time being," said Beatrice.

	Beatrice stayed at the door even after Dolly had left. Sean pressed his head back against pillow, not yet ready to face what the day had in store for him. His mother seemed to represent the backside of his stress and confusion, the dark corner of the closet where all the unseen things got tucked away.

	His mother was wearing a robe that refused to stay closed all the way, and a frown that came a step short of pure disapproval. Sean found a pair of sweatpants and pulled them on, sighing as he rose to start his day.

	"Plans for the day?" asked Beatrice.

	"I have a meeting with Montana Washington, the president of the Poker Federation." Sean rubbed his eyes and checked his phone. "Speaking of which, I need to move. Ace was going to meet me down in the lobby at nine and it's already eight thirty."

	"I would have woken you up earlier if you were more forthcoming about your schedule," said Beatrice.

	"Wasn't intentional," he muttered. "I just have enough going on right now to make it hard to stay above water."

	"I know," she said, voice suddenly flipping to a weary sympathy. "You said eggs and bacon before? I was making homemade waffles, but how about I toss them all together in sandwich form?"

	"That… sounds perfect." He blinked, feeling a strange combination of awkward and turned on. Dolly had been kissing his cock under the blanket when he'd brought up what he wanted for breakfast, meaning his mother had been listening in.

	Beatrice held his gaze for a moment longer as she pulled her robe closed before disappearing into the kitchen. Sean dressed and did what he could to tame his hair, coming out into the dining room just as his mother put the finishing toast on his sandwich.

	He took out his phone and called Ace while he ate. The bodyguard didn't pick up immediately. Sean rubbed temples. The last thing he needed would be to handle the meeting with a man he'd never met alone over an event they desperately needed. There were only so many assurances he could give over his age and experience level when it came to managing Costello Associates.

	"Are you going to be free after this meeting?" asked his mother.

	"Probably not," said Sean. "I still have to handle the other thing."

	Beatrice furrowed her brow. Dolly was wheeling out the vacuum to handle the spilled flower and suddenly froze in place.

	"The other thing?" asked his mother.

	"You know, the missing—"

	The vacuum roared to life, so loud that he couldn't get a word out over it. Dolly busily began cleaning up the floor. She gave him a goofy smile as she drove the vacuum into his shin, forcing him to step back so she could clean the spot under his feet.

	"Thanks, Dolly," he said. "That thing is loud compared to the old one."

	"The old one barely worked!" snapped Dolly. "That's why I had to replace it. It wasn't doing what it was supposed to."

	"I'll take your word for it," he said. "Anyway, I've got to move. Hopefully Ace is downstairs already. I'll see you both later."

	"I'll see you later, honey," said his mother, hugging him. "Be careful."

	"Later, Dolly." He kissed her on his way by.

	"Later, Mr. C."

	He stepped into the elevator and fidgeted with his blazer. "Also, if Lilian stops by or if either of you run into her, can you let her know I have some questions about the other thing. The missing—"

	The vacuum roared to life again just as the elevator doors closed, cutting him off.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	Ace was already downstairs on the casino floor waiting for Sean, which did a fair amount to alleviate some of his tension. Unfortunately, the expression of the man standing next to him did just as much to ratchet it back up.

	Montana Washington wore a cowboy hat, a bolo tie, and a pair of sunglasses with a mirror sheen out of a card counter's dreams. Ace was talking to him, gesturing with more animation than Sean usually saw out of the bodyguard. Montana was frowning, and that frown deepened as he noticed Sean making his way over.

	"Here's the man himself," said Ace. "Montana Washington, Sean Costello. Sean, Montana."

	"How do you do?" asked Sean.

	He reached out to shake Montana's hand. The other man's grip was pointlessly stiff and punishing.

	"To tell you the truth, young man, I am not doing great, at the moment," he said. "What are you trying to pull here?"

	Sean furrowed his brow. "Excuse me?"

	He glanced at Ace, who winced and rubbed the back of his neck.

	"I was just explaining to Mr. Washington the current state of the casino," said Ace, carefully. "The time off we gave the staff while the, uh, renovations are underway."

	"This place is as dead as a doornail," said Montana. "Renovations? There ain't a single person here aside from us three. How the fuck am I supposed to get a sense of how this place will be for the tournament if I can't even see it in action?"

	"Feel free to have as much of a look around as you need," said Sean, voice carefully controlled. "Why don't I take you on a quick tour?"

	"All this gaudy Egyptian piss and pomp," muttered Montana. "I can't imagine what was going through your pop's head when he built it in the first place. Probably intense amounts of whiskey and cocaine."

	The accusation needled him far more than it should have. Sean hadn't known Terrence at all, and the deliberate decision on his father's part not to know him either usually left him on the attacking side of his old man's legacy. It was more the offhanded dismissal that chafed him.

	"I can assure you that my casino will be more than adequate for your event, Mr. Washington," said Sean. "You can play cards here as well as you can anywhere."

	"Son, where exactly do you get off thinking your assurances mean a damn cent to me?" snapped Montana. "I am a third-generation rancher, an avid gambler, and a former Nevada statesman."

	"Well, you'll always be a statesman," joked Sean. "Mr. Washington. Montana Washington."

	The poker federation's president's eyes narrowed into a harsh line. "We're done here."

	"Hold on," said Ace. "Let's just talk about this some more. We don't need to jump to any rash decisions, do we? Uh… do we?"

	Montana Washington didn't break his stride as he stomped out of The Pharaoh's Fortune. Sean would have followed him into the parking lot if he'd thought that anything he could say would make a difference or even be heard at all. He breathed out, appreciating the gravity of his defeat.

	"We're fucked," he muttered. "We needed that event."

	"I'll call around," said Ace. "There are other people involved with the American Poker Federation. Maybe he'll listen to them, if not us. Let me get on my phone and see what I can come up with."

	Sean felt a sudden rise of anger, directed at the world as much as at Ace. "Just like you called around about that money that Benny stole, Ace?"

	Ace froze. He turned to face Sean, face rigid with control.

	"I'm still calling around about that money, Captain," he said. "You know that."

	"Do I?" muttered Sean.

	"If you don't, then just what the fuck are we doing here?" snapped Ace. 

	"It's been days now, Ace," said Sean, shaking his head. "I'm running out of time."

	"We are running out of time," said Ace, turning each syllable into a snarl.

	Sean didn't say anything, and as it happened, that was the wrong thing to not say.

	"Your father may not have always had the clearest head, Captain, but you know what he did have?" shouted Ace, suddenly furious. "He had trust in me! The proper amount, given the decades of my fucking life I devoted to him and this fucking casino!"

	"I'm not my father, and you already betrayed me once!"

	"And what did I say to you afterward?" snapped Ace. "The smart thing to do would have been to make sure, then and there, that I wouldn't ever be able to betray you again."

	"Well, we're both fools then," muttered Sean. "But I at least have a basic sense of self-preservation."

	"You have a chip on your shoulder and the life experience of a teenager," muttered Ace. "I got to ask myself at this point whether it even matters if the Costello Family limps along for another month or year. Because honestly, I doubt that's enough time for you to get a sense of what you're doing."

	"Go ahead and ask yourself that then, Ace!" shouted Sean. "Go get in one of the cars my dad gave you and drive off to visit your family! I don't need you at my side if you're already this deep into second guessing what we're trying to do!"

	Ace shook his head and muttered something else, removing himself from the situation and toward the door. Sean's phone rang and he answered in a huff.

	"What?" he almost shouted.

	"Oh!" Lilian's soft, cultured voice was surprised, but not offended. "Is this a bad time? I wanted to touch base again, Sean."

	"No, it's not a bad time," he muttered. "Just a bad morning."

	"Talk to me," said Lilian. "Better yet — come down to my racetrack. You can vent and I'll share my news."

	"I'm not sure I'm in the mood to gamble on horses right at the start of my day."

	"I think you might be more interested than you realize," said Lilian. "I really do."

	He took a breath. His other options amounted to sitting in an empty casino or going upstairs to explain his failure to his mother and maid.

	"Fine," he said. "What's the address?"

	"166 Parkland Way," said Lilian, voice seeming to sparkle with victory. "See you soon."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Sean found the racetrack easily enough. It was on the far edge of the city, where the cultivation of urban sprawl seemed to come to an immediate stop. Beyond the track itself was a seemingly endless expanse of tan badlands interspersed by scrubby desert plants and the occasional lonely road.

	The air was slightly dusty, not enough to affect his breathing, but enough to smell and sense the earth more directly. He parked and found his way to the tunnel entrance. The track itself reminded him of a stadium, except with a distinct aroma of horses that layered itself atop the dryness.

	He hadn't expected there to be many people gambling at such an early hour, but the races were in full swing. Finding Lilian seemed like it might be a challenge, but luckily, she found him first.

	"Good timing," she said, touching his shoulder. "One of the private booths is empty. Let's talk up there."

	She led him past a row of glitzy slot machines, in case anyone needed to do some gambling in between rounds of gambling, and up an aisle of stairs to a posh booth overlooking the track. It was on the opposite side from the booth where the dirty business of odds and betting took place, with a view of the races and a somewhat private atmosphere.

	"Not a bad view from up here," he said. He sunk into one of the chairs with a long sigh.

	"Here." Lilian gestured to a small tablet screen built into the counter in front of him. "Place a bet. A race is about to start."

	"You know, I'm not actually big on gambling, despite everything," he said.

	"Just give it a try," said Lilian. "It'll be fun. I promise."

	"Sure," he said, unenthused. He scrolled down the list of horse names after putting his payment info in. "Which one do I pick? I wonder…"

	"Try Ruffian," said Lilian. "The odds on him have become rather interesting over the past few days."

	He shrugged, seeing no reason not to take her advice. Ruffian was a dark chocolate covered horse with a messy mane. Sean's hopes were not high, given the odds were five to one, but he watched the race play out and, sure enough, Ruffian took first.

	"How did you know?" he asked.

	"Who says I knew?" asked Lilian, with a smirk. "Anyway, I didn't invite you here to simply bet on horses. What's going on? You sounded so weary over the phone. Bad news?"

	"I lost the poker tournament." He groaned and let his head tip back, letting the weight of his defeat briefly press down on him. "Hosting it, I mean. The president of the poker federation changed his mind after seeing the empty casino."

	"Oh, Sean…" Lilian slid her chair closer and touched his knee. "It's okay. Everything will still work out. You'll see."

	She rubbed her hand back and forth on his leg. Sean felt a powerful stir of excitement that didn't fit the situation at all. He cleared his throat and tried to contain his hormones, reinterpreting the touch as the innocent gesture it was.

	"I need to find a way to satisfy the bank," he said. "Even if it's just enough to sate them for a bit. Something. Anything."

	"Your father was the same way, you know." Lilian rubbed a little higher up his leg. "Always getting so pent up over work. Never quite knowing how to leave it at the door when it was time to breathe and relax."

	Sean nodded slowly. The air suddenly felt thick and humid, but a level above the usual Nevada heat.

	"Was there anything that worked for him?" he asked. 

	The videos, ever present on his mind, knocked at the locked door he usually kept them behind during daylight hours. Had his father even had any hobbies other than doing drugs and making amateur porn?

	"There were a few things." Lilian smiled and rubbed even higher, fingers getting so near to his cock that it didn't even matter whether she made contact or not. "A few very specific things that he enjoyed doing to relax."

	Sean started to get hard. If they'd been anywhere else other than a prominent booth with a massive window, he would have thought she was seducing him.

	Wait, was she seducing him?"

	"Sean?" She let out a tiny laugh, like she was reading his mind. "I'm not weirding you out by talking about Terrence, am I? I know how thin the relationship between you and your father was."

	She pulled her hand away and he could suddenly breathe and think again.

	"It's fine," he said. "I just need to solve this problem right now. This impossible, multimillion dollar problem."

	"That's actually the main reason why I called," said Lilian. "The money. The missing money, which Benny probably took and you and Ace have been trying to find. I might know where it is."

	He furrowed his brow. "I'm listening."

	She paused, holding up a hand as though to forestall an objection. "Now, I need you to understand something before I begin. Adult relationships are… complicated."

	"I'm aware," he said, bristling a bit at her implication.

	"Of course you are. You're a grown man, Sean, albeit still very young. I'm only giving this as context because you're also Terrence's son, and I don't want to shatter any illusions you may have about your father without being at least somewhat gentle about it."

	"I appreciate the thought," he said.

	Lilian rubbed her hands together. She seemed to think for a second before reaching to open a minifridge under the counter against the window, pulling out a spiked seltzer. She opened it, took a long sip, and then set it down with a sigh.

	"For a time, I suspected Terrence was cheating on me," said Lilian.

	"Oh," said Sean. "Well, I'm sure it was a just a case of—"

	"He was cheating on me."

	"Oh no," said Sean.

	"That's not my point," said Lilian. "In the process of confirming his infidelity, I… may have installed a tracking app on his phone. I realized in the aftermath of his death that the map I have of his movements across the past few months might give us an answer about where the missing money went."

	"Even given what little I know about my dad, I have to imagine he was traveling all over Vegas," said Sean. "How would you even start to guess which of the points on a map were related?"

	"I was his wife, Sean," said Lilian. "I can make a reasonable guess. As soon as I got over my base reaction and ruled out the places that were likely him out seeing other women, it wasn't that hard. Especially because one location, in particular, sticks out like a sore thumb."

	She pulled out a laptop from a drawer under the counter and opened it. A few seconds later, she had the tracking app open. The jumble of connected GPS pins on the map looked like a child's art scrawl, but he immediately saw Lilian's point. 

	The vast majority of points were clustered around Vegas, occasionally other cities when Terrence had been out of town. But there was one a fair ways north of Sin City, in the middle of nowhere, that had two marks on it. A place Terrence had visited exactly twice over the course of Lilian's surveillance.

	"I would guess it was where he dumped a body if not for the fact that he made two trips out there," he joked.

	Lilian nodded, gravely serious. "I came to that same conclusion. What else would compel him to drive out into the middle of the desert, to a place where there shouldn't be anything, twice within three months?"

	He looked at her, waiting for an answer, but she simply shrugged.

	"I don't know, either," she said. "I brought it up on Google maps and only saw a few nondescript buildings and what looked like solar panels. I'd like to make the trip out there myself, but it's so far off the beaten path that we'd likely need to do some off-roading and possibly some camping."

	"That's doable," said Sean. "I'd jump through just about any hoop in order to find this money as quickly as fucking possible. I'm going to lose everything if I don't handle this before the bank finds out the poker tournament isn't happening."

	Lilian smiled and patted his hand. "Then let me handle the preparation. I still have requisite liquidity to secure us what we'll need."

	"I'd appreciate that," said Sean.

	"Should I reach out to Ace to see if he was aware of this?"

	Sean bristled. It made a certain amount of sense to ask the bodyguard what he knew, if not invite him along for the ride, but after their argument it was the last thing he wanted.

	"No Ace," said Sean. "Not this time around."

	"Okay."

	Sean stood up and Lilian rose to send him off. She smiled and held his gaze, not saying anything at first as she took a step closer to him, closing the distance.

	"Well, I'll see you later." He pulled her into a hug, feeling both like it was the most natural thing in the world and another step down a road of strangely blurred intimacy between them.

	"Bye, Sean," Lilian whispered against his ear.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	"What do you think?" asked Sean.

	He shifted against the BMW, still outside the racetrack. The sun was smoldering overhead, warming the car's exterior in a way that he found oddly pleasing to press himself against, like a snake basking on a warm rock.

	"I think I need to get a closer look," said Serge. "It just looks like some random commune or homestead project."

	"If I brought a drone with me, could you fly it overhead and give me a heads up of what I'm rushing into?" asked Sean.

	"You could do that yourself. Do you really need to make me an accomplice again?"

	"Everybody needs an accomplice," said Sean.

	"Isn't your stepmother going with you, anyway?" said Serge, with a bit of good-natured emphasis on the word stepmother.

	"Shut up," he said. "She's barely my stepmother. I never met her before my father died."

	"Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?" asked Serge. "Didn't you say she was being super flirty with you?"

	"I said I thought she was being a little flirty with me," said Sean. "I'm probably just misinterpreting her personality."

	"I mean, there's one obvious way to find out," said Serge. "Man up and make a move."

	"I called you for tech advice, not dating tips," he said. "It would be completely insane for me to try to seduce my sort-of stepmother."

	Insane, and yet so very tempting. He heard Serge laugh, and something dark inside him was laughing, too, instigating the situation like a shaken-up soda can.

	"I'll fly the drone if you let me come hang out at your casino while I'm in Vegas for the Scope Knight tournament," said Serge. "Otherwise I'm going to be stuck babysitting the team the entire time and that's always such a pain."

	Sean rubbed his chin. "…Seems like a fair enough trade. You can meet Dolly."

	"Your imaginary sex maid? Yeah, I can't wait."

	"Your jaw is going to hit the ground when you actually see her and get a sense of how gorgeous she is," said Sean.

	"It already does every time I see your Mom," said Serge. "Why did you have to win the lottery to being surrounded by attractive women? And then win the actual inheritance lottery, on top of it?"

	"That's just life," said Sean. "Thanks, Serge."

	"Don't thank me yet. I haven't done anything."

	Sean was in a distinctly better mood as he said his goodbye. Ash had texted him asking for updates, and he could sense her growing anxiety even through just a few words.

	He set a course for The Cat's Cradle casino. As it came into view, he was again reminded of how subtle and architecturally nondescript the casino his father had left Ash was in comparison to his own somewhat brash pyramid. 

	The Cat's Cradle casino resembled an upscale resort hotel rather than something meant to grab attention or make a geometric statement. Its four-story structure had a gentle curve, and elegant fountains adorned the front, but it lacked any distinctive theme or elaborate decoration beyond post-modern extravagance.

	He found parking and went inside. There weren't many people gambling, but as he'd noticed previously, those who were active at the tables dressed with the attention to detail of the quietly rich.

	Sean continued through the main lobby and to where a similar elevator to his own would bring him up to Ash's penthouse. The guard standing in front of it was expecting him and stepped aside with a nod and a low mutter of "Mr. Costello."

	The quiet confines of the elevator gave him a moment to think. Talking to Ash would help clear his head, if not ground him in reality. She had a better sense for what was realistic than he did, not nearly as prone to the kind of fantastical thinking so common to people with newly acquired wealth.

	The elevator doors opened to a scene that Sean had to see twice to understand once. Ash was backing away slowly from one of her big cats, the hulking orange and white tiger, fending it off with a high seated black kitchen stool. The tiger let out a low growl and bared its teeth, attention flicking Sean's way.

	"What the fuck…" he muttered.

	"Get back in the elevator!" screamed Ash.

	He wanted to. He knew he should have in that same instant the familiar little click directly behind him informed him that he'd have to press the button and wait at least a second or two, long enough to be disemboweled.

	Ash was still in what she appeared to have slept in, a baggy grey t-shirt with an infinity sign in pink on the front over black leggings. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had a scratch on one hand, relatively minor, though the pink, partially enflamed lines were visible against her pale skin.

	"What the hell, Ash?" shouted Sean. "Does this happen often?"

	"Nothing is happening!" she snapped.

	The tiger roared and batted at her with a massive, muscled paw, the movement so fast and furious that Sean couldn't count the number of strikes. Ash kept backing off around the edge of the room. The legs of the chair she was using as a desperate shield began to show the color of the original wood from the scratches digging into the black paint.

	Sean took a step forward and then stopped, more than a little unsure of what to do. The impulse to try to distract the cat away from Ash was a stillborn one. Millions of years of deep-set evolutionary instincts were screaming through every inch of his body that big cats meant bad news.

	Ash pushed the chair forward, striking the animal across the snout. It let out a high-pitched snarl and ran around in a circle, briefly seeming to… chase its own tail. When it came to a stop, rather tragically, it was facing Sean this time. He glanced around for a chair of his own and then reached for his gun.

	Which of course, he didn't have on him. He'd had to ditch his old one after the thing with Benny and it simply hadn't been high on the priority list to replace it. Not that he would have even trusted a single bullet to be enough to deter an apex predator of this magnitude. 

	He bumped into something, and then outright tripped over an ottoman as he tried to shift in a new direction. The tiger let out a savage roar and lunged across the polished wood floor toward him. Sean screamed and pushed himself back, scrambling onto the couch and then down over it on the other side. 

	He was next to what appeared to be an electric fireplace with, likely for appearance purposes, real wood and a real fire poker beside it. The latter was what he snatched to hand, swinging the long and somewhat heavy rod of metal like a sword as the big cat closed on him.

	"Don't hurt him!" cried Ash. "Murphy, heel!"

	"He's going to fucking hurt me!" shouted Sean. "Get back! Rah!"

	He started making noises, remembering how bears tended to shy away from aggressive sounds in the wild. The tiger, Murphy, apparently, seemed more confused than intimidated. Sean swung the iron poker through thin air. Strange how knowing the animal's name did make it ever so slightly harder to want to make genuine contact with the makeshift weapon, even if his life depended on it.

	"Run!" Ash was suddenly next to him, yanking on his wrist. She was in her socks, and her feet slid in a manner that would have been a little comical under different circumstances as she tried to take off at speed toward the hallway.

	Sean followed right behind her and they immediately turned through the first open door, into the bathroom. Ash slammed it shut behind them, and Murphy crashed into an instant later with so much force that that frame splintered around the door jam.

	"Will that hold?" asked Sean.

	"I fucking hope so," muttered Ash.

	


Chapter 12

	"Care to explain to me why we're currently being hunted by a tiger?" asked Sean.

	Ash narrowed her eyes at him from where she sat on the toilet. "I am not in the business of explaining myself to my little brother."

	The door bulged inward again as Murphy made another attack against it. Sean thought about pressing his back to it to try to ensure it stayed shut, but the prospect felt a little too much like acting out the role of the next person to die in a horror movie.

	"I knew something like this was going to happen the first time I saw those cats," he said.

	"He's not a bad animal," said Ash. "I've raised Murphy from kittenhood. I'm basically his mother."

	The door began vibrating as Murphy scratched against it from the other side.

	"Matricide is more common than you might think," he said. "Where's the lion? Any chance one big cat could defend us from another?"

	"Marissa is gentle and shy," said Ash.

	"Wonderful." Sean ran his hand through his hair. "It's just one thing after another, isn't it?"

	"Would you just shut up and let me think?"

	"What's there to think about?" Sean took out his phone, now matching her glare as his nerves subsided enough for his anger to come to the fore. "I'm calling animal control. We're in Vegas. They must have at least some experience with handling show cats."

	"Don't you fucking dare!" 

	"What other option do we have?" snapped Sean. "Sit here and wait to literally be eaten by a tiger? Hold on, I'm looking up the number now."

	"No, you aren't."

	Ash grabbed at his phone. Sean pulled it out of her reach, but she pressed forward with surprising aggressiveness, cornering him in the bathroom and gripping his forearm.

	"Ash, this is a ridiculous situation," he said. "Be real for a second."

	"They'll take my cats!" she shouted. "Possibly even put Murphy down if they think he's out of control! I'm not letting that happen even if it means we have to wait out his episode."

	"Let go!"

	Sean tried to twist away, but in the tiny bathroom, there was nowhere really to twist to. One of his legs bumped into the toilet. Ash yanked at an odd angle. He fell sideways and she went with him, still refusing to break her grip on his hand with the phone.

	He grunted as he hit the polished tile, with Ash landing in a sprawl atop him. He yanked his phone away from her but couldn't exactly start browsing his google search with her straddling him and creating interference. 

	But he tried to anyway. Ash wriggled atop him, struggling to trap his wrist against the cold tile. She made tiny, effortful little grunts, hips wiggling and creating friction as she tried to effectively overpower her manly opponent.

	"Would you stop that?" he said.

	"Put the phone down and I’ll let go of your wrist," she said.

	"No, I mean…" He winced, feeling warmth begin to stir within his crotch. "Get off me. Now."

	Ash let out a mocking chuckle. "What's wrong? First time you've been pinned by a girl? Is it that embarrassing for you?"

	She pushed down on his wrist as he tried to pull his arm up again, the motion leaning her forward and then dropping her butt back down directly on his crotch. Sean let out a little breath, unable to help himself from responding to how soft her body felt against his.

	"Ash…" he said.

	But it was already too late. He almost wanted to close his eyes as he felt his cock stirring to life against her, but a darkly curious part of him was eager to see her reaction. She'd get off him now, at least, shooed away by mortification if not common sense.

	"Is that…" She blinked, mouth agape, and then a tiny half smile curled at one corner of her mouth. "That can't be what I think it is… can it?"

	"Would you get off me already?" he snapped.

	Ash let out a mocking laugh and then shifted in a manner that felt far too good in all the wrong ways, her soft butt stirring unspeakable drives within him.

	"Give me your phone and I'll get you off," she said. "Er, get off you."

	The door bucked again as Murphy slammed into it and they both flinched, bodies once more creating that evil and delicious friction. Her yoga pants were, well, yoga pants. Thin and insubstantial. He could feel the heat pouring off her through them.

	"I'm not giving you my phone." He jutted his chin out, suddenly possessed by a desire to be as obstinate as possible. "I'm calling animal control. Quit being bitchy and come to your senses."

	"Did you just call me a fucking bitch?" Ash leaned over him, banging his forearm against the ground and all but grinding herself against him in a confusing mixture of movements.

	"I said you were being bitchy," he said. "Not the same thing. But if you keep acting this way…"

	"If I keep acting this way…?" Ash leaned over him, her ponytail falling over her shoulder on one side, face close to his. "Go on, Sean. Finish what you started."

	His heart pounded so loud he almost couldn't hear anything else over it. Ash's breath, warm and slightly minty, fanned across his face. Her boldness, mixed with a hint of irritation, was like a spark on the situation's tinder. That defiant curl of her lip stirred him up in a way he didn't want to acknowledge.

	"You're getting a boner out of nowhere and acting like I'm the fucked up one for liking big cats," said Ash, her voice a blend of challenge and curiosity.

	"At least I have an excuse!" he snapped. "My body doesn't know any better, and you're…"

	He trailed off again, once more not wanting to finish the sentence he'd started. His body didn't know any better, and Ash was stupidly sexy, from an objective perspective. 

	This wasn't just sibling squabbling anymore. A boundary had been crossed, and they'd stepped into a territory usually reserved for dreams or dares. 

	"Well, just how good of an excuse is it, Sean?"

	Ash's question hung in the air, charged like a summer storm. It was less of a question and more of an accusation, daring him to acknowledge the bizarre cocktail of feelings they'd both begun sipping. She wasn't his sister anymore in those dizzying seconds.  She was a wild, uncharted force, as sharp and dangerous as the tiger outside the door.

	"Are you sure you want to know, Ash?" He reached his free hand around and, in an insane moment, let it settle on her ass. He saw one of her eyes twitch and took it even further, giving her buttock a tiny little slap.

	"You little fucker!" She banged his wrist against the tile and then pulled his hair with her other hand, almost like they were children again and the play fighting had gotten a little too real.

	"You crazy bitch!" he shouted.

	“Apologize,” she hissed, her voice low and rough.  “You have five fucking seconds.”

	“Or what?” He arched his back against the cool tile, pressing himself closer despite his better judgment, or maybe because of it. The thin material of her yoga pants was no barrier at all. He could feel the heat of her core against his own.

	"You're about to find out," she whispered.

	Her eyes darkened, a flicker of something raw and untamed within their depths.  She ground her hips against his, a slow, deliberate movement that sent a jolt of electricity through him.  It was a silent acknowledgment, another warning shot in the dangerous game they were playing.

	He groaned, unable to contain the sound.  His free hand moved of its own accord, tracing the curve of her hip, the soft skin beneath the fabric. 

	“Maybe I want to find out, Ash,” he muttered.

	Her breath hitched.  She leaned closer, her lips brushing against his ear.  

	“You're an idiot, Sean,” she whispered, the words laced with promise as much as derision.

	Her hand tightened in his hair, tugging his head back, exposing the sensitive skin of his neck. He slapped her ass again, not content to let her be the aggressive one.

	Ash leaned forward and nipped him twice with her teeth, first on the neck, and then his earlobe.  The tiger outside was forgotten, the cramped bathroom a world of its own.  It was wrong, twisted, and yet the forbidden nature of it only fueled the flames.

	“Fucking hell, Ash,” he managed to choke out, words barely audible.

	His hand slid lower, cupping her ass, squeezing the soft flesh. He felt her shudder against him. The game of chicken was over, and they were both now hurtling towards the inevitable crash.

	Ash let out a low moan, her grip on his hair tightening.  Her hips moved faster now, grinding against him with a desperate rhythm.  He arched into her, matching her movements, the friction building, the tension coiling tighter and tighter.  

	“Fuck,” she breathed, her voice thick with desire. “Sean…”

	His name on her lips, spoken with such raw need, shattered the last vestiges of his restraint.  He bucked against her, his hand now settling on her hip to guide her movements, urge her onward.

	“Ash,” he groaned, his voice ragged.  

	He leaned his face up, mouth finding hers. The kiss was somehow both unexpected and inevitable. The world outside the bathroom ceased to exist.  It was just him and Ash, locked in a desperate embrace, the forbidden fruit of their twisted desire ripening between them.

	Ash's breath came in hot, sweet waves against Sean's face. The musk and warmth of her were overwhelming, and every nerve in Sean's body screamed for release. He felt his heart was about to burst out of his chest, the erratic drumming filling his ears. Each of Ash's movements sent jolts of pleasure through him, more insistent than the last. 

	His hand gripped her hip, now moving on instinct, guiding her harder against him as they both hung on the precipice. A part of him wondered how they'd arrived here, another pushed the thought away, replaced by a singular, all-consuming need.

	Ash shivered above him, the lines of her face blurring the boundaries of sister and something else entirely. The tangled mess they'd made in their shared desperation, it was almost beautiful, in a taboo kind of way.

	"Ash," he groaned. "I'm gonna…"

	She bit her lower lip and let out a sexy little moan, nodding. That was all it took. Sean's body tensed, the coil of tension finally snapping. He let out a low, ragged noise, a blend of a grunt and a gasp, as he came undone beneath her. 

	The pleasure crashed over him like a surging wave, palpable, undeniable. He quivered beneath Ash, every muscle of his body taut as a drawn bowstring before it finally released.

	Ash hovered above him, eyes wide, shock flickering across her face as cognition returned. Her body stilled, the air charged with disbelief and an awkward silence. 

	"You just... seriously?" Her words dripped with disbelief and thinly-veiled derision as the corner of her mouth quirked up into a mocking half-smile. "Boys."

	Sean's cheeks burned, his earlier pleasure twisted into embarrassment. He released his grip on her hip reluctantly, suddenly aware of the cold tile pressing into his back, the absurdity of their situation bathed in the stark fluorescent light.

	She climbed off him with unexpected poise, taking his phone and smoothing her yoga pants as she did, masking any trace of their shared folly with casual indifference.

	Moving across the bathroom, she pressed her ear to the door, listening carefully. Her posture was relaxed, hints of amusement still lurking in the depths of her green eyes. 

	"Nothing," she said, turning back to face him with a triumphant, almost smug expression. "See. I told you Murphy would calm down."

	Sean slowly rose to his feet, feeling gross. He was far less able to shrug off their little illicit episode, especially with the evidence of it sticky and slowly cooling in his boxers. He was certainly going to try, however, for the sake of his own dignity.

	"That cat isn't staying here," he said.

	"Says who?" snapped Ash. "It's my cat and my decision."

	Sean snatched his phone back out of her hand. When she made to grab it, he gently but firmly pushed her back against the door. Her shoulders hit with a soft thud, and it was as though she was seeing him anew. A third version of him, after whichever one she'd met when then been rolling around together.

	"Ash," he said. "Be serious."

	She glanced away. So much hung in the air between them, confusion and sexual tension and genuine concern on both sides.

	"I'm deadly serious, Sean," she said, slowly. "If you try to take my pet away from me, I'll make whatever just happened here into a real problem for you."

	"What's that supposed to mean?"

	She got right in his face, eyes sharp and borderline deadly. "I don't think you want to find out."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 13

	Ash watched the elevator door close and finally breathed out. Her entire body was tingling, and her thoughts were such a tangle that extracting a single one for analysis took deliberate effort.

	She'd been relieved when Sean had first come up, appeared through the elevator doors like some scrawny knight in shining armor. It was a truth that pointed toward an unfortunate fact. Murphy had been out of hand, and she hadn't been able to control him.

	The tiger was now lying next to one of the massive custom cat towers, licking his paw as though all was well, and nothing had happened. Ash narrowed her eyes, furious not with the animal, but reality itself. She wasn't used to being dispossessed of her composure.

	But Sean had been there, even if he hadn't done much with the tiger. The insanity of the bathroom encounter was a large part of why her heart still felt like it was racing out of her chest.

	They'd dry humped one another while hiding from a tiger in her penthouse bathroom. She felt an odd warming sensation along the inside of her thighs, lower abdomen, another place which she dared not named. The sentence repeated once more in the depths of her mind, sounding no less like something out of an after dark game of mad libs

	They'd dry humped one another while hiding from a tiger in her penthouse bathroom.

	"Have I actually lost my mind?" she muttered.

	Murphy stopped licking his paw and glanced her way. Ash felt an unexpected and unhelpful flutter of fear. She narrowed her eyes at the cat, steeling her resolve with the confidence of a woman used to ordering people, mostly men, around.

	"Don't think you're off the hook, either," she said, in a stiff voice. "No treats for the next week."

	The tiger went back to licking his paw.

	 

	***

	 

	It was only as Sean left The Cat's Cradle that he realized, in the chaos of the moment, that he'd forgotten to even get Ash's help. The idea of going back or even just calling now, after whatever had just happened, felt impossible.

	He consoled himself with the knowledge that it was fairly unlikely that Ash would have had much to add beyond her thoughts and general vibes of the situation. There was no chance she'd be interested in taking a trip out to the desert, given what she had on her plate with her own casino and now apparently her burgeoning pet crisis.

	That, in truth, worried him nearly as much as his own various problems. He didn't want to come back to his sister maimed or dead at the hands, er, paws, of an animal she refused to give up. He thought about calling animal control and reporting her anyway, but that would instantly torch their relationship. He wasn't even sure they'd be allowed access if she refused them at the door.

	They would already have enough awkwardness to toe around after their little bathroom episode. He'd had the wherewithal to clean himself up before leaving Ash's place, but their relationship wasn't a mess so easily cleaned and contained.

	He forced his mind onto other subjects as he drove back to The Pharaoh's Fortune. The empty casino felt somehow sad and neglected as he passed through its lower level, the quiet space seeming to emphasize the urgent need for him to find the missing money or other financing.

	He took the elevator up to his penthouse, surprised by how much it was starting to feel like home. Dolly came out to greet him, still clad in her cozy morning wear and looking like she hadn't done much that day.

	"You're back!" She grinned and wrapped him in a full body hug, planting several kisses on his cheek and neck. "I don't know why that makes me so happy."

	"Does there need to be a reason?" He wrapped his arms around her and spun her around in the air. "Is my mom home?"

	"No, she went out to run some errands," said Dolly, in a knowing voice. "Why?"

	"Just curious."

	Sean was intensely aware of her presence as he sat her back down in front of him.

	Sean's hands slid down Dolly's sides as she pressed against him. Their lips met, and the familiar spark ignited between them. Her fingers tangled in his hair as she backed him toward the couch.

	"I really did miss you," she breathed between kisses.

	"I can tell," he muttered.

	His body responded to her touch, his heart racing as she straddled his lap. The thin fabric of her pajamas left little to the imagination. She rubbed her hips against him, drawing a groan from deep in his chest.

	In some ways, it felt like grounding himself again after whatever the fuck had happened between him and Ash. Dolly was simple and straight forward, at least compared to Ash, with her cats and their estranged relationship.

	Sean's hands found their way under her top, tracing the warm skin of her back. Dolly's kisses grew more urgent, needier. Her hands slipped beneath his shirt, nails dragging lightly across his chest.

	The elevator chimed.

	They froze. Dolly scrambled to put space between them just as Beatrice walked in, shopping bags in hand. Her eyes darted around, taking in their disheveled appearance and flushed faces.

	"I picked up a few groceries we were missing," Beatrice said, her voice tight. She walked by with loud footsteps into the kitchen, setting the bags on the counter, not quite looking at either of them.

	Sean adjusted his shirt, hyper-aware of the lingering warmth where Dolly had been pressed against him. The air felt thick with unspoken words and barely contained desires.

	"Thanks, Mom." His voice cracked slightly.

	Dolly smoothed her hair and disappeared into the kitchen, the sound of rustling bags filling the awkward silence. Sean caught his mother's gaze for a moment before quickly looking away, his skin burning at the knowing look in her eyes.

	"How's your day been going so far?" asked Beatrice.

	"A bit of a mixed bag," he said. "We lost the stupid poker tournament."

	"Oh no," said his mother.

	"You don’t sound that disappointed."

	"I'm only concerned in how far it effects your emotional state, Sean," said Beatrice. "The end result of Costello Associates collapsing is near enough to what I think would be best for you. The two of us going back to our old lives."

	"The last thing I need is a saboteur in my midst," he muttered, with a touch of exaggeration.

	Dolly coughed and started helping put away the groceries.

	His phone vibrated. It was a text from Lilian… a long text. So long that she'd split it into two parts. He read through it carefully, taking in the general message.

	She'd planned their trip out to the mysterious desert location his father had visited, and wanted him to commit to leaving that night. They'd make the first part of the trip across the afternoon and evening, and then start the off roading out into the real desert the next morning.

	"What is it?" asked Beatrice.

	"A text from Lilian," he said. "It's related to the search. Apparently, she wants me to leave this afternoon with her. We'd travel way up north, stay the night in a motel or airbnb, and then hopefully set out in the morning to find the—"

	The obnoxiously loud vacuum roared to life. Sean waited for Dolly to finish before continuing, but she took so long that he'd lost his train of thought by the time he could hear and be heard again.

	"Didn't you already vacuum?" he asked.

	"I missed a spot!" she snapped. "What? Do you really want to be stepping on crumbs and lint when you're trying to relax?"

	"I don't really notice, to be honest," he said.

	"You and Lilian, heading out on some silly trip to search for treasure in the middle of the desert?" asked Beatrice. "Why does that give me such a bad feeling?"

	"Because you're an unrepentant worrier," said Sean. "It'll be fine."

	He came over to his mother, took her hands, and kissed her on the cheek. She smiled slightly, but he could tell her concerns were far from alleviated. She looked so pretty, and for whatever reason, he thought of Ash, how quickly a platonic appreciation for her beauty had spiraled into something weird. 

	Trixie and the dirty video came to mind and were banished to the back corner just as quickly.

	"I'm going with you both," said Beatrice.

	"Mom, please. That won't be necessary."

	"I insist." She narrowed her eyes, as though daring him to try to stop her.

	Sean glanced at Dolly, fully expecting her to insist with just as much vehemence. She stayed quiet, however, almost as though she wasn't listening, though she clearly was.

	"Alright." Sean shrugged. "I don't see why not. Want to know something funny?"

	"What?" asked Beatrice.

	"The entire reason Lilian discovered this place is because she was tracking my father's movements," he said. "She thought he was cheating on her."

	A slow smile blossomed on Beatrice's face. "That is funny."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14

	Sean stayed in for most of the rest of the afternoon, packing his overnight bag and burning time. He texted with Lilian, who seemed rather amused by his mother's insistence at coming with them.

	She's welcome to come, Lilian said. It'll give us a chance to connect over the things we have in common.

	Sean didn't say as much, but he doubted their shared interests amounted to much more than their relationship with him and their past relationships with his father. He hoped it wouldn't be too weird but suspected that there was no avoiding it.

	Ace called late in the afternoon, right as he and Beatrice were getting ready to pick up Lilian. Sean scowled as he stared at his phone screen, listening to it ring.

	"Aren't you going to pick up?" asked his mother.

	"Ace and I had an argument after we lost the poker tournament," said Sean. "Not sure I have much to say to him right now."

	"Seems like he has something to say to you, though," said Beatrice.

	"Yeah, I suppose." He scowled and turned away from her as he answered. "What do you want, Ace?"

	"Just checking in, Captain," said Ace. "I had a thought about the tournament. It might not be too late to appeal to some of the players themselves, see if they might lobby our cause if we offered them the right perks."

	"What do we have to offer?" asked Sean. "Hotel rooms? They'd get those anyway."

	"I'm trying to think outside the box," said Ace, with annoyance. "Someone needs to."

	"Well, keep trying," he said.

	Ace didn't say anything for a few seconds. Sean hung up on him, suddenly feeling as though there wasn't much else he could say that wouldn't lead them back into a shouting match.

	He did trust Ace, or at least he wanted to, but he found that he really didn't want to tell the old bodyguard about his trip into the desert. There was a chance, however slight, that Ace might still be working against him or at least have a differing agenda. Better to get a sense of whether Lilian's discovery even held anything before bringing it up with him.

	They picked Lilian up from the mansion she'd shared with his father in The Ridges. It was extravagance in architectural form, with a gate outside that opened for them right as they drove up. Sean felt an odd stab of curiosity over what secrets the mansion's interior might hold, whether there was another room with a projector or computer that might hold more videos.

	He shook the thought off as Lilian came outside, dragging a small, wheeled suitcase behind her. She climbed into the car's back with a sigh.

	"Are the two of you ready to set out?" asked Lilian.

	"Good to go," said Sean.

	"Perfect," said Lilian. "Here's the address for your GPS."

	The drive was long, but music and a few podcast suggestions from his mother and Lilian made it relatively bearable. He didn't sense any overt tension between the two women, but that didn't mean it didn't exist.

	"It's up here, I think," said Lilian.

	"This one?" Sean nodded toward a rather vintage-looking motel on the edge of the tiny desert town they'd arrived at.

	"I… suppose so," said Lilian. "I didn't get a sense of it properly from Google Maps. It looks destitute! We'll have to find somewhere else. We couldn't possibly stay here."

	Sean and Beatrice exchanged a bemused glance up front.

	"It's a motel, Lilian," said Beatrice. "This is how most of them look. I'm sure it will be fine."

	Sean pulled in and parked. He climbed out of his car alongside his mother, grateful for a chance to stretch his legs. It was midevening, right around sunset, and a light, dry wind rustled his hair and clothing. He got his bag out of the back of the car and let himself relax, flashing back to old trips he'd taken with his mother when life had been far simpler.

	Beatrice smiled and touched his shoulder as she carried her bag alongside him. Lilian seemed to still be struggling with her skepticism as they approached the motel's entrance, where a dying light flickered and created an accidental strobe effect across the pavement outside.

	The motel's clerk was on her phone, and she only gave them the leftover portion of her attention as they approached the desk. Sean stepped forward and cleared his throat.

	"Hello," he said. "Can we get rooms for the night?"

	"Bunch of them are under construction," muttered the woman. "There's one left. Only has two beds."

	He winced but given how long they'd driven to make the journey, it still seemed like a small enough price to pay. "We can make it work."

	He gave her his card and info and she gave him the key. Their room was at the far end of the long building, and they were treated to a range of noises and window previews of the other guests. Quite a few of them were actively engaged in the types of activities motel's generally attract — loud sex, debauchery, and a few more wholesome echoes of kids playing video games at max volume.

	"Well, here we are," said Sean. "Home for tonight."

	He opened the door with the key, wondering when the last time had been that he'd rented a room that used one in place of a card. The small room on the other side certainly had the aesthetic of a vintage motel room. It was small but clean, and it had a nice, reassuringly neutral smell.

	"What a disaster," muttered Lilian. "God. I should have called ahead and had them give me a video tour of the space! I would have planned a different route or more carefully worked out how to make the trip in a single day."

	"A shared motel room is hardly the end of the world," said Beatrice. "Let's find somewhere to get food nearby and get comfortable. We'll manage."

	Lilian ceased protesting. In the end, she and his mother took the car to go and acquire food after realizing none of the local restaurants in the town delivered. Sean stretched out on one of the beds, though he knew he'd likely be giving it up once the discussion of sleeping arrangements became relevant.

	He turned on the TV, finding that it had far more freedom in selection of streaming services than most high-end hotels, in a small point in its favor. He went to use the bathroom and his eyes perused the wastebasket next to the toilet as he peed.

	It was full of condom wrappers. Of course it was.

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	"You should be proud of how much progress your son has made over the past few weeks," said Lilian.

	Beatrice smiled and gave the other woman a polite nod. "I am extremely proud of my son."

	It was true, but one of those wide-brushed truths designed to obscure her own mixed feelings about the question. She was and always would be proud of him. Was she proud of every aspect and facet of the direction she saw him currently moving in? That was a trickier question to answer, regardless of how much it kept her up at night.

	"He reminds me so much of his father," said Lilian, wistfully.

	"I'm sure he does," said Beatrice.

	"Sorry, does it bother you for me to point out the resemblance?" Lilian asked the question in the voice of someone who already knew and took petty pleasure in the answer. "I see it as a positive. Terrence was a great man."

	"Sean is also a great man," said Beatrice. "Young. Still learning. But I can see so much within him already to be extremely proud of."

	"I could not agree more," said Lilian. She had a curious smile on her face, and one finger curled around a lock of auburn hair.

	"I wonder sometimes why Terrence never tried to contact him," said Beatrice. "I was always expecting some kind of intervention or outreach. I suppose I made it clear enough to Ace that I wanted his father to stay gone, but it was a fear of mine, in the back of my head. It’s almost as though something was holding him back."

	She glanced over at Lilian, wondering if the other woman would give her an answer to a question which still nagged her. 

	"Does Sean have a girlfriend, or a crush back home?" asked Lilian, mind clearly moving in a different direction.

	Beatrice chuckled, but grew a bit more serious as the implications of the question reached her. "Not exactly. He's been… involved with a young lady here in Vegas, however."

	"Ah. Good to know." Lilian smiled absently as they pulled into the chinese food place they'd ordered from. "He needs someone to handle that for him. Keep him properly on track. Someone he can trust."

	 

	***

	 

	"No, you hang up," said Sean.

	"No, you," said Dolly.

	"No… you." He had her on speakerphone and was reading through Scope Knight patch notes that were irrelevant to him now.

	"You should make Lilian sleep on the floor if there are only two beds," said Dolly. "She was so mean to me back when I worked for her!"

	"Why? Did you break some treasured antique of hers, or something?"

	"Not that I can remember," said Dolly. "I think she was just jealous of my beauty."

	"That… seems improbable."

	"Hey!" said Dolly. "That's so mean!"

	"I'm just saying," said Sean. "It would take a serious amount of pettiness to hold a grudge over something like that. Plus, it's not exactly like she's bad looking, herself."

	"That's why it's so mean!" snapped Dolly. "You're basically saying that there's no way she'd be jealous over a trollop like me."

	"You're being silly," said Sean. "What is a trollop, anyway?"

	"A female troll," said Dolly. "I think."

	They shared a few seconds of comfortable and affectionate silence. Sean rolled over in bed, wishing she was there with him.

	"No, you hang up," he said.

	"You," said Dolly.

	They did eventually hang up in unison. Beatrice and Lilian arrived back a minute or two later, carrying chinese food and spiked seltzer. 

	"The food has arrived," said Beatrice, with a smile.

	"Along with my company for the night," he said.

	"Your company for the night needs to change into more comfortable clothing for the night," said Lilian. "If you'll excuse me…"

	She disappeared into the bathroom. Beatrice started taking chinese food cartons out on the motel's limited counter space.

	"I hope you don't mind me borrowing your bed while I lounged here," said Sean. "I suppose I'll set up a little nest on the floor when it's time for bed."

	"There's no need for that." Beatrice came over and made a show of falling onto the bed next to him. "It's at least a double, if not a queen. We can share and make it work."

	"Can we?" Sean wiggled from side to side, trying to impart how cramped it would be to her.

	"Up to you," said Beatrice. "My bed is open to you, if you're so inclined. So to speak…"

	An odd tension fluttered between them, broken only by the sound of the bathroom door opening and Lilian emerging back into the main space.

	Sean's breath caught as Lilian emerged from the bathroom wearing a pink silk nightgown that barely reached down just above her knees. The material clung to her curves in ways that made them significantly easier to appreciate, her large full breasts and the hourglass curve of her hips.

	"Much better," said Lilian, running her fingers through her loose auburn hair. "I hope I wasn't the only one with enough foresight to bring pajamas."

	"I figured I'd just sleep in my boxers." Sean felt a strange, somewhat unnecessary stirring of arousal. "Ah. That was before I realized the bed situation."

	Beatrice's lips pressed into a thin line. "It won't make a difference. I brought my own nightgown. I'll sleep in that and you can pick whatever is comfortable for you. It's fine."

	"Oh, I'm sure it will be." Lilian settled onto her bed, crossing her legs in a way that drew Sean's gaze. "Though I do feel more than a little sympathetic about these sleeping arrangements. It must be so awkward, having to share such a small bed with your mother."

	"It'll be fine," said Sean. "We'll manage."

	The strange heat priming his body seemed to spread upward, infecting his thoughts with a similar fire. He thought of Trixie and his father's home videos and had to tamp the intense mental images down. He reminded himself that he was sharing a bed with his mother, not Trixie. The two didn't have to be one in the same.

	"If only there was a better solution." Lilian's eyes met his. "One that didn't involve you sleeping on that awful floor or having to bump around with your mother."

	"There isn't, but that's okay." Beatrice cut in with the tone of firm parental authority as she gathered her overnight bag. "Sean and I have shared tight spaces before. Haven't we, honey?"

	Sean nodded, trying not to stare as Lilian adjusted her nightgown's thin strap.

	"Still," said Lilian. "It seems so... inappropriate. A grown man sharing a bed with his mother. What would people think?"

	"I don't particularly care what people think," said Beatrice, disappearing into the bathroom with perhaps more force than necessary.

	 "You're egging her on, aren't you?" said Sean, with a knowing smile.

	"Maybe a little." Lilian shrugged with a guilty smile of her own. "She's fun to tease. I don't think she's figured out yet that I'm this way with everybody."

	"Are you, now?"

	Lilian let out a laugh, but held his gaze. It felt like a test of sorts. Sean didn't look away and also managed to resist the urge to glance down at her magnificent cleavage.

	But only barely.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 16

	Sean might have suspected that his mother was purposely trying to outdo Lilian if not for the fact that he had seen her wear the nightgown she had on once before. 

	It was a pale violet number with thin shoulder straps and thinner overall fabric. He had to work to keep from noticing her nipples poking out all too obviously as she came over to the counter and began serving the food, seeming just as aware of her own exposure as he was.

	"Finally," said Sean, seeking any available distraction. "I'm starving."

	"A growing boy's got to eat," said Lilian. "Even if the food is a bit… greasier than what I might normally recommend."

	"Are you confused by the concept of fast food, Lilian?" teased Sean.

	"Of course not!" she said. "I'll have you know that my father owned half a dozen Harvey's restaurants."

	"Harvey's?" Beatrice furrowed her brow. "Is that a chain out here in Nevada?"

	"You've never heard of Harvey's?" said Lilian.

	"I don't think we have them back out east," said Sean.

	"Oh." Lilian looked slightly crestfallen, but seemed to rally. "Well, my father was quite dedicated to his little fast-food empire. We never had competing chains in our household growing up."

	"These restaurants…" said Sean. "Are they still in your family?"

	"My brother and older sister run them now," said Lilian, with a sigh. "I know what you're thinking, but unfortunately, I've been entirely removed from the family business since I left college."

	"Too bad," said Sean. "Well, at least you can eat chinese food without feeling guilty."

	He bit into his own eggroll and watched Lilian take a dainty, almost conflicted bite of a piece of sweet and sour chicken. Beatrice loaded some fried rice onto Sean's plate, smiling wistfully.

	"Do you remember when you were little and we always used to get chinese food, Sean?" she asked.

	"Vaguely," he said. "I used to be a big fan of eggrolls. Still am, but if I recall correctly, it used to be a bit of an obsession."

	"When I'd open the fridge, you'd sneak by my legs and pull at the egg carton and say eggrolls, eggrolls," said Beatrice, voice tinged with the nostalgia of old memories. "I felt a little bad about ordering takeout so often, but you never seemed any worse off for it. It was our little ritual."

	"This was when Sean was a toddler?" asked Lilian.

	"I think he was three or four, yes," said Beatrice.

	Lilian nodded slowly, a question clearly rising to the surface under her pensive expression. "Can I ask you a hard question that I've always wondered about, Beatrice?"

	"You can ask," she replied.

	"Why did you leave Terrence in the way that you did?" Lilian slid a small container of sauce to the edge of her plate as she added some lo mein. "Terrence only ever spoke of how it affected him, how furious it made him, rather than the reason behind it."

	"You were married to him," said Beatrice. "I'm sure you could guess if you wanted to."

	"I'd prefer to know, rather than guess."

	Sean glanced back and forth between the two women, feeling a tension that outstripped the situation, the comfort food and skimpy nightgowns. The truth was that he shared in Lilian's curiosity, though perhaps with less attachment to the answer.

	"Because he was abusive," said Beatrice, with a tight smile. She glanced at Sean with a more sympathetic expression. "I'm sorry you have to hear this, sweetie. But your father hit me. It was only near the end, but I knew once it had begun that it would only get worse. For you and me both."

	"Oh, please." Lilian let out a dark and dismissive laugh. "Dispense with the melodrama, Beatrice. Terrence may have been a bit rowdy during his times of excess, but he was far from abusive."

	"You asked," said Beatrice. "Don't lash out at me simply because you're struggling to absorb the answer."

	"Struggling… to absorb… the answer?" Lilian blinked several times in quick succession and made a little clicking noise. "You're unbelievable. You do realize you're speaking about Sean's father? Who just passed away last week?"

	"I know exactly who I'm talking about," said Beatrice. "Do you?"

	"Does Sean?" snapped Lilian. "Would you think about Terrence's goddamn son for a moment instead of sounding like a petty ex? How is Sean ever going to turn into someone as capable as his father if he can't take pride in the man whose footsteps he's following?"

	"Did Terrence ever hit you, Lilian?" asked Beatrice.

	Lilian scoffed. "Ridiculous. I refuse to answer such an obviously targeted question."

	"A refusal is an answer, in itself," muttered Beatrice.

	"Does anyone want to watch something?" said Sean. "Netflix? HBO?"

	"You don't have to shy away from conversation about your father, you know, Sean," said Lilian. "The skeletons your mother seems so keen on implying are in the closet are figments of her imagination."

	Beatrice laughed. "Sure they are."

	"Would you both knock it the fuck off?" he snapped. His own anger surprised him, and he let it ride instead of reeling it in. "I never knew the man. I honestly never knew him. I've got zero interest in letting who he was or how he acted define me and my life."

	"I'm glad to hear that," said Beatrice. "You should put him completely out of your mind."

	"Mom," he said, with a sigh. "It's almost as off putting to have you treating the topic of Terrence Costello like a taboo subject. As though if I say his name aloud, I'll be possessed by his ghost, or something."

	"You should say his name more often!" said Lilian. "He was a great man, Sean."

	"That's rich," said Beatrice.

	"A great, rich man!" said Lilian.

	Sean's phone vibrated and he seized upon it for the distraction it was. "That's Ash calling me. I should take this."

	He stood up and slipped outside without waiting for a response, though the speed at which the two women fell back into bickering precluded one anyway. The motel's exterior was dark, oddly warm for the time of night, and eerily silent.

	"What's up?" he said. "Please tell me you're not calling from the hospital?"

	"As though you'd be my first call," said Ash. "No. I have not been eaten by my tiger, thank you for your concern. What's going on? Where are you right now?"

	"Some tiny town in the middle of the desert," he said. "Lilian had a lead on where the missing money might be, so I went with her and my mother to follow up on it."

	"Without explaining to Ace what you were doing or taking him with you?"

	Sean scowled into the night. "He called you to check up on me."

	"Should he not have? At least you're with Beatrice, too. You need to be more careful, Sean. Think about what you're doing."

	"I am," he said. "That's why I left Ace behind. He was…"

	He trailed off with a frustrated and tired snarl. He wasn't an idiot and even with just Ash on the other end of the line, it felt foolish to say anything possibly incriminating out loud. 

	"So there is a reason then," said Ash. "Fair enough. That's all I needed to know."

	"…Be careful with Murphy," said Sean.

	"Try not to worry about me and I'll try not to worry about you," said Ash.

	 

	 


Chapter 17

	The tension between Beatrice and Lilian didn't abate across the next hour. Sean set up his little sleeping arrangement on the floor in between the two beds where there was the most room and tried to tune out their occasional snipes at one another.

	He did manage to fall asleep, but awoke midway through the night with a serious cramp in his back and the smell of the dusty carpet in his nostrils. He had to pee, as well, and managed to get up and make his way to the bathroom only to struggle with aiming around the inconvenience of a late-night erection.

	The prospect of attempting to get back to sleep on the uncomfortable, smelly floor wasn't one that appealed to him in the slightest. His mother had made the offer of sharing her bed earnestly and he decided to try to take her up on it. He might need his rest dearly for whatever the next day would hold.

	He turned off the bathroom's light before opening the door and fumbled his way forward through complete darkness. He found the bed easily enough and, doing his best not to wake her up too much, slid into place next to his mother.

	Or so he thought. A soft purr came from the body next to him, followed by a hand reaching out to rub his chest.

	"Mmm… Sean?" whispered Lilian.

	"Oh, shit," he muttered. "Lilian?"

	He made to slide off the bed but hesitated as her hand continued to rub his chest, not exactly warding him off.

	"I thought… this was my mom's bed," he whispered.

	"I could have been your mom… if things played out differently," she said in a sleepy voice, through a muffled yawn.

	"I was going to climb into her bed," he whispered.

	"Stay."

	Lilian's hand rubbed a little lower. Sean had already been hard from whatever dream he'd been having earlier when he woke up and was so primed to her touch that his cock literally bucked with eagerness.

	Lilian's fingers brushed the top edge of the waistband of his boxers. Sean desperately wanted them to slide even lower, but he also was no fool. He could still think past the fog of his arousal… if only just.

	"What game are you playing?" he whispered.

	"The one… where you see how much I let you get away with," she whispered.

	Every logical facet of his being screamed at him not to do it, that it would only complicate things and somehow play into Lilian's hand. He imagined how furious his mother would be, and it weirdly seemed as much of a point in favor of indulging in the situation as against it.

	How much would she let him get away with? God, he knew one thing for sure and it was that he'd be wondering for the rest of his life if he didn't find out.

	He reached over with his hand and smoothed it across her stomach and nightgown, mirroring her touch on him. Lilian's fingers did a little fluttering thing, like she was tapping them one by one on a desk except the points came down on the elastic of his boxers.

	Sean slid his hand upward, feeling how silky the fabric of her nightgown was, until his fingers brushed the bottom edge of one of her breasts. He hesitated for only a split second before cupping it with his palm, the heft and softness so vivid that it stole his ability to think of anything else.

	"Mmm…" moaned Lilian.

	She upped the ante to match him, fingers sliding under his boxers briefly before pulling out again. One of them prodded his erection and then traced the length of it as though testing the ripeness of a particularly enticing piece of fruit in the market.

	He squeezed her breast, and then the other one, and then lost his mind a little. Sliding closer to Lilian, he started to pull her nightgown up and leaned close enough to brush her cheek with his lips.

	"That tickles," she whispered, with a giggle. "Starting to see what your father saw in me?"

	"Oh yeah."

	He kissed her neck, and then found her lips with his. She kissed him back with surprising passion, as though she'd been aching to be kissed.

	For a few glorious seconds, he had free reign over her body. He rubbed his fingers up her inner thigh and then across her panties. Lilian continued cupping his hardness through his boxers. Sean felt logic and reason blurring and bowing down to the momentum of his burgeoning lust.

	He rolled onto her, shifting the comforter out of the way. Lilian let out a quiet laugh and made a noise like she was shushing him. She rubbed his chest but didn't stop him as he started grinding into her, sliding her nightgown up while the panties came down.

	Or started to. Lilian worked a hand into place to hold them up even as she matched his kisses and rocked her hips into him encouragingly.

	"Easy," she whispered. "If you did that, there's no way your mother wouldn't wake up."

	"So unfair…" He couldn't keep his tone from sounding a bit like a spoiled child. He slid his boxers off anyway and heard Lilian gasp with exaggerated surprise as her fingers wrapped around his bare hardness.

	"You're so eager," she whispered. "Clearly no trouble for you to perform in the moment."

	"Why would it be?" He kissed her neck and felt her shudder. "You turn me on."

	"Oh…" Her breathing sped up, and her resolve seemed to waver. "Sean. We can't."

	"Let me just… feel you out." He started pulling her panties aside, really pushing the limit of what she'd let him get away with, just as she'd invited him to. "Come on, Lilian. You're curious too. Aren't you?"

	"Oh fuck." She kissed him again, sucking on his mouth. "Curious… doesn't mean reckless. But your father was always like that, too."

	He suddenly thought of the videos in the penthouse, the things he'd seen Lilian doing. Would she do them for him? Would he be able to see the shame in her eyes as she descended into wonton sexual servitude for the son of the man she'd loved and married?

	He let his cock slide across the front of her panties and then began to line up the right angle. Lilian made a noise like she was shushing him even as her body responded like a woman eager to be fucked until she was sore and sweaty.

	Dolly, Ash, his mother — logic and reason — it all was background noise in comparison to the mostly naked older woman laying on the bed in front of him. His cock rubbed against the entrance of her pussy, feeling the invitation of both her wetness and tightness. He was really going to do it. He wanted to do it.

	A groan came from the other bed, followed by a muffled "Sean?"

	He and Lilian both froze. He felt Lilian's hands rubbing across his back, as though she was trying to reassure him that it would all be okay, regardless of what happened. It was such a tender, matronly gesture, resonating through the strange ambience of the motel room. His mother in one bed, his would-be stepmom in the other.

	He pressed his hips forward and let his cock flirt with the idea of sinking into her. The temptation was too much, even with the risk of Beatrice coming fully awake. He eased the tip in as their lips met once more, Lilian moaning out her surprise and pleasure against his mouth.

	"Oh fuck…" she moaned. "We can't… yet."

	Yet. That word was enough to snap Sean back to the unfortunate truths of reality, but also the promise of the future. He pulled back, using every ounce of willpower he had, and rolled sideways.

	Almost immediately, Lilian slid her way lower down into the bed. She did it silently, stopping to listen as though expecting his mother to wake up, regardless. Then, all at once, the sensation of her hot lips wrapping around his member became the blinding whole of his world.

	"Goddamn," he muttered. He closed his mouth, teeth tight together, muscles tensing. 

	Lilian worked her mouth up and down, up and down. She was clean, not sloppy in her enthusiasm like Dolly, but precise and focused. The kind of woman who, in all likelihood, could give a blowjob in her office at 9:45 and be ready for a meeting at 10.

	He couldn't see anything in the dark, but the sensation of her lips roving over his cock, a tight, hot seal, was too much. Her mouth was demanding something from him, a demand of ecstasy, rather than words. The promise of perfectly applied lipstick or a coy smile amidst flirtation.

	He groaned as he unloaded. Lilian held down one of his thighs, while her other hand more gently rubbed across his abs. She kept going until every drop of his seed had been sucked out of him, clean and efficient.

	Sean pulled her into an embrace as she finished, but they both had the same thought.

	"I can't wake up in your bed tomorrow," he whispered. "My mom would lose her mind."

	"Very true." Lilian gave him one last kiss. "This will just have to be our little secret."

	He nodded slowly, a bit unnerved by the way she said it. He could sense her desire to connect with him, to influence him, even. He'd opened the door to whatever the hell they'd just done. Tomorrow, he would have to live with the consequences.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18

	"Morning Sean," said Beatrice. "How did you sleep?"

	He was back on the floor and sat up with a somewhat stiff groan. "Like I was on a motel room floor."

	The memory of the previous night was still vivid in his mind. He'd dreamed about it after it had happened, the episode playing on loop in a way that made him question reality. But he remembered the truth of what had happened, Lilian's eagerness to have him in his bed.

	Why had she been so eager?

	"Checkout is at 10, so we still have plenty of time," said his mother. "I don't think we'll need it, to be honest. Lilian is taking a shower. I've already taken one. If you need to clean up, that's all we'll be waiting for."

	"I think I'm good," said Sean.

	He started pulling his clothing back on, the relevant question still whispering in the wings. He knew why he'd fooled around with Lilian. Even now, the thought of being around her, engaging with her sexually again, stirred him up in ways that were confusing to examine.

	The thought of having sex with his father's former wife was absurdly hot to him. He winced as he considered the context that urge existed within. The video of Lilian had turned him on initially, but it had really been the one of Trixie which had infected his mind and twisted his desire around its little finger.

	Ironically enough, he wondered if his father had struggled with a similar problem. Had Terrence Costello still been lusting after Trixie when he'd settled for Lilian? Adding another layer of analogy to the whims of his cockhead felt annoyingly complicated. But it was there, open for examination, if he wished to more deeply understand his own perversions.

	"Why are you making that face?" asked his mother.

	He laughed on reflex. "Because I'm starving. Any chance this place serves a continental breakfast?"

	"I think they have coffee and maybe bagels, if you're lucky," said Beatrice. "It would be in the main building."

	"I'll head off that way," he said. "Come find me when Lilian is all dried off and prettied up."

	His mother sighed and smiled at his wording. "I will. This is kind of nice."

	"Yeah? How so?"

	"Maybe you wouldn't see it that way after a night on the floor, but it reminds me of the trips we used to take when you were younger," said Beatrice. "Ignoring Lilian."

	"Sure, we'll just photoshop her out of the vacation photos," he said. "Love you, Mom."

	"Love you, Sean."

	She stood and moved to stand by the door, now in jeans and a tan blouse with surprisingly sheer fabric. He could take a hint, and wrapped her into a tight hug on his way by. She smelled clean, and her body was soft and pliable against his, raven dark hair slightly damp where it contacted his shoulder.

	Lilian had let him get away with so much. Where would his mother, Trixie, have drawn the line if he'd ended up in the right bed in the first place?

	The thought seared him, or maybe it was his mother's body doing the searing. The heat was real regardless. He exhaled slowly as he pulled away, his hands trailing off her with unintentional slowness.

	"If the coffee's any good, bring me a cup," said Beatrice.

	"Whatever you want, Mom."

	"Thanks honey."

	The coffee he found in the motel's meager cafeteria was average at best, but he filled cups for his mother and Lilian anyway. The bagels were surprisingly good, with the irregular appearance of homemade or bakery items, so he brought a couple of those, too.

	"Morning, Sean." Lilian greeted him at the door with a smile and a touch on the shoulder. "Ooh. Coffee and bagels. I like a man that feeds me when I wake up with him in a motel room."

	Lilian leaned casually against the doorframe, her blouse a soft cream color that clung to her figure. The neckline dipped low, framing her collarbones and revealing a hint of smooth, freckled skin, enough to demand Sean's attention without trying too hard. Her tailored jeans hugged her hips just right, the slimming cut paired with ankle boots that added an extra inch to her already fair height.

	"I'm a gentleman," he said, smiling. "I can't expect you to follow me on an adventure without stuffing you up."

	"Are these homemade bagels?" Lilian blew on the steam rising from the coffee's lip hole as she accepted the food. 

	"I'll also take one," said Beatrice.

	"Here you go, Mom," he said. "I already ate. How about I drive as the two of you work through yours?"

	The question of where, exactly, they were heading was one that he was excited to tackle. Lilian had what amounted to a GPS pin in the middle of nowhere. Despite suggesting that he drive immediately, he actually took out his phone and did the traditional delving into Google Maps that so often accompanies trips out to strange, previously unvisited locations.

	He found a road that connected to a road that seemed to come to an end next to something that seemed like a road that, from there, seemed to lead to their destination. Seemingly.

	"We could always rent ATVs," said Lilian. "That was what I originally was thinking."

	"Not to play the frugal card, but the last thing I need is to be spending more money right now," said Sean. "I'm not going to overcomplicate this unless I have to. If this place is related to Arsenal Attachments or the missing money, there's a way of driving there."

	"Sound logic." His mother was in the front seat and gave him an approving nod. "Let's try to drive there and see what happens."

	It was a clear day, and the sun was borderline oppressive overhead, which was also part of Sean's reasoning. The BMW's blissful AC kept the first stretch of their journey from feeling like anything other than a normal drive.

	When they began traversing the dirt roads, the going got significantly rougher. Sean had to slow down and navigate the potholes and, as they continued, bits of rock left over from apparent rockslides affecting a portion of the road that ran through an old slot canyon.

	The landscape looked like something from another planet, a Mars-Venus hybrid with a history of asteroid strikes. It made him really stop and think about The Pharaoh's Fortune, Vegas, and the greater sustainability of what he'd inherited. Money was a factor in the casino's continued operations, but even with everything paid and profitable, there was a lingering audacity to the reality of existing on such a scale in the middle of the inhospitable desert.

	He occasionally glanced at his mother and Lilian as he navigated the BMW over the shifting terrain. It was actually a bit too much fun to look at them as they bounced around within the car, both reacting to his driving with the affectionate overbearing concern of mothers and backseat drivers.

	"Careful, honey," said Beatrice.

	"We aren't in a rush," said Lilian. "Slow down and savor the moment."

	"This is slow," he said, hitting another bump. "Well, relatively speaking."

	He hit another bump and chuckled as his mother and Lilian let out matching, breathy gasps.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 19

	The compound came into view without any fanfare, visible as a relatively unassuming cluster of buildings in the distance surrounded by a basic waist high chain fence with concrete pylons. Sean came to a stop about a quarter mile from the entrance for vehicles.

	"How do we approach this?" he muttered. "Do I just drive up, or should we walk in on foot?"

	"Drive in and act like you own the place," said Lilian. "Because, and this shouldn't really require emphasis, you own the place. The will was clearly altered, and even if it hadn't been, Benny never took possession of it before his death. Arsenal Attachments would have been returned to estate. It's like the post-death version of a letter returned to sender."

	"I'll take your word for it," said Sean. "Mom? Thoughts?"

	"I don't have any outright objections to driving up, I suppose." She let out an unhappy breath. "I think we should have brought Ace with us, but I suppose it's too late for that now."

	"We'll manage on our own." He reached over and squeezed her hand. "Alright. Let's do this."

	He drove slowly toward the compound's entrance, and their arrival did not go unnoticed. A group of men approached the other side of the chain stretched across two concrete pylons blocking the way of any vehicle seeking to continue along the road onto the property.

	The buildings Sean could see were all modular construction, trailers and repurposed shipping containers. There was also a solar panel array, which he remembered Lilian noting from the satellite images, and what appeared to be a full-blown training camp with a firing range and obstacle course.

	The men were all tall, muscular, and clad in military fatigues. Sean didn't see guns on any of them, but that hardly put him at ease, unarmed as he also was. His mother's comment on bringing Ace seemed increasingly poignant.

	"Need something?" The man in the center of the trio was in his mid-thirties, well over six feet tall, with close cropped hair and a chin and shoulders like wooden blocks. 

	"Is this Arsenal Attachments?" asked Sean.

	"Who's asking?"

	He cleared his throat. "Sean Costello."

	He still wasn't used to issuing name drops, and the surprised reaction from the man was made especially gratifying by the previous tension. The man nodded slowly, whispered something to one of his fellows who immediately ran off into the compound, and then smiled and extended a hand.

	"Mr. Costello," said the man. "We've been expecting you. I'm Jaewon Park."

	"Nice to meet you, Jaewon." Sean shook his hand, surprised by the respectfulness of the grip. "I'm sure you've heard of my father's passing."

	"Of course," said Jaewon. "It was in the news. We've been waiting for an update on how it will affect our operations here from Benny."

	Sean nodded slowly. He wasn't sure how to play this situation and opted to come right out with the second bit of, to them, bad news.

	"Benny has also passed away," said Sean. "There was an… incident. I'll get more into it after."

	He gestured toward the compound, hoping that it would be as it was with the casino, where nobody questioned him when he acted like the boss.

	"Ah." Jaewon held up his index finger. "Mr. Costello, we have orders from Benny not to let anyone other than him and mister… that is to say, your father, past this gate."

	"Call me Captain." Sean glanced at his mother and Lilian and pointedly ignored their restrained amusement. "The circumstances have changed. We don't have time to discuss the relevance of old orders."

	"Fair enough." Jaewon shook his head, but not in refusal. "It's wild how much you look like your father, now that I'm seeing you more closely. Let me give you the grand tour, Captain."

	Jaewoon, somewhat unbelievably, gave him an actual salute before undoing the chain and showing them where to park within the compound. Beatrice gave Sean a wry smile as she briefly settled back into the passenger seat.

	"You take far too much pleasure in getting serious people to use your very unserious gaming nickname," she noted.

	"I'm going to have you using it eventually." Sean grinned and gently reached over to touch her hand. It was on her leg, and he squeezed both, feeling an odd rush of power.

	Jaewon immediately began leading them through the area as soon as they were out of the car. Sean's impression of a paramilitary training camp was reinforced by more men in fatigues, some of them armed, moving about with purpose. He held himself back from asking the obvious question of why the fuck it all existed in the first place, but only just.

	"We built the obstacle course earlier this year," said Jaewon. "Bart. Give it a run through. Show our guests why this is relevant."

	A blond-haired man in fatigues immediately jumped into action, climbing over walls, prone crawling under netting, heaving himself up a pole. Sean with folded arms, pretending as though it made perfect sense.

	"Target range is over that way." Jaewon hooked a thumb toward a series of lanes and targets behind the obstacle course. "We typically schedule our shooting sessions in advance to keep the noise pollution into the surrounding area to a minimum. But if you wanted, we could get some guns out and take some shots."

	"I'm good," said Sean. "Thanks."

	Jaewon led them over and into the largest building, which was made from a sprawling arrangement of repurposed shipping containers. The interior seemed to be the men's barracks, with bunkbeds and computer monitors.

	There was a kitchen with a massive, multi-burner range stove beyond that. Jaewon knocked on a door further down and opened it without waiting for an answer. It apparently led to a shower filled with naked men amidst the steam.

	"Shower time is between 10 and 11," said Jaewon.

	"I see," said Sean.

	He politely averted his eyes from the men, who seemed a bit overly comfortable with one another. Jaewon closed the door.

	"We've worked together for long enough to become true brothers and arms," he said. "We eat together. We bathe together. We sleep together. We're ready for whatever comes, whenever it comes."

	"Of course," said Sean. "I would, uh, expect as much."

	"I'm sure you wish to speak more in private, Captain," said Jaewon. "My office is over this way."

	He led Sean toward another door. The expectation from the other man seemed to be for him to leave Lilian and his mother behind, and he did so with a touch of reluctance. The situation was still strange and a little confusing, even as more of it came into vogue.

	"Shouldn't take long," he told them.

	He followed Jaewon into a relatively standard looking office, albeit a small one. Various photos of military operations, a map, and training certificates adorned the walls.

	"Did you serve, Jaewon?" asked Sean, as he took a seat on the guest side of the desk.

	"Not personally, but I worked with a PMC for about a decade," said Jaewon. "Private military."

	"I see. Then you went on to… work for my father and Benny."

	"Indeed."

	Sean waited, hoping for more detail or at least something resembling an answer he could pry loose.

	"And the work you've been doing here relates to…?" He made a rolling motion with his hand.

	Jaewon blinked, seeming surprised by the question. "Fighting the cartel. Obviously. We have to secure the interests of the Costello Associates in Vegas and push back against the drugs and criminals spilling in across the border."

	Sean nodded slowly, letting the full gravity of the words sink in. "This fight against the cartel. This would be happening at a theoretical time in the future?"

	"Theoretical… and actual," said Jaewoon. "We've picked out targets, places where we know the cartel is storing their drugs and housing their men. You give the go ahead, Captain, and we could strike today."

	Sean massaged his temples. "Benny was planning an honest to god war against the cartel. My father knew about this?"

	"He more or less knew about it," said Jaewon. "I was under the impression he'd dictated to Benny to handle operations for him. But now, of course, it will be up to you to give us the signal. We're ready whenever. The sooner the better."

	"Maybe… not the sooner the better?" ventured Sean. "What I'm thinking is maybe, you know. We don't go to war with the cartel. Just a thought."

	Jaewon looked confused and even laughed as though Sean was joking. "No, of course. Calling it a war is a little much. A targeted strike is a better way of phrasing it. A targeted strike against the immigrant scum flooding our streets with crime and drugs."

	"How about more of a… gentle unwinding of operations?" said Sean. "Speaking of which. Was there a slush fund of sorts here? Some type of financing arrangement set up by Benny?"

	"I mean… there might be something about that in the office across the hall," said Jaewon, absently. "I'm not sure I understand. You're saying you want to stop what Benny and Mr. Costello set into motion? To undo everything we're working our asses off for?"

	"I'm just considering all the options, Jaewon," said Sean, gently. "Nothing has been decided yet. Is the door across the hall unlocked?"

	"…No." Jaewon shook his head. "Here."

	He reached into his desk and passed Sean a key, his expression clouded. Sean took it and, sensing a shift in the mood, went to go investigate Benny's office.

	 


Chapter 20

	"You must be so proud of him," said Lilian. "He's gotten so good at taking charge."

	Beatrice sighed and folded her arms. "I'd appreciate it if you didn't use that tone when talking about my son."

	Lilian let out a silky laugh. "What tone?"

	They were sitting in the chairs along the hallway, waiting for Sean to finish meeting with the militia leader. Beatrice had sensed something off about the mood that morning, the shift between Lilian and Sean. She couldn't ignore it any longer.

	"What are your intentions, Lilian?" she asked.

	"Intentions?" Lilian had her phone out, and made a show of blinking and struggling to tear her attention away. "With Sean, you mean?"

	"You know exactly what I mean." said Beatrice.

	Lilian turned her phone screen off. She looked both ways down the hall, confirming that the two of them were alone. Beatrice expected a spillover of rage, but the other woman was quiet, almost calmingly so.

	"He needs guidance, Beatrice," she said, nodding a little to herself. "He really, really does. We both know that. I'm not sure… exactly how much of it he'll take from you."

	"Excuse me?" snapped Beatrice. "I'm his mother. He doesn't have a choice but to take guidance from me."

	"Ah, yes," said Lilian. "That's why you're both back living your cozy and modest life in… what was it again? Pinewood?"

	"Pinecross," said Beatrice, suppressing her anger. "Even if Sean didn't necessarily heed me on that, he still listened."

	"Feel free to define the situation however you please," said Lilian. "I care about Sean, both as Terrence's son and the new head of the Costello Family. He'll make his own choices, but I hope to become someone he trusts and feels safe unloading on. Someone he’ll keep close to."

	"How close, exactly?" Beatrice's mouth felt suddenly sawdust dry.

	"Oh, you shouldn't worry about that," said Lilian.

	Beatrice didn't reply, and the following silence felt tainted by Lilian's perfume. She forced herself to stay calm, thoughtful, rather than reactive. The question Lilian had asked her the previous night came back to the fore.

	Why had she left Terrence?

	Yes, he had hit her once, near the end, and that had been in many ways the trigger for her and Sean's departure. But that hadn't actually been the core of the reason. Terrence had been more volatile than violent, as prone to pass out on whiskey and oxycontin as to effectively intimidate his family.

	Beatrice had been scared of who she was turning into, along with who Sean might one day turn into. Trixie, the person she'd been at the time, had been on the far edge of a young woman who might responsibly pass for a mother. Trixie had been fearless and wild, gun-toting and sexual. Scary, and sensual.

	She blinked as the obvious came to her. Trixie had gone away because Beatrice wanted to raise a child. But now, that child was grown and in increasing amounts of danger.

	Maybe it was time for Trixie to come back.

	 

	***

	 

	Sean searched through the office with methodical curiosity. He wasn't sure if it had been primarily occupied by his father, or Benny, or a combination of both of them. One thing that he was certain of that also made his snooping more interesting was that whoever had been using it was not the kind of organized, white-collar individual with a knack for proper archiving and clean note keeping.

	He read through a series of sticky notes plastered along the top of a computer monitor before rifling through a bunch of loose-leaf paper, mostly printouts of important documents. It was all a jumble of dates and names and occasionally underlined words, but none of it was trying to hide itself. 

	Which was convenient for him. The money was in the Bahamas, which he assumed must be for tax haven related reasons. It was hard to tell how much of it was left. One note had the figure 329,443,770 scrawled on it, which was somewhere within the range of what he was looking to recover. 

	Three hundred and thirty million dollars. He thought he'd become numb to large amounts of money after the reading of the will, but goddamn… that was a rather large amount of money. From the other documents he uncovered, he immediately realized that getting access to it with Benny and his father dead and him needing to go through the process of proving it rightfully belonged to him would require jumping through some hoops.

	But for three hundred and thirty million dollars? He'd jump, alright. He'd put on his jumping shoes and make a show of it.

	A hard knock came at the door, and it opened without waiting for an invitation. Jaewon looked far more serious than he had when Sean had spoken to him in the other room, and he'd put on a holstered pistol in a chest rig.

	"What is it?" asked Sean.

	"I was so swept up by your sudden appearance that I forgot to ask you for the code word," said Jaewon. "You do know the code word, I assume?"

	"The code word…" repeated Sean. He considered an appeal to the unusual situation, given that he was Terrence's heir without ever having met the man, as far as he could remember. It didn't really seem like it would bolster his case.

	"There is no code word," Sean finally said. "Trick question."

	Jaewon narrowed his eyes. "Wrong. King Tut."

	"Of fucking course it would be King Tut," muttered Sean. "Look, you know who I am."

	"What I know is that I've spent years dedicating myself to this fucking cause!" shouted Jaewon, suddenly loud and animated. "You might be the boss’s son, but I’m not going to just let you walk in here and undo all of our work!"

	"Easy…" said Sean, raising his hands. "Let's just calm down."

	Jaewon jabbed a finger at him, frothing at the mouth. "Who says I'm not fucking calm? I'm as calm as I've ever been! Calm enough to see the truth of what's going on here!"

	"We're both glad for that, Jaewon."

	Ace's voice came from the open doorway, and Sean practically dissolved into the desk chair in relief. The bodyguard had a hand on his gun and made it obvious as he came around to stand somewhat in between the other two men.

	"Remember me?" asked Ace. "I believe we met during a couple of meetings Terrence held at his office."

	"…I didn't realize you were still around too, Ace."

	"Well, now you do," said Ace. "You alright, Captain?"

	"Been better, but I'm managing." 

	Sean stood up and walked around to the other side of the desk. He held up a hand, trying to keep deescalating the situation. Jaewon looked flustered and emotional in a somewhat dangerous and volatile way.

	"I don't have… anywhere else to go," said Jaewon. "A lot of the men here don't, either."

	"We'll figure something out," said Sean. "This wasn't going to be sustainable, regardless. The Pharaoh's Fortune and the rest of the Costello Associate's operations are in jeopardy. If our business in Vegas fails, all of this is pointless and happening on borrowed time."

	"That's why we need to attack the cartel!" said Jaewon. "It's us or them."

	Sean looked at Ace, who winced.

	"That's not how I'm looking to run things," said Sean. "No war. Especially not with the fucking Sonora Cartel. They're in the news for beheading politicians and mass graves. That's not really something I think we should opt into."

	He left with Ace after grabbing more of the documents from the desk. His mother and Lilian were waiting at the far end of the hall, both surprisingly less worried than he would have expected them to be.

	"Did they call you?" Sean asked Ace.

	"Nah," said Ace. "I heard from Ash that you'd gone out of town with Lilian."

	"Okay. That explains how you found out, but not how you got here."

	"Funny you should ask." Ace pulled him aside so they were out of earshot of the two women. "Your father was a bit paranoid, sometimes. Believe it or not, he thought Lilian might be moonlighting on him with another guy. So he had me install a tracking app on her phone."

	"You don't say…" muttered Sean.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	"I trust you, Ace," said Sean.

	They stood outside the desert compound, next to where Ace had parked his car. The sun had risen higher in the sky, and the dryness of the air was exacerbated by the smoke from Ace's cigarette.

	"Do you, Captain?" asked Ace.

	"Do I have a choice, at this point?" asked Sean. "You showed up when I needed you to even though I didn't ask you to."

	"It's what your dad would have wanted," said Ace.

	"Then let's put our little dust up behind us and figure out how to save the casino." He extended his hand and they shook on it.

	Sean let his mother do the first leg of the driving, still absorbed in the documents from the office. He tried calling the relevant number of the financial manager who seemed to be in charge of the slush fund the money was in and, somewhat expectantly, had to leave a voicemail.

	The sheer amount of frustration and anxiety over having hundreds of millions of dollars in limbo in a situation where he simply had to wait for someone he didn't know to call him back was almost too much. He put his phone away, forced himself to breathe, and actually managed to get a little bit of sleep across the long drive.

	All he wanted to do as they arrived back in Vegas was slink off to his penthouse and bang his girlfriend slash maid slash personal chef until he felt better emotionally, if not situationally. A call from he didn't recognize put his plan in jeopardy.

	"Hello?"

	"Is this Sean Costello?" asked a woman's voice.

	"Speaking."

	"I'm calling from the Valley Medical Hospital Center," said the woman. "Unfortunately, it's related to an urgent matter."

	He listened, getting the details without reaction. His mother had stopped a red light and watched him intently.

	"What was that?" she asked.

	"Ash is in the hospital," said Sean.

	"Oh my god. What happened?"

	He let out a breath and pressed his head back hard against the head rest. "She was attacked by a tiger."

	"Are you joking?"

	"I fucking wish."

	Ace followed them, despite not getting an immediate explanation in his own car. Sean insisted Beatrice drop him off before finding parking, though once inside the busy hospital, it almost seemed like an empty gesture.

	He made it through the check-in counter, a second check-in after that, and took a busy elevator up to the third floor. The hospital's antiseptic ambience and bright white lights put him in a frame of mind where he was braced for the worst.

	And he more or less got it when he found her room. Ash had a bandage over the side of her face and one eye, across her chest, and around her right wrist and palm. She narrowed the one visible eye at him as he knocked on the doorframe of the open door leading to her small room.

	"You put me as your emergency contact," he said, with a smile. "I'm flattered."

	Ash let out a sigh. "I did that years ago. I didn't want it to be Terrence, for obvious reasons. My mother has been out of the picture for years. That leaves you, not that I was expecting to be in a medical emergency that would have required your presence."

	"Yeah, who could have expected that a tiger living in an apartment with a 120 pound woman might eventually lead to a hospital visit," he said, dryly.

	Ash brought a finger to her lips, shushing him with harshness. "Not so loud! You didn't tell them about Murphy when they called, did you?"

	"…No," he said. "I don't think so. They knew it was an animal attack. They said you were still in and out of consciousness and hazy."

	"I was faking to keep from having to tell them anything. If animal control finds out that it was a tiger attack, they will take him from me."

	"Would that really be so bad, at this point?" he asked.

	Ash's expression was a mixture of anger and hurt, all of it suggesting that yes, it really would be so bad. For her, if not also her pet. Sean was annoyed by the creeping sympathy he felt for her, but his concern outweighed it.

	"You can't wait around for your tiger to do worse next time, Ash," he said. "You've got to figure out a new situation for him."

	"It's not like I can just put him up for adoption on craigslist," said Ash. "Unless… Do you think that would work?"

	"No. But calling around and seeing if any zoos are interested might."

	"What am I supposed to do in the meantime?" asked Ash. "He's gotten so stir crazy. I'm worried about my other cats, Sean. About what will happen without me in the apartment to mediate any… disagreements."

	"I could go over and feed him for you," said Sean. "Make sure he doesn't get hungry."

	"I think it might take more than that," said Ash.

	 

	***

	 

	He took the elevator up to Ash's penthouse with Ace alongside him. He'd left his mother and Lilian to stay with Ash a while longer, leaving to handle Murphy at her insistence.

	"You sure about this, Captain?" asked Ace.

	"Not even close."

	"Should we have brought more help?" asked Ace.

	"Absolutely." 

	Sean shifted the bag of meat scraps he'd brought along. There was a hole in it, and a bit of juice had started to leak out, which he didn't really want on his shoes. The elevator door chimed and then opened.

	He was surprised by how much the knowledge of Ash being attacked by one of her pets turned the vibe of the otherwise sleek and modern penthouse into something out of a horror movie. He walked forward slowly. Ace had his gun on him, though he hadn't drawn it. As though it would even do all that much against a tiger.

	He didn't see any cats in the immediate vicinity. The plastic bag made a slight noise as he carried it at his side. He inched toward the hallway. Ash had turned the lights off when she'd left, and he wasn't all that interested in venturing into the darkness.

	"Murphy," called Sean. "Murphy?"

	"Does it know its name?" asked Ace.

	"Worth a try, but it is a cat we're dealing with," he said.

	They stayed near one another, almost back to back as they strained their necks for any sign of movement. A rustle came from one of the oversized cat trees in the corner, and it revealed itself to be a cat, but not the one they were looking for.

	Murphy finally stalked out from the shadowed hallway. Sean and Ace backed up to allow it as much room as it desired. It was as though the tiger could sense their unease, though it didn't immediately seize upon the weakness.

	"Here you go, Murphy," said Sean. "You're a good kitty, aren't you?"

	He thought about opening the bag and dumping its contents on the floor, but then he would have had to back away from it, which the tiger might perceive as an opening. He tossed it across the room instead, the raw meat within landing with an unappetizing splat.

	Murphy was immediately intrigued, sniffing as he went closer, and then pressing his nose into the bags' paper while his tail jerked around excitedly behind him. He began eating the meat, and Sean heard Ace let out a relieved breath.

	"You're sure you put enough in, right?" asked Ace.

	"There's enough tranquilizer in there to put a small elephant to sleep," said Sean.

	"Elephants seem more prone to sleeping than cats," muttered Ace. "Especially this one."

	Murphy's tail flicked again from side to side and the cat raised its head, ears twitching, red bits of meat visible on the white fur of his muzzle. He dipped back down into the food after a few seconds, and Sean and Ace continued to watch and wait.

	He'd been expecting a dramatic swoon from the cat, but after it finished, it simply began licking its paw. A minute or two later, it bowed into a stretch and then curled up into the circular form of a contentedly sleeping cat. 

	"How do we know if it's zonked out or just taking a nap?" asked Ace.

	It was a good question with only one real answer.

	"I'll find out," said Sean.

	He felt his heart pounding at a speed that seemed to match the intricate trill of Murphy's absently purring breaths as he slowly walked over to the cat. It seemed slightly bigger with each step toward it, and he could imagine how easily it could take his hand off with a bite from its massive jaws.

	Ash was in the hospital for a reason, and he was about to prod said reason with his finger. He felt ridiculous, like one of the side characters in a horror movie that got offed in a usually comedic way early on. He'd come up with his plan, however, and he would follow it through. It was the same as it had been back in Scope Knight. Come up with a plan and follow it through.

	"Should I be ready to call for help, Captain?" called Ace. "Just in case?"

	Sean slowly exhaled as he took the last step, leaned forward, and touched the animal. He started with a simple nonthreatening head pat. Its fur was shockingly soft, and as he moved on to gently scratching behind its ear, he suddenly understood what had endeared Ash to the animal to begin with.

	"He's out," said Sean. "It worked. Thank God. Let's get some of Ash's people to help us carry him down."

	 


Chapter 22

	Sean folded down the backseat of the BMW, but even then, getting Murphy inside took some gentle but creative fitting. In the end, the big cat was sleeping in a similar circular shape to how it'd been curled up in the penthouse, just with less head room. The car itself was riding a fair bit lower.

	They drove back to The Pharaoh's Fortune, where the second part of Sean's plan in rehoming the animal revealed its audacity. Ash's casino staff had been helpful enough to follow behind him in another car, but they wore their skepticism openly, as did Ace, as he explained.

	"The casino's main floor is empty," he said. "I'm just going to let the animal free roam for the time being. We'll call around and see about getting it into a zoo, or an animal sanctuary. It has to be somewhere Ash will approve of, so it might take a while."

	"Uh, Captain?" Ace scratched the back of his neck. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

	"I'm sure this is slightly better than the worst idea, which is to do nothing and let a tiger maul or devour Ash."

	There were no further complaints, at least not until they were on their way inside with the animal and it began to stir as though waking up. One of Ash's employees offered to get something resembling an open concept litter box set up.

	"I think it'll probably just use the sandy section of the bank of the fake Nile," said Sean. "Have to remember to have it cleaned out once we're up and running again."

	"What a fucking fever dream," muttered Ace. "Next you'll suggest putting a golden headdress on it and claiming its part of the attraction."

	"The liability we'd be taking on would be insane," said Sean. "But maybe…"

	Murphy began to stir, so he quickly thanked his helpers and sent them on their way. Sean was exhausted as he finally made his way back up to the penthouse. Beatrice was waiting for him as the elevator doors slid open, clad in grey leggings and a maroon sweater.

	"Is Ash alright?" she immediately asked.

	"She's fine," he said, carefully. "We had to reevaluate the situation at her apartment. For the time being, we're going to have a guest downstairs."

	"What? In the casino? Who?"

	"Murphy. Her pet tiger."

	Beatrice shook her head, but didn't outright object. Dolly came into the room, wearing a baggy white shirt and pink shorts. Sean was surprised to see that Lilian was also present, sitting on the couch and still clad in the clothes she'd worn on their desert expedition.

	"That's an exciting development, to say the least," said Lilian. "Should we watch our step on our way to and from your abode from now on, Sean?"

	Her voice carried that playful edge to it that had him stirring in all the wrong ways.

	"I'd recommend it, though given how spacious the casino floor is, I doubt it will be much of an issue." He stepped a bit closer to Lilian, holding her gaze. "But you can always call me ahead of time if you'd prefer an escort."

	"Good to know," said Lilian. "And on that note, I really must be getting home. I did have more to discuss with you. If you were interested, you'd be more than welcome to come along for a bite to eat and some… spirited discussion."

	He was very interested, but that was exactly why he knew he couldn't say yes. Even if he'd wanted to, he sensed Dolly and his mother stepping closer on either side of him, forming an unexpectedly united front.

	"I think Sean needs his rest," said Beatrice.

	"Yeah," said Dolly. "And I planned a special welcome back dinner for him!"

	"Ah, but of course," said Lilian, with an amused chuckle. "Another time, perhaps."

	"Oh, for sure," he said. "Drive safe, Lilian."

	She stepped forward to give him a hug, along with a kiss on the cheek that was ever so slightly too close to his neck. She held his gaze even as she stepped into the elevator.

	"Were you being serious about the tiger being—" The closing elevator doors cut her off.

	"Deadly serious," he said, anyway.

	"Sean," said Beatrice.

	"He's still conked out on elephant tranquilizers," he said. "I'll see about cordoning him off in the Pharoah's chamber on days when we're know we're going to be in and out."

	He took a bath after, still feeling gritty from the motel room bed and the desert compound. The tub was massive and the water exquisitely hot, and he tried to turn his brain off and simply relax into sensation.

	It was not to be. His phone vibrated with an email from Duncan Vargas. The subject alone offered enough context to reinforce how fucked his financial situation was.

	Repossession of Assets re: The Pharaoh's Fortune

	"Goddammit," he muttered.

	Why did it matter so much to him? The question felt like it deserved a real answer, naked and submerged in steaming water as he was. There was the obvious reason, a simple attraction to money and power and what it represented.

	But on top of that, his father's shadow felt surprisingly hard to shake off. He would have assumed it to be easy, given how he'd never known the man, never even met him. Strangely, it was the opposite.

	The hole where that influence should have existed within his life had never really been filled by anything before. Ace suddenly came to mind, but the thought almost made him snort with laughter. It wasn't a person filling that hole. It was the opportunity itself. 

	The money and the casino, the crime and the sex, it was as though all of it had been carefully orchestrated by his father to serve as a convoluted test. If he could simply push forward, find a way to balance everything and establish himself, then maybe…

	Maybe, what? Ridiculous. He needed to give up and go home and let the entire episode slowly fade into the background as an unbelievable anecdote he'd occasionally drag out at parties and on first dates. 

	He finished the bath and dried off, feeling defeated. There was something to be said for the nature of contrast and comparison. The idea of returning to his old life somehow felt so much lesser to him now than what he remembered when he'd actually been living it. His mood was understandably sulky as he dried off and pulled on clothes and glared at his stupid Egyptian themed bed.

	His mother and Dolly made a few appeals for his presence at his door, but he was in no mood for other people. He sat down at his computer and logged into Scope Knight. Serge was online and immediately sent him a message through the in game chat.

	We're on your turf! Testing out our setups at the Sphere tonight.

	He blinked, mind shaking off the rust of a bad mood as the implication of Serge's words finally reached him. The Scope Knight World Cup was being held in Vegas, at the gaudy and impractical Sphere, of all places. He let his fingers hover over the keyboard for a few seconds before typing a response.

	What time are the teams there until? Maybe we can grab food after?

	Serge's reply came a minute later.

	Done by eight, at the latest. You know somewhere good to eat?

	Sean pulled his phone out and immediately made a call.

	"Ace," he said. "How would you feel about helping me sabotage the Sphere?"

	 

	 


Chapter 23

	"Explain to me one more time how this is supposed to go, Captain?" asked Ace.

	The old bodyguard sighed and ran a hand across his mostly bald pate, looking tired and more than a little skeptical.

	"We get in and get out," said Sean. "Flood the bathrooms, make a mess. Nothing crazy, but enough to force them into having to find a new location to host the Scope Knight World Cup."

	They were talking in his room, but they started walking into the living room. Ace grabbed his shoulder and dug his fingers in a bit.

	"I gotta be honest about how this sounds," he said.

	"Insane?"

	"More than a little bit," said Ace. "More than the thing with the tiger, if that's even possible."

	"If it works, it works," said Sean. "If it doesn't, what are we really out? A single night of mayhem."

	"Mayhem?" Beatrice stood up from the crouch and frowned at them both. "What mayhem?"

	Ace cleared his throat and glanced at Sean. He winced, trying to find the right words to make his scheme sound, well, less like a… scheme.

	"The food's almost ready!" Dolly suddenly flew into the room and attached herself to him with surprising force. "How about we eat and talk about the food instead of… whatever you were about to say?"

	"Look, Mom," said Sean. "Can we talk about this after?"

	"I somehow suspect that after will be far too late," said Beatrice.

	He sighed and gave in, figuring there wasn't much she could really do to stop him. "Look, Ace and I know that the casino is in dire straits. We need an event, something we can wave in front of Vargas & Holmes to get them to extend us a bit more credit. So the plan is—"

	Dolly surprised him with a kiss on the mouth, cutting him off firmly with her soft, faintly chapstick flavored lips.

	"Somebody is in a frisky mood," he whispered.

	"Dinner," whispered Dolly. "Or maybe you should just head out now? What good can really come from getting into an argument with your Mom about the incriminating specifics?"

	"She makes a good point." Beatrice stood up and flexed her fingers. "So be it. I'm going with you."

	"Mom…" said Sean.

	"Give me a minute to change," said Beatrice. "I'll meet you outside in the pickup lane."

	He wanted to protest further but knew it would be pointless. He suspected his mother would persist to the point of finding a way to sabotage their plans, if necessary. To a certain extent, he was also curious as to why she was so keen on being included.

	Murphy was still asleep as Sean and Ace made their way through the casino's main floor. Ace rifled around in his car for a second before passing Sean a black face mask, a beanie, and a pair of gloves.

	"You just have multiple pairs of all these in your car?" chuckled Sean.

	"Yeah," said Ace. "You do understand that this kind of work wasn't exactly foreign to your pops?"

	"Yeah, I just…" He shrugged. "I'm not complaining. It's certainly convenient."

	Sean climbed into the driver's seat of his BMW, Ace in the passenger side, and they drove around to wait for his mother. She came down the steps, passing through the patchy illumination offered by the egyptian themed torch style lampposts, which gave both Sean and Ace a chance to see the outfit she'd changed into.

	Beatrice stepped into the hazy light, her silhouette catching Sean’s attention. She wore a black leather jacket that hugged her frame, practical yet hinting at the allure of what lay underneath. 

	The zipper was halfway down, revealing a tight, dark gray tank top that hugged her chest and showed off her toned arms. Her jeans were black and snug, bordering on skin tight. Black combat boots completed the look, their thick soles making a satisfying clomp on the pavement as she approached.

	Sean's mind flickered back to the damn video, Trixie in all her wild, untamed glory. Seeing her now, it was hard not to make the connection. She moved with a confidence that belied her familiar status as a matriarchal authority figure, eyes sharp and dangerous.

	Ace gave a low whistle as Beatrice reached the car. "Trixie rides again, huh?"

	"Don't get used to it," said Beatrice, slipping into the backseat. "This is just for tonight."

	"Uh, are you sure you're up for this, Mom?" Sean adjusted the rearview mirror, feeling a strange but compelling desire to catch a glimpse of her settling into her seat.

	"More than you are," she shot back with a wry smile.

	He drove them through the neon-lit streets of Las Vegas, feeling increasingly excited as he navigated the city's pulsating heart. The Strip was a gaudy river of lights and color, every building vying for attention like a desperate performer. Sean's mind silently recounted the plan, trying to iron out any wrinkles before they arrived and put it into motion.

	The Sphere's gargantuan presence loomed ahead as he neared the end of their route. It was a monolithic structure, not quite perfectly spherical, but covered in a dazzling array of nauseatingly colorful LED panels that made its true shape a moot point. 

	The Sphere was a statement of excess more than it was a building. As if to reinforce that fact, a cartoon dog danced across its gleaming exterior on an orange background, advertising a Chinese online shopping portal called Bobo.

	"That thing cost billions," Ace said, breaking the silence. "It's like someone decided Vegas needed its own Eiffel Tower or Statue of Liberty. Well, another Eiffel Tower or Statue of Liberty."

	Sean glanced at Ace, curious. "You sound like you have a hot take on the subject?"

	Ace leaned back in his seat, eyes still on the Sphere as they neared it. "Personally, I think its proof that the goddamn tech moguls have truly started to take over. The creator said he wanted to create an immersive experience like no other. And then proceeded to just throw money at it until it became reality."

	"What do most people here think about it?" Sean asked. "Is it a beloved feature of the Vegas skyline?"

	Ace snorted. "Beloved? Fuck no. Most people see it as an eyesore. But I suppose it depends who you ask."

	He could see what Ace meant. The Sphere stood out even among Vegas's otherworldly architecture—a colossal testament to excess and ambition. Yet, there was something almost magnetic about it.

	They parked in a dimly lit alleyway adjacent to the Sphere’s sprawling grounds. Close up, the sheer scale of the structure became even more apparent.

	"The security will be tight," Ace said as he adjusted his gloves. "But we have a few tricks up our sleeve."

	Sean nodded, feeling an odd rush of excitement and danger settling over his skin like static electricity, primed to go off. He stared at the Sphere as he quietly climbed out of the car, almost feeling its artificial burning into his retinas.

	"Are you ready, sweetie?" Beatrice came up next to him and put a gentle arm around his waist.

	"That was my question for you," he said, with a chuckle.

	"I wouldn't worry about Trixie," said Ace, with a laugh of his own. "Kid, if you knew half the shit your mother pulled back in the day…"

	"Ace," said Beatrice. "Stop talking."

	The fact that the old bodyguard immediately did, without question, told Sean more than any story really could. He pulled his mask and gloves on and prepared to get dirty.

	 

	


Chapter 24

	"Why don't I know where Sean Costello is tonight?" asked Shandra. "Why don't I know what he's doing?"

	"I tried to get a sense of what his plans were," said Dolly. "I was hoping the bug caught something I didn't."

	Silence on the other end of the phone. She was drawing the bath for herself while sipping wine on the couch and watching an old episode of Smallville.

	"You're not taking this seriously, Dolores," said Shandra. "When I say I need Costello Associates dead to rights, I don't mean next year. I don't even mean next month. I mean fucking pronto."

	"I know what you mean," said Dolly. "I'm doing my best. Honestly, I am."

	The lie rolled off her tongue so easily that she would have smiled, had she not been overly paranoid that the feds had also gotten a camera into the penthouse somehow. She'd stopped doing her best back when she'd still been collecting evidence on Terrence Costello, back when she'd first realized that he was deeply flawed, but far from evil. 

	Terrence had been a bad man, but a kind man. A volatile man, but a thoughtful man. A violent man, but a stupidly funny man that had, on more than one occasion, made her spray milk out her nose with his silly jokes and clowning.

	And then there was Sean. So different in both good ways and bad. Scrawny and a bit naïve, but with that confidence that made her constantly wonder what she was missing about him. The way he looked at her. The way he trusted her. She scowled and sipped her wine, listening for the bath and trying to remember when she'd started it.

	"I need something," said Shandra. "Tonight, Dolly. Search your dumb little airhead brain for some tidbit of information that will get us a little closer."

	Dolly briefly considered lying, but she knew how Shandra was when she got into one of these moods. She switched to speakerphone as she walked to the bathroom, took off her silk robe, and sank into the massive tub, which was only her second or third favorite aspect of the penthouse.

	"Ace drove out to the desert," said Dolly. "He gave me a GPS location and asked me if I knew anything about it before he left."

	She seriously doubted it was where Benny's body had ended up, or any bodies, for that matter, but still felt a sudden stab of fear over whether she was implicating Sean too much. She might have to, eventually, if Shandra started closing her grip. The thought sent an odd, uncomfortable twinge through her chest. Not yet. Not if she could avoid it.

	"Now we're talking," said Shandra. "Thank you, Dolly. Keep this up and your sister will be out in no time."

	The biggest lie of all, Dolly suspected. But what little hope gleamed underneath it was still enough to make her dance to the FBI's tune. She let out a sigh and started reading off the GPS pin's location data.

	 

	***

	 

	Sean stood at the side door of the Sphere, nerves jangling like loose change in his pocket. Ace, hunched over the lock, fiddled through his multitool. Beatrice scanned the surroundings, her eyes sharp, expression grim and serious.

	Ace grinned, his weathered face lighting up in a way that made Sean momentarily forget the tension. "This here is what I call the Houdini Hug."

	Sean raised an eyebrow. "The Houdini Hug?"

	Ace chuckled softly. "Yeah. Named it myself. It's a trick I learned from an old buddy back in '89. Gets you through most locks quicker than you can say abracadabra."

	Beatrice rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a faint smile. "Less talking, more unlocking."

	With a deft twist and a barely audible click, the door swung open. Ace stepped back, gesturing grandly like a magician revealing his final act.

	"After you, Captain."

	He adjusted his mask and stepped inside first, feeling the cool air from within brush against the exposed skin of his face. The Sphere's interior loomed around them—dark and cavernous, lit only by dim emergency lights casting long shadows on the walls.

	They stayed low as they crept forward. The plan was simple enough. They didn't need to render The Sphere out of operation for longer than a few days. A simple flooding of the bathrooms or sabotage of the electrical outlets would, in theory, be enough.

	"Let's split up," whispered Sean. "Ace, you go for the plugs. I'll try to get to the bathrooms. Mom… You stay here."

	"Excuse me?" asked Beatrice, blinking in annoyance.

	"He's got a point," said Ace. "One of us has to watch the door and it makes a certain amount of sense for it to be you, given your, uh… femininity."

	"There's no time to argue." Sean took her hand and squeezed it. "We'll be right back."

	She didn't object any further. Sean tried to keep his footsteps silent as he started forward.

	The quiet hum of the building's ventilation system was the only sound, the eerie background ambience of liminal space. He glanced over his shoulder once to see Ace disappear around a corner, heading for the electrical outlets. His mother's shadow remained by the door, thankfully.

	He kept low, running through the plan once more in his head. Bathrooms first, then get out. Simple enough, but the seriousness of trespassing and vandalism weighed upon him, given the stakes. He couldn't afford to get caught.

	He reached a helpful sign with an arrow and the unmistakable bathroom icons pointing the right way forward. They were down the hall and, thankfully, still unlocked. He pushed through into the men's room and took stock of what it held.

	There was plenty of accessible toilet paper, and he started yanking out handfuls and gathering them against his chest. When he had what seemed like a substantial amount, he turned his attention back to the sinks.

	He started by stuffing toilet paper into each sink’s drain, turning on the faucets one by one until water began pooling over the edges and spilling onto the floor. Moving quickly but methodically, he soon had the entire line of them running with a small river of overflow.

	He allowed himself a smile as he examined his handiwork, which had come about with relative ease. The floor was already accumulating a rising tide of water. So far, so good.

	He repeated a similar procedure with the toilets, though it was more about simply clogging them rather than worrying about keeping the water running in their case. Once he'd finished, he slipped out of the bathroom and stopped to listen, making sure the coast was clear.

	A flashlight panned across the far side of the hallway, and his heart seemed to stutter with cold terror. He slowly sank down to the floor and began inching away from what appeared to be a security guard doing their rounds, if not responding to a silent alarm.

	Fuck.

	He needed somewhere to hide as soon as humanly possible. He turned the corner into a hallway that seemed to be off limits to the general public, lit only by incredibly faint red lights at regular intervals. The first door he found that appeared to be a supply closet was the one he opened and attempted to hide his intruding body within.

	As it happened, there was already a body inside.

	"…Mom?" he whispered.

	"Sean?" 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 25

	The closet was tiny, and Sean had to press tighter against his mother just to get the door shut. The sound of a broom or mop falling forward against the wooden door made them both freeze, already pressed together like the contents of an overfull suitcase.

	"You were supposed to guard our exit," he growled.

	"I thought you might need help."

	She shrugged her shoulders, and he felt the movement as though she was trying to elbow him in the ribs. He tried to shift a bit to make more space between them, but there simply wasn't more space to be had.

	"Shh!" hissed Beatrice.

	Sean heard footsteps, likely in pursuit of him, heading down the hallway. He didn't move an inch and neither did his mother. They were pressed together as though they were embracing, her leather jacket and tank top clad breasts mashing against his chest, breath tickling each other's necks.

	"Just stay quiet and don't move," he whispered.

	"Shouldn't be too hard," she whispered back. He practically felt her lips grazing his neck with each syllable.

	The footsteps slowly approached, each one sounding like the echo of oncoming doom. Sean felt the tension doing strange things to his body, speeding his heartrate and heating his blood. 

	The sensation of a woman against him, any woman, including his own mother, stirred an unfortunate but exciting heat deep within his core. He tried to shift away from her where it mattered, but the few millimeters of space he managed to make between their hips existed for only an instant before they were rubbing together again.

	Beatrice's hand squeezed into his shoulder right as the footsteps slowed to a stop outside the closet. Neither of them moved, not even inhaling or exhaling, locked in an incidental embrace like a tableau of lovers frozen in foreplay.

	The guard seemed to linger right outside the door. Sean felt a rise of hope at the thought that it might be Ace, but a bit of light leaked through the crack underneath the door from the flashlight and he knew Ace wouldn't be stupid enough to use one.

	He felt a horrible stirring within his loins as he felt the leather of his mother's jacket start to warm against his arm. Trixie's leather jacket. The amateur porn video, a younger version of his mother using her mouth to full effect. His cock didn't care how close they were to getting caught, and inevitably, began to harden against the soft woman pressed against him.

	The guard's footsteps lingered for an agonizing moment, then finally resumed their journey down the hallway. Sean exhaled, unaware he had been holding his breath, the tension easing from the situation, if not his body.

	He reached over and turned the door handle… or tried to. It felt like it was locked. He winced and tried again, but the result was the same.

	"It's not opening," he muttered, the warmth of Beatrice's body still uncomfortably close. "I think it only opens from the outside."

	"Let me try," she said, her voice a whisper that seemed to echo off the close walls. "Switch spots with me."

	"Easier said than done."

	They tried to shift around, squirming against one another and knocking into various cleaning supplies. Sean eventually shifted sideways enough for his mother to just barely be able to squeeze by him.

	Beatrice pressed her front against the door, her back brushing against Sean's chest as she took the spot he'd previously been in. The space was so tight that Sean couldn't help but be pressed up against her, his hips involuntarily fitting into the curve of her rear. The leather of her jacket groaned softly as she shifted, trying to maneuver the door open.

	"It's definitely locked, but it's wiggling in the frame," she whispered. "Maybe if you… push with me."

	Sean complied, his hands finding purchase on her waist to help her push forward. The contact sent a jolt through him, and he had to fight the inappropriate thoughts that threatened to surface. The scent of her hair, the firmness of her body against his—everything was too much in the confined space.

	"Harder," she urged, a frustrated edge entering her tone.

	He pushed harder, the pressure increasing between them, making it difficult to ignore the heat building within him. Their bodies moved in unison, finding a matching pace against the door a little too readily.

	"How's that?" His voice came out deeper and huskier than he'd been expecting it to.

	"Almost," she said. "Really push. I can take it."

	He was more than happy to oblige her, feeling an odd rush of pleasure and catharsis. The door groaned, flexing slightly in places, protesting their combined force. But it wasn't just the door. 

	He felt her, every curve and dip of her body, pressing into him with each thrust. Her hair tickled his nose, and he caught a whiff of her perfume, a scent that had always been associated with comfort and safety. Now it felt… different. Intoxicating. Erotic.

	"Almost, almost… just a little more," she breathed, her voice a low, husky rumble that vibrated through his chest.

	He pushed again, working up to a rough and dirty rhythm, as the door continued to give little creaks and groans. He let out a small groan of his own, unsure if it was from effort or the budding pleasure. It was crazy, pushing against his mother like this, being so close in this tiny, locked space. Would it have felt more natural with Trixie?

	He pushed the thought away, banished it from the solar system. It was wrong. Completely wrong. But in some warped way, it also felt so goddamn right.

	She moved with him, like they were dancing a crazed tango. Their bodies were locked together now, hips grinding against one another, the leather of her jacket moving smoothly against his shirt. 

	He could feel the pressure building in his groin, hard and insistent. He pushed harder against Beatrice, partly to get the door open, but mostly to test how much he could ignore what was happening. Could he ignore the way her body matched his? Could he ignore how fucking hard he was?

	"One more," she gasped. "Hard as you can."

	Sean gritted his teeth and dug his hips harder into hers, using all his strength. He had one hand on the door and one on her hip, pulling her into him as though it was an important piece of the process.

	It was as though something evil finally clicked in his head as he found a true, sexual rhythm against her. He'd been on this path since long before he'd ever seen Trixie's homemade amateur porn. The comments of his friends and the Scope Knight casters about his mom had always made him heated, rather than angry. There was a difference. He was heated now.

	He squeezed his mother's hip and dry humped her as though he was trying to dig a hole through both of their clothing with his tool. She let out tiny little gasps and grunts of exertion, genuinely trying to get the door open, but pushing back against him, all the same. It was too much, tension and humidity and the promise of illicit sex all so thick in the air that he could smell the storm.

	And then, without warning, the door swung open.

	Sean's reaction time was the only thing that saved him from body pressing Beatrice straight into the floor. He rolled as they fell, reorienting them so they landed sideways, though no less compromisingly positioned.

	"Whoa," said Ace. "Two of you were stuck in there? Jesus Christ, must have been a tight fit."

	"Yeah." Beatrice reached her hand back as she rose up onto her hip, rubbing Sean's leg. "It certainly was."

	"Lucky I was the one who found you," whispered Ace. "There's a guard going around and another one just arrived. Bathrooms are gushing so much water that I would expect more on the way soon."

	"Time for us to get the fuck out of here, then," muttered Sean.

	He was still visibly aroused and had to shift awkwardly onto all fours to make himself decent before standing all the way up. He tried to shake the experience off, treat it as a bout of temporary insanity.

	If only.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 26

	Getting out of the sphere was unfortunately far more difficult than getting in. There was a cop car parked on the street right in front of their intended avenue of escape. Sean, Beatrice, and Ace doubled back, stewing in silence in a manner that felt far too much like being on the precipice of being caught.

	"There's a ventilation shaft," said Beatrice. "I bet it leads out of here, or at least to somewhere with a door."

	She gestured toward a tiny vent opening that was near the ceiling, out of direct reach, and far too small to comfortably crawl through.

	"I don't think I could even get my shoulders through that," muttered Ace.

	"You don't have to," said Beatrice. "Sean. Give me your keys and a boost."

	"Uh, okay." He furrowed his brow and obliged her, not seeing much to lose at that point.

	Beatrice got a running start before dropping her foot into the loop he made with his hands. She soared up and over Sean, bracing herself with her legs against either wall of the hallway right when she was level with the shaft.

	She yanked it open with a grunt of exertion, and then somehow made the act of slipping into the tiny opening graceful, almost sensual. Sean tried not to stare at her wiggling butt as her bottom half disappeared. Ace was less circumspect, and he elbowed the bodyguard in the ribs, not about to have his mother ogled by anyone else.

	"I'm just impressed," muttered Ace. "That's Trixie for you. She's getting back into it."

	"Don't call her that," said Sean.

	"I'll do my best, Captain."

	They had to press into the shadows and stay as quiet as they could as a security guard passed an intersection fifty feet down from them, somehow never looking their way. Ace tried whispering after Beatrice, seeming to lose his cool a bit.

	"Just stay quiet," muttered Sean. "Let's give her more time."

	She didn't need much more. They heard the hum of an engine outside and tried the door again in time to see the BMW blow past the cop car at high speed. It took a second for the cop car to ignite its lights and growl off in pursuit, but as soon as it did, Sean and Ace took full advantage of the opportunity.

	They sprinted in a crouched position, weaving through shadows and darting behind parked cars like they were in some sort of slapstick spy movie. Sean's heart pounded in his chest as they neared the lot where they'd originally parked. He risked a glance at Ace, whose weathered face was set in a grimace of concentration.

	"You're not falling apart on me, are you Ace?" he managed, between pants.

	"Watch it, Captain," Ace wheezed, but there was a glint of amusement in his eyes. "I haven't even reached my… second wind yet."

	They darted behind a delivery truck just as another security guard appeared from around the corner. Sean's stomach clenched. He pressed his back against the cool metal of the truck, barely daring to breathe.

	The guard seemed more interested in lighting a cigarette than anything else. Sean and Ace exchanged a quick glance before bolting off toward the parking lot.

	Beatrice had near perfect timing, pulling into the lot with her headlights turned off for extra stealth. Sean flung himself into the passenger seat while Ace got in back. His mother grinned triumphantly at him as he pulled his seatbelt on.

	"Brings back memories," she said.

	She reached over and rubbed his knee.

	"Good ones, I hope," he said.

	"A mix. Now let's get home before we end up on the news."

	They weren't accosted by the police or pulled over, and Beatrice assured them both that she'd covered the license plate before luring the cop off. The path through the lobby, with Murphy stalking about somewhere in the dark, was tense but ultimately uneventful, and they bid Ace farewell before heading up to the penthouse.

	Dolly seemed to be asleep. Sean turned the lamp on and sat down on the couch, knowing he should head straight to bed but feeling hung up on something hard to put into words.

	"What is it, honey?" Beatrice sat down beside him, her leg brushing his slightly.

	"Nothing."

	"It's obviously something," she gently prodded, with a smile.

	"How do I phrase this…?" he muttered. "I suppose I'm just wondering how much of what I saw of you tonight was my mom, and how much was, well, Trixie."

	Beatrice froze, and then slowly glanced down at her leather jacket, as though only then realizing how she was presenting and acting.

	"You and Ace just won't let that go," she muttered in good humor. "You never even knew Trixie. Never saw what she was really like."

	Moans and the fragmented artifacts of a 360p amateur porn stretched across a projector background invaded the edges of Sean's awareness.

	"Maybe not," he said. "But I like what I saw tonight."

	"You… wouldn't mind seeing more of her, if the situation called for it?" asked Beatrice.

	He leaned a little closer to her, tension suddenly as thick as it had been in the tiny mop closet. "I wouldn't mind at all."

	"Well, she might just… pay another visit," said Beatrice. "Here and there."

	They stared at each other, faces drawing closer like a strange game of chicken. Who was he seeing? Beatrice, his mother? Trixie, wild and untamed?

	"I can't wait," he said.

	Beatrice's breathing sped up and she gently patted his leg, the gesture somehow as motherly as it was torturous. "I bet you can't."

	She cleared her throat and quickly stood up. "But it's so late tonight. All the adrenaline is still pounding so hard. We both need to sleep this off."

	"Yeah," he said. "I guess."

	They stared at each other for a few more seconds before looking away, finally finding room to breathe. Sean retired to his bed, unsure whether it was the adrenaline or something else that made it so hard to initially sleep.

	 

	***

	 

	He'd been unsure of how to approach the second part of his plan, but a text message from Serge that he woke up to early all but offered an invitation to intervene.

	The World Cup is canceled. Anything else to do in Vegas?

	He called his friend as he came out for breakfast and put him on speakerphone. "Serge. Talk to me."

	Dolly came over and kissed him, frowning at his phone for some reason. His mother was wearing a robe and leaned forward to pour him coffee, offering a view of incidental cleavage that he did his best not to take.

	"Something happened," said Serge. "I don't know the details yet, but it sounds like the venue fell through. They're seriously talking about postponing the finals. It doesn't sound like they had a backup plan."

	"Oh no, that sucks." He could barely keep the victory out of his voice. "They already flew all the teams out, too, right? Man, what a waste."

	"An unbelievable waste," muttered Serge. "I can't believe I got on a plane for this."

	"Yeah, for real." Sean sipped his coffee, gingerly bridging the topic. "Are they looking for a new venue? Is there any talk of salvaging things?"

	"Everything's booked," said Serge. "I guess that's always the case in Vegas on short notice. Your casino wouldn't happen to have an opening, would it?"

	Sean laughed. Dolly grinned at him and rubbed his thigh under the table.

	"Now that you mention it…" he began.

	 

	 


Chapter 27

	Events seemed to tumble forward in an avalanche of discussion, haggling, and loose commitment. Sean would have hosted the Scope Knight tournament for any amount of money, really. It wasn't about the money, but about having something, anything, to wave in front of the face of Vargas & Holmes to buy himself a little more time.

	The tournament and evidence of the steps he'd taken to reclaim the missing money seemed like it might just be enough. Sean dressed and brushed his teeth. The panicked Scope Knight tournament organizers were on their way over, accompanied by Serge, to take a tour of the main casino floor, and he was rushing to get ready to greet them.

	"What am I forgetting?" he muttered.

	"Didn't you say you wanted to introduce me to your friend Serge?" Dolly pulled in close and kissed his shoulder, still clad in a baggy t-shirt and panties.

	"That might just be it." He gave her butt a little squeeze. "You're not exactly dressed for me to show off to my best friend and a bunch of esports financers."

	"Might help you seal the deal," whispered Dolly.

	He leaned in with a chuckle and kissed her. "I bet it would."

	Dolly's phone lay on the table, and it gave off a low, humming vibration. She'd been doomscrolling and it was still unlocked, and Sean saw the number and contact name of who was calling — S, the singular letter.

	"I have to take this!" she said. "Sorry!"

	She grabbed her phone and hurried off with it a little bit too fast. Sean felt an odd, somewhat unwanted suspicion immediately stirring within him. There was nothing specific which should have triggered it. Dolly deserved privacy as much as anyone else, and not every call needed to be appropriate for every set of ears.

	But he still couldn't stop himself from asking when she came back, now fully clothed and apparently ready to leave. "Who was that?"

	"Just a friend," said Dolly. "A friend of my sister's."

	"Oh." He waited a couple of seconds before asking the obvious follow up. "What were they calling about?"

	"I might be busy for today," said Dolly. "It's nothing. I promise, Mr. C! I'll be back before you know it and I can run any errands you or your mother has while I'm out."

	Dolly glanced at Beatrice.

	"Milk and eggs, but it's not a rush," said Beatrice.

	"Consider it done!" Dolly seemed to rush to put her shoes on. "I'll see you guys tonight."

	Sean was ready to leave, too, but he let her take the elevator down first without him. He looked over at his mother and was a little annoyed by the "I told you so" expression on her face.

	"Why would she have to rush out to meetup with a friend of her sister's?" he asked. "That was weird, right?"

	"You don't want my take on this, sweetie," said Beatrice.

	"Give it to me anyway."

	His mother sighed and turned her hand palm up. "It was weird, but expectedly so. I've already tried to stress this point to you, Sean, but you don't know her that well. I'm not going to list off the bad outcomes because they're a little too obvious and ugly to need stating."

	"She would have said if it was a guy though, at least, right?"

	Beatrice laughed, but cut off as she saw his pained reaction. "Oh, Sean. Why don't we take the day off after you're done with your meet and greet? You shouldn't overreact just yet, but I also think you should keep in mind that you're still in full control of your living situation and personal situation. Easy come, easy go."

	"I guess."

	"Come here."

	She opened her arms, and he came in close to give her a hug. The second their bodies made contact, it was as though they were back in the supply closet. The reality that they were at home, just the two of them, only seemed to strengthen the vibe. As though the stirring of that strange heat confirmed that it would always be like this now, a door that couldn't simply be shut as easily as opened.

	Her robe slid open a bit as they finally began to part. He couldn't stop his eyes from dropping down to the pale, perfect flesh of most of one of her breasts this time. She immediately closed her robe and turned away from him, but she was smiling as she returned to the kitchen.

	"You shouldn't keep your people waiting, Sean," said Beatrice. 

	"I've still got time," he said.

	He greeted his guests at the casino's main entrance. With the building empty of employees and gamblers, there was no need to park in the garage. He smiled and tried to seem official as he took in the small contingent of rather unhappy looking esports elite organizers.

	He knew most of them. Serge, of course, with his thick glasses and overgrown afro, was the first he greeted. Forest20, one of the prominent casters and Scope Knight team owners was also there, along with two others Sean didn't recognize. The level of aggregate nerdiness presented by the collective group gave him flashbacks to a simpler time.

	"No shit," muttered Forest20. "There is a casino, after all. And Captain Krunch legitimately has access to it."

	"Captain Krunch legitimately owns it," said Sean, with a smile. "Come on. I'll give you guys the grand tour."

	Sean led them through the grand entrance of The Pharaoh's Fortune, watching their faces as they took in the towering columns and hieroglyphic-covered walls. The empty casino floor stretched before them, slot machines standing silent sentinel like rows of mechanical pharaohs.

	He remembered his own first impression of the place, how surreal it had felt. Now, seeing it through their wide eyes, that feeling returned. He'd been a humble gamer a few weeks earlier, on the other side of this sort of impression. Now he owned this palace of chance and ancient Egyptian kitsch.

	"This is..." Forest20 ran his hand along a carved sphinx. "I mean, after The Sphere, this is clearly the next best thing. The aesthetics are incredible."

	"Look at the sight lines," said one of the others, pointing to the a few different spots around the massive room. "Perfect for camera positioning."

	"Told you guys." Serge adjusted his glasses, grinning. "This place beats some gaudy LED ball any day."

	A low rumble echoed across the floor. Sean's heart skipped a beat as he remembered what — or rather who — he'd forgotten about. Murphy, lay sprawled beside the replica of the Nile River, watching the new arrivals with feline curiosity.

	"Holy shit," whispered Forest20.

	"What the fuck…" Serge took a step back, and then a step forward. "Animatronic, right? It's unreal how good they've gotten."

	Sean opened his mouth to correct him but stopped himself. Murphy just yawned, showing impressive teeth, then settled his massive head back onto massive paws. Forest20, confidence regained, strode forward and scratched behind the big cat's ear.

	"It even feels real," he said. "Well, almost. The fur isn't quite right."

	Sean held his breath as the cat's eyes flicked to the human within striking distance. He silently begged, pleaded, and bargained with anything that might be listening to let him make it through the next few minutes without catching a reckless endangerment charge.

	"Why don't we all discuss the specifics in the Sphinx's Chamber?" he suggested, as casually as he could.

	Murphy let out a low, surprisingly pleased purr.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 28

	Sean tended to his guests with the maximum level of hospitality he could manage, given the casino's inoperational state. It amounted to managing to get some expensive beer from the fridge and passing them out while they worked through the details of the rental contract.

	The money didn't matter. The organizer's hand wringing over needing to resecure their deposit from the company that owned The Sphere and only being able to give him a small retainer to begin with, it was all background noise.

	He still played coy and took advantage of their desperate state to push the amount up a bit. It felt like second nature after dealing with Benny and Lilian, Jaewon, Vargas & Holmes. He'd learned to always angle for the deal.

	"If that works for you, this…" The lead organizer gestured to the casino with both arms. "…works for us."

	"Glad to hear it," said Sean.

	"We'll need to have people come in starting, well, this afternoon, basically," said the organizer. "To set up the cameras, the chairs, the computers. Everything. All has to happen between today and when the event starts tomorrow afternoon."

	"I'll keep the front doors unlocked and be on premises for the entire day," said Sean. "Just call me if you need me and I'll come straight down."

	Serge came over and threw an arm around his shoulders, grinning and still looking wowed. "Thanks for this, Captain. You saved the fucking day."

	"No," said Sean. "Thank you."

	He called Duncan Vargas while he was still waving off the Scope Knighters on the casino's front steps. The financier sounded surprisingly intrigued by the development and implied a credit extension with his tone and vagueness, if not specifics. 

	"It's good to see you being proactive," said Duncan, in that meticulously posh voice. "Keep at it, and we'll have just as strong of a working relationship as we did with your father."

	"That's the plan," said Sean.

	"But if, for whatever reason, this event is not the success you seem to think it will be, we'll instantly have a problem, Mr. Costello," said Duncan. "Any leniency on the part of Duncan & Holmes is entirely contingent on you managing to secure an ongoing piece of this fledgling esports pie."

	"I can't think of anything that would prevent it from being a natural success," said Sean.

	Anything except for the actual, living tiger currently prowling his casino floor. His next call was to Ash, who answered promptly on the second ring.

	"What am I supposed to do?" he asked.

	"I would recommend holding off hosting events," said Ash. "Murphy isn't violent. He really isn't. But around that many people he doesn't know… somebody will probably get eaten."

	"I can't tell if you're being serious or not," he muttered.

	"Do I joke around with you much, Sean?" asked Ash. "I'll be out of the hospital in a day or two and will handle the situation once I am."

	"What am I supposed to do in the meantime?"

	"Do what I did," said Ash. "Bring him up to your penthouse for the time being."

	The idea made him deeply uncomfortable, but he decided that he would give Murphy a half dose of the tranquilizers and simply let him lie around more or less zonked out for the duration of the tournament. Sean called Ace, who brought a few extra helpers, and after repeating the procedure of feeding the tiger drugged meat, they brought him upstairs.

	"You can't be fucking serious," said Beatrice, as they arrived up.

	"Just for a day or two," he said. "We'll put him up in one of the guest rooms and won't even think about it."

	"What happens when he has to use the litter box?" asked Beatrice.

	"I'll… clean it up." He winced, realizing there was already a deposit or two of cat treasure within the sand down in the casino. "Please, Mom? I promise it'll be fine."

	Beatrice sighed, but an odd smile seemed to tug both her mouth and resolve. "This feels far too much like back when we got the family dog."

	"Doogie Howler," said Sean. "Rest in peace."

	"I'm going to pick up some cleaning supplies, at the very least," said Beatrice.

	He saw her off, followed shortly after by Ace. He expected something resembling advice or objection from the old bodyguard. Instead, he just picked at an ingrown hair on his neck.

	"Good to have at least some inflow of money coming in," muttered Ace. "Want me on site tomorrow?"

	"If you don't mind," said Sean. "There's going to be a lot of nerd energy kicking about. Might be nice to have an enforcer if anyone gets a bit rowdy."

	"Got it, boss."

	He watched Ace drive off in his Firebird and, before he'd turned to go back inside, saw Lilian pull up and park. His immediate reaction was to swear under his breath, expecting another disaster in need of tending.

	But it certainly wasn't a disaster that climbed out of her car. She waved to him as she adjusted the wide-brimmed summer hat perched elegantly on her auburn hair, her movements effortlessly graceful. 

	She wore a tan sundress, clinging and thin and probably chosen to highlight her hourglass figure, neckline dipping low enough to invite lingering gazes. His eyes seemed to stutter over the swell of her pale, faintly freckled cleavage. The fabric swayed gently with the light breeze, playfully flashing a glimpse of her toned calves and thighs as she strode toward him, a faint smirk playing on her lips.

	"Just the man I was looking for," said Lilian.

	He smiled back at her. "Oh?"

	"I have some… documents I wanted to go over with you," said Lilian, gesturing with the folder in her hand. "In person and preferably… in private."

	He nodded slowly. "Of course. How about we head up to my penthouse and go over the details?"

	He knew his mother would be home soon enough, but he had at least a few minutes. Enough time to discuss all the details with Lilian, judging from how primed he already felt. He couldn't take his eyes off her as she slowly walked up the steps and had to force himself to look around, to keep from playing too much into her hand.

	"Busy day so far?" asked Lilian. "I saw Ace leaving as I arrived. If you're in the middle of something…"

	"Busy morning, but my afternoon is wide open." He set a hand on her lower back as she reached the top of the stairs, drawing her in a little. Her eyebrows did a thing, not outright objecting, but certainly reacting to the play.

	He wanted to press against her and pick up right from where they'd left off in the desert motel room, but it didn't feel like it was that simple. Sean felt every bit his young age as he watched her out of the corner of his eye. He knew she was presenting herself as she was to get that exact reaction out of him but knowing that wasn't enough to stifle it.

	He needed a play of his own, and he found it right as they entered the elevator. The doors stayed open longer than needed - an odd quirk of the system, at times. They both stared ahead in silence, the trained behavior indigenous to elevator riders everywhere, but the routine amplified the tension in a dangerous way.

	He let his hand slide down the curve of her body, risking everything as his fingers slid along her butt through her sundress. Lilian tensed slightly but said nothing. An odd, almost challenging smile crept onto her face, but he could only see it in the edge of his vision, as though it was both meant for him and just for her.

	"Those documents…" He massaged her upper thigh and buttock as he spoke. "I'll need you to go over them thoroughly with me."

	"As long as you need, Sean," said Lilian, clearing her throat. "It's related to the racetrack. I want to make sure you get every detail you need. Every little number."

	He rubbed gently, but insistently. The elevator hummed as it began bringing them up. The thrill of what she was letting him get away with was a rush as potent as any drug. How far would she let him go? He was about to find out. He felt his cock getting ridiculously hard and had to force himself to breathe to keep from losing himself in the excitement.

	"I'm so glad you brought this to my attention," he said, letting a finger trace across her panties.

	"I bet you are," she whispered. "Mmm. You're more interested in the business than your father ever was."

	The doors open. Sean couldn't hold himself back. He pulled her to him right as they stepped off. She was so beautiful that even just the act of kissing her felt like another test, but the instant their lips touched, none of it mattered anymore.

	"Sean…" Lilian laughed and stroked his hair. "There really is work… for us to do. At least let's, ahem, go to your room."

	"This entire penthouse is my room," he whispered. "Along with everything in it."

	She sucked in a breath involuntarily as he started to run his hands all over her. It was like a revelation to him, a discovery of not just female flesh, but sexual possibility. What else would she let him do? Most things? Anything?

	And then the elevator door opened, and Beatrice stepped back into the apartment.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 29

	Beatrice had seen Sean and Lilian standing close enough to one another to banish any lingering doubt she might have had over whether Terrence's harpy of a widow was attempting to seduce her son. But she was also well aware of how easily her reaction might instigate the situation.

	The wrong words would push Sean away or possibly even start a fight with him. Her heart ached for her son as she saw the tangle of emotions in his expression. Confusion, horniness, disappoint, more horniness… a lot of horniness. He was 18, after all. Goddammit.

	"Lilian," she said, affecting a mild and oblivious tone. "You didn't tell me we were going to be hosting guests today, Sean. I would have gotten food along with everything else."

	Everything else amounted to the largest plastic storage tub she could find, which was still downstairs, and an unreal amount of kitty litter. She could only hope the tiger situation hadn't yet progressed to the point where it would be needed. She blinked slowly, awed by the fact that a literal tiger locked in a guestroom now seemed to be a secondary issue.

	"Sean and I were just…" Lilian cleared her throat and fixed her slutty tan dress. "Going over some documents."

	"Of course," said Beatrice. "Got to crunch those numbers."

	"We should probably finish up in my room." Sean reached over and set a hand on the harpy's lower back as he spoke as though it were the most casual thing in the world. "Need to really… focus on business."

	"We do," said Lilian, swallowing.

	"Well, far be it for me to interrupt your business," said Beatrice. "I'll let you both know when lunch is ready."

	Lilian mustered her composure with a smile and a nod. "I'm sure it won't take that long."

	"We'll see." Sean's hand slid a bit lower on her back and Lilian seemed to suck in an excited breath.

	Beatrice watched them walk down the hall to Sean's room, their bodies pulling close with the whispers of sexual magnetism she remembered all too well from her own teenage years. She seethed underneath, and seethed further over the inexplicable tug of jealousy that was too sharp for her to deny.

	What really stirred her up was the fact that she couldn't openly express anything beyond the slightest sliver of her fury. Sean was clearly attracted to Lilian, and Beatrice knew better than most how much that meant to a young man around his age, with his level of inexperience.

	She had to draw him back, but which level was she even willing to compete on? Lilian was obviously dangling her sex appeal in front of Sean to lead him around like a dog sniffing for a treat, but she suspected there was another level to the other woman's interest. The interest any wife might take in her husband's estranged child.

	That perturbed her more than the thought of her son fooling around with an older woman. Would he eventually start to seek out her guidance, accept her influence, and possibly even grow to see her as someone he could count on?

	No.

	Beatrice simply wouldn't allow that to happen.

	She set the cat cleaning supplies aside and stomped into her room. Once she had the outline of a plan in mind, it was just a matter of asking herself a simple question. What would she have done back when she was trying to hold Terrence's attention, back when she'd been wild and free and eminently fuckable?

	She started pulling clothes out of her wardrobe, a nice outfit she could properly clean in.

	 

	***

	 

	"Your mother is in the other room," whispered Lilian. "Sean. Behave yourself."

	"The walls are thick." He kissed her again as they did a slow, uncoordinated dance toward his bed. "We'll be fine."

	"The noise is… far from the only concern." Lilian seemed to struggle to catch her breath as Sean's kisses ran up the length of her neck. "Sean."

	"Lilian."

	They reached the bed and he attempted to gently lay Lilian across it. She smirked and sat down instead, giving him a pointed look. Those eyes could be every bit as sharp as his mother's, but the rebuke only stung for a second.

	"What's this?" Lilian reached a hand out, touching his obvious bulge, which was nearly eye level with her, given he was still standing. "You dirty boy. How are we going to look at those documents with you being so easily distracted?"

	"I'm sure we'll find a way," he said.

	He looked down at her, and they shared a moment of devious and knowing eye contact. It was all so wrong, and yet, such an unbelievable turn on. Lilian let her mouth slowly open as though by happenstance, leaning her head forward to plant a soft kiss on the fabric of his jeans.

	"Oh fuck…" he groaned.

	"Mmm, you like that?" she whispered. "There's so, so much more where it came from. But you have to play by my rules, sweetie."

	She said that last, affectionate term of endearment in almost the same tone his mother might have used, but with a twisted edge. He groaned and pulled her head closer, not roughly, but certainly greedily.

	"We'll see." He breathed faster, suddenly deeply in need of air.

	"Mmm!"

	Lilian put on a show of kissing and even sucking slightly on his cock through his jeans. She reached out and rubbed her thumb on the little wet spot it made, like a stain she was trying to hurriedly brush off his clothing. Looking up at him with those lustful eyes again, she let her fingers linger on the button and zipper as though asking the question of whether he really could handle what she had to offer.

	A heavy knock came at Sean's door. He swore under his breath and, with great effort, turned around and walked over to see what the hell his mother needed now.

	"Sorry Mom, but Lilian and I are…" He blinked as he opened the door and actually let himself see her. "…busy?"

	Beatrice stood in the doorway, smirking with a laundry basket perched on her hip. She wore a low-cut, form-fitting tank top that clung to her curves over a pair of boy shorts that he was reasonably sure she'd borrowed from Dolly. Her hair was tied up in a messy bun, giving off vibes that reminded him less of his mother and more of Trixie.

	"Sean," she said, her voice soft and supple. "I need your help with something."

	She shifted her weight slightly, drawing his attention to the curve of her waist and the way the fabric of her shorts hugged her hips. He was still so heated from everything Lilian had been doing and been promising. It was still what he wanted, in that moment. At least… he thought it was.

	Having his mother suddenly in the doorway, looking and talking in a way that all but forced him to think of Trixie and the homemade video complicated everything. He glanced back at Lilian, trying to play his indecision off with a smile and a shrug.

	"It won't take long, right?" he asked.

	"Of course." Beatrice's smile blossomed into something as devious as Lilian's eyes a moment earlier. "I'm sure your guest and her documents will still be here when you get back."

	"Oh, I'm not going anywhere," said Lilian. "I'll just hang out here and… get comfortable."

	She leaned back on her elbows on the bed, one shoulder strap of her dress sliding sideways a bit more than what propriety would have called for. A silent, loaded moment hung in the air, as though they were both waiting on him for rock hard confirmation.

	"I'll be right back!" said Sean, meaning it, too. "Promise."

	Internally, he was as confused by his choice as Lilian seemed, though he thought she played it off better. His mother simply needed help with cleaning, or laundry, or something. She wouldn't proposition him like that, regardless of how coy she was acting or how slutty she was currently dressed.

	His mother wouldn't.

	Trixie, however…

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 30

	"Here you go, Mom."

	Sean brought the basket into the laundry room for her. She smiled and slowly opened the washer, cheeks flushed, an odd flicker in her gaze.

	"Thanks, Sean," she said. "So much new clothing. I just wanted to check with you while I did the big load."

	"Yeah, wouldn't want to put anything in wrong."

	He stepped into the laundry room, which like everything in the penthouse was spacious, but currently felt tiny and heated. He closed the door without really thinking about how much it would multiply that same fluttering, dangerous vibe.

	Beatrice swallowed and pulled out a wool sweater. "This one. Hand wash only."

	He stepped closer to her. "Would you do it for me, Mom?"

	"Don't you have your maid for that, Sean?" She smiled at him, breathing heavy, turning toward him with interesting body language. "I bet she'd get her hands soaped up for you."

	"I'm asking you," he said.

	He came even closer. Beatrice bit her lip, watching him as the silence screamed off the walls. She cleared her throat and suddenly turned back toward the basket with a tiny shake of her head, moving with movements a little too methodical as she loaded the washer.

	"Was that it?" he asked.

	"There are other things too," she said, a little too quickly. "The tiger you brought home. Handling the mess."

	"I can do that when Lilian isn't waiting on me," he said, feeling suddenly frustrated.

	"I… dropped a sock behind the washer just before," she said. "Can you move the washer? Just… ease it a bit to the side and squeeze a hand back there?"

	She made no move to step away from the washer. Sean went from being annoyed at her for obviously trying to distract him to realizing what she was actually offering. She raised an eyebrow, almost being obvious in how she pushed her butt out.

	"It's pretty heavy, Mom," he said, drawing close behind her. "We might have to both work it sideways together."

	"Whatever it takes."

	He nodded slowly, holding her gaze and coming to a decision in that same moment. He pressed forward into her boldly, letting her feel the remnants of the erection Lilian had so efficiently coaxed to hardness just a few minutes earlier.

	Beatrice took a tiny breath, eyes fluttering, mouth hanging open, and braced herself against the washer, butt backing into him. Sean only pretended as though he was trying to get leverage on the machine with one hand, the other rubbing along his mother's side, testing where she'd let it go.

	She stiffened and, for a horribly uncertain instant, he thought he'd totally misread the situation. But then she responded to the way he started rocking against her with unmistakable movements. Inviting movements. Sexual movements.

	He couldn't believe it. Was this just his lot in life now? Was it the money, the power, some combination of both? Or was it the uniqueness of the situation, some weird standoff between his father's widow and his mother primed by complicated insecurities?

	Did he even care? Which one would let him wet his whistle first?

	He began boldly dry humping his mother, pressing forward against her as she leaned over the washing machine, the conspicuous and shameful silence damning them both.

	"So heavy." He finally went for it, one hand rising to cup her breast.

	"Watch it," she said. "The washer…"

	"What about it?" 

	He kissed her neck while he fondled her breast and even more brazenly rocked himself against her. Beatrice let out a high-pitched moan, one he’d heard before, one which belonged to Trixie, mid-orgasm with sticky thighs.

	He felt like an animal, completely out of control, as he rocked into her faster and faster. He started to pull her shorts down. Beatrice reached a hand back, desperately tapping him on the side.

	"Sean!" she hissed. "You can't!"

	"You said you needed help, Mom," he whispered. "Let me give it to you."

	She turned around in his embrace, shaking her head even as she kissed him and pulled him closer by the shirt. "Oh sweetie. Oh fuck."

	He knew in that moment he had her, even though he wasn't entirely sure he could even handle the enormity of that fact. He slid a hand down, rubbing her pussy through her leggings and feeling the humidity and wetness through layers of fabric.

	"Oh God…" she moaned. "The washer!"

	Beatrice pushed out a passionate, wavering exhalation and snatched up the laundry basket. She stuffed the rest of his clothing into the tumbler, jamming it down with forceful little thrusts, Sean was still touching her body like he was testing it for ripeness.

	She threw in the soap and closed the washer lid with enough force to ring through the small space, slamming her hand down on the start button with the default settings. 

	"Mom…" He shook his head, behind her again, dry humping her again. "Who cares about the…?"

	He understood her point as the machine groaned to life, adding a significant amount of noise and vibration to the space. Familiarity, too. Beatrice seemed to almost magically draw strength and authority back from the mundane household device's natural noise and pattern.

	"Clean clothes are not optional," she said.

	"You're not wrong, but they could have waited a few minutes." 

	He made to kiss her again. She grabbed him by the cock, holding his package with a firm grip that was somehow both a warning and a mother's caress.

	"A few minutes…" She let out a chuckle that would have sounded cruel from any other woman. "Sean. Sweetie. How did we end up here?"

	"Let's find out," he whispered. "Together."

	He pressed against her, but she took him by the shoulders, fingers squeezing and gaining control without strength. She pressed him back against the washer, which was still filling, and then slowly sank to her knees.

	He watched as she dropped his pants and boxers, feeling an odd stab of embarrassment as his tool prodded into her face. It lasted for all of half a second as she gave him a smile as loving as it was concerned, a stern narrowing of the eyes, and a long kiss on the tip of his cock.

	"Holy fuck…" He steadied himself against the washer. It started shaking right as Beatrice extended her tongue and gave his length a lick that went diagonally across the underside of his swollen shaft.

	"If you…. would simply listen to me… a little more…" She let out a string of words in between wet, sucking kisses. "You spend so much time rushing around… and barely any thinking with your head. Your brain."

	"I'll… listen more, Mom." He stared in disbelief as she tossed her hair back and started sucking, the movements so smooth and practiced.

	Oh, but he'd seen her do this before. He'd seen Trixie do it before. Beatrice's eyes flicked up to him, still narrowed, like she was reading his mind. She could, if she wanted to. There was nothing going on there beyond the demented, shameful moment they’d both plunged themselves into.

	"Oh God!" He cupped her cheek, urging her on, but the pace of her slutty, sucking lips was her own. A little strand of his seed or some other slime hung from the corner of her mouth. "Your mouth feels so fucking good. This is… unreal."

	He leaned back against the washer, which was now rumbling up a storm. It was as though some thick armed African drummer was ripping out a celebratory conga beat in the background, a low thrum of pounding, excited noise on the precipice of something explosive.

	It was too much. He groaned and, as gently as he could, thrust forward and came in her mouth. Beatrice let out a pleased hum, rubbing his leg as she bobbed her head back and forth, back and forth.

	The washer continued to do its thing behind him, the vibration seeming to add to Sean's lingering pleasure. He slid down to the floor, legs mostly unable to hold him up, but also to be level with his mother after the intensity of the moment.

	She held his gaze for a second or two. He had to say something, but threw out the apology that first came to mind. He had nothing to be sorry for, and he wasn't about to treat what they'd done like an accident, like he hadn't wanted it and pushed for it.

	"Mom…" He took her hand and squeezed it once with both of his.

	"Sweetie…" She gave him a soft, understanding smile. "You didn't miss any clothes in your room, did you?"

	"Uh, no," he said. "I… I'll check after Lilian leaves."

	Oh fuck. Lilian.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 31

	Lilian enjoyed having a moment alone in Sean's room. Terrence's room, really, given how little had changed in the decor in the time since her husband's passing. It gave her time to think, even if her thoughts ran in circles.

	She was aware that she was beautiful. Beautiful, and still on the upper edge of young. If she truly wanted to have Sean wrapped around her pinky finger, it was simply a matter of patience, persistence, and not overplaying her hand.

	But why was that something she wanted so badly? The question dogged her, becoming a bit more edged each time she saw Beatrice's expression, like a mother bear with a cub under threat. She honestly didn't need Sean's money and suspected he was happy to let her flex her control over the racetrack.

	She leaned back on the silly Egyptian themed bed that Terrence had been so enraptured with. And there was her answer. Sean really was so much like his father, in appearance, but also in attitude. He got the good without the bad when it came to his personality, a fact which left her wondering about the scars the cruel, unforgiving world had left on her deceased husband over the years.

	But it was still more complicated than that. She saw how easily he could step into his father's shoes, be all that Terrence had been, but better. But she also saw him through the eyes of a married woman coming to know the estranged son of her now dead husband.

	Her and Terrence's relationship had been complicated, but that didn't make Sean any less fascinating to her. That didn't make her feel a bit of that same protectiveness, make her pull out those same mother bear eyes when she thought about his future and his safety. 

	Now here she was, about to fuck him. Was she about to fuck him? Oh, a part of her certainly wanted to. The most demented and unladylike part of her, but she didn't lie to herself about her attractions anymore. Not after Terrence.

	She blinked and realized her eyes were a bit moist. It felt decidedly unfair to be the widow to such a complicated man, and have such a strong impulse to lean into an even more complicated relationship to pack full the void. Unfair, but it did make a certain amount of sense. She wiped her eyes and fixed her dress.

	 

	***

	 

	Sean froze as he and Beatrice left the laundry room. Lilian was in the hall, and somewhat shockingly, looked as though she'd been crying. She smiled and seemed composed enough, more composed than they were, still shaking off the weird aura of their illicit encounter.

	"Sean," she said. "Beatrice. Sorry, I just got a call from my assistant. I have to run."

	"Oh no," said Beatrice, sounding not at all displeased. "That's too bad."

	"I left the documents on your desk, Sean," said Lilian.

	She glanced at his mother and then stepped toward him, standing a little too close to be seeking a simple hug. He felt a sudden urge to kiss her, and he did, lips gently pressing against hers. He kissed her on the cheek immediately afterward as though it might undo the scorching heat of the first bit of contact.

	"I'll call you," he said.

	"Enjoy your little video game tournament tomorrow," she said, with a smirk. "When you have the time… there's so much more we still need to go over."

	"I'll make the time as soon as this event is over." He held her hand for a second, surprised that catastrophe had somehow been avoided.

	As though to immediately contradict him, the elevator door suddenly opened. Dolly fell out of it with a yelp, as though she'd tripped over a lip that didn't actually exist. She landed on her stomach and then rose to her feet with a groan.

	"Oh," she said. "Everybody's here. What did I miss?"

	"Nothing!" said Sean, and Beatrice, and Lilian, all a little too fast.

	The day slowed to a crawl after its intense first half, which was a relief. Sean checked in on the Scope Knight contingent regularly as they set up their gear on the casino floor at an expediated rate. 

	He lounged with Dolly in the living room, mostly just kissing and cuddling. Beatrice made no objection. Sean was hyper aware of his mother's every movement through the penthouse, and he sensed her paying him a similar attention, as though the door they’d opened was still cracked enough to let a breeze.

	Ace called as he was sitting down to a delicious steak and potato dinner. He glanced up from his phone at his mother and Dolly, who were already digging in.

	"It's Ace," he said. "I'll be back in a second."

	He paced through the living room as he took the call. "Ace. What's happening?"

	"Not too much Captain," he said. "I was at the casino earlier. There's a nonstop stream of high-tech equipment and, how should I put this… uh, nerds, going in and out through the front door. Seems like the Scope Fight thing is working out."

	"Scope Knight, but yeah," said Sean. "I get the sense you didn't call about that, though."

	He sat down on the couch and turned on the lamp as Ace sighed on the other end.

	"It's Jaewon," said Ace. "He gave me a call earlier. Didn't pick up because I didn't recognize the number."

	"Did he leave a voicemail?"

	"Yup. Lots of swearing about how we fucked him."

	"Make any threats?"

	"He's not an idiot," said Ace. "He'd never do that while being recorded. Feels strange though, doesn't it?"

	"A bit," said Sean. "I can see why he'd be mad. The second I have access to the money that's currently funding his little Black Hawk Down role play, it's getting shut down."

	"Yeah, but that hasn't happened yet," muttered Ace. "The timing seems off. Know what I mean? Why didn't he explode right after we left the desert encampment?"

	"That is weird," muttered Sean. "But if my only option is to call him and engage with angry insanity, might be best to just let him stew for now."

	"Exactly why I called you before calling him back," said Ace. "I'll send someone up into the desert to watch his and his men's movements."

	"Much appreciated."

	Beatrice raised an eyebrow as he came back to the table. "Anything I should know about?"

	"Jaewon is pissed off, but I don't think it'll amount to much."

	Dolly coughed and began slathering a large pat of butter on her baked potato.

	There was one last little thing Sean had to take care of before bed, and he wasn't looking forward to it in the slightest. Murphy the tiger needed to be fed and, in all likelihood, redosed with tranquilizer.

	He brought in the plastic storage tub his mother had bought, now filled with kitty litter, though he doubted whether the animal would get any real use out of it. The lights were off, and he felt a moment of panic as he went to turn them on, wondering if the sudden brightness might induce a tiger attack.

	As he came to think of it, quite a few actions could potentially induce a tiger attack.

	Murphy didn't react to him immediately. The tiger was curled up on the guest room's bed, which it barely even fit on. It stirred as he came closer, carrying food on a plate and leftover steak fat with the tranquilizer in his hand.

	"Time to eat, big guy." He also pushed the makeshift kitty litter box into the room, once more doubting its feasibility. "Here you go."

	He tossed the massive serving of stew meat to the animal first. Murphy nibbled at it, taking a few good bites, but not seeming to commit to eating all of it. Sean tried to get him to eat the drugged grizzle as well, but the cat seemed especially averse to downing that.

	"I'll just… leave these both on the plate," he said, setting them down. "You doing alright in here?"

	The cat let out a purr, stirring and walking across the room. He didn't give in to his innate reaction to dive out into the hallway and slam the door even as the animal brushed against him with enough weight to make him steady himself.

	Strange how, as he began petting Murphy, he felt like he understood some of Ash's affection for the massive and dangerous animal. With that said, he was ready to be done tiger sitting.

	"Hurry up and heal, Ash," he muttered.

	 

	 


Chapter 32

	Sean got ready the next morning, aware of the day’s stakes. The first day of the Scope Knight World Cup, hosted by The Pharaoh's Fortune casino, might well decide whether he kept ownership of said casino, along with preserving his father's legacy.

	Thinking about it in those terms, as he shaved his patchy facial hair, made him wonder why he was working so hard at it in the first place. His life seemed to get a little more complicated everyday he persisted in trying to fill his father's shoes… in all conceivable ways.

	He caught sight of his mother at the bathroom door out of the corner of his eye. She was still in her robe, and the flawless skin along her neckline and her bare legs seemed to taunt him to try something.

	"I set your clothes out for you," she said, softly. "I thought about ironing them but they were already pretty stiff."

	"Thanks," he said. "Appreciate it, Mom."

	"You should take Dolly with you."

	He furrowed his brow, blowing a bit of air out of his mouth to get some shaving cream off his lip. "That's an unexpected suggestion, coming from you."

	"One that makes sense, if you think about the role you have to play today," said Beatrice. "This is the first time you're really going to be in the public eye. I wish you'd manage to get the poker tournament after all. Far easier to be in the background when you're just the owner of the venue, rather than someone involved in the event."

	"I'm not really involved," he said, with a shrug. "Just a former player with a currently empty casino."

	"I looked at some of the posts on the gaming website you go to," said Beatrice. "They're treating you like their savior. They'll probably ask you for an interview, but even if they don't, you'll have a lot of attention on you."

	"And you think having Dolly on my arm will, what? Improve my image?"

	"It will," said Beatrice. "Trust me. Not to mention how it will help ward off any female fans who might perhaps find you a little bit too intriguing."

	"There it is," he said, with a chuckle. He washed his face and walked over to her. "I knew you had an ulterior motive."

	"Ulterior is such a dirty word," she whispered.

	"One of many." He stepped closer, letting his hand brush one of the ends of her robe's belt.

	Beatrice gave the smallest shake of her head. "You need to get ready."

	"I do," he admitted.

	"I'll be making an appearance too, at some point," said Beatrice. "Try not to act as embarrassed by me as you usually do when I interrupt your gaming time."

	He dressed and came out into the living room. Dolly had seemingly received Beatrice's suggestion before he had, judging from her makeup and the cute outfit she had on. Sean kissed her and took her hand into his, but she didn't quite meet his gaze.

	"What's wrong?" he asked.

	"Nothing!" she said. "I'm fine! Everything's fine!"

	"Uh-huh," he said. "That's usually what I do when things are fine. Exclaim it from the rooftops."

	"I just…" She shook her head. "I guess I'm nervous for you."

	"You don't have to be, and neither do I." He took a breath. "Dammit, all this fussing is going to make me nervous. I need some fresh air."

	He went out onto the balcony, which gave him a view of the street and the casino's front. The parking lot was packed and there were already a few large clumps of people positioned outside the entrance in a proto line, waiting for entry. He felt a flutter of excitement. They were all coming to his casino, to play his favorite game, with the highest level of prestige and stakes.

	"This is as close as I'll ever get to being an actual pharaoh," he said.

	"Probably." Dolly kissed his shoulder. "Don't let it go to your head too much."

	They went downstairs. Stepping out of the elevator into a casino full of life and activity was a welcome change of pace after the dormant past few days. It was still just the employees who'd stuck around to be brought back after the furlough, along with the event's set-up crew and a few organizers.

	Serge among them. He was wearing a Scope Knight team jersey and looking as energetic as Sean had ever seen him. He grinned and walked Sean's way at an increasing speed, looking like one of their old classmates who'd just found an older gentleman to buy them beer.

	"Yeah, The Sphere was more like a shiny little marble compared to this," said Serge. "Captain, I'm sure you already know this, but these finals will go down in Scope Knight history."

	"Wow, Scope Knight history," said Dolly, with more than a bit of a teasing edge.

	"I'm glad you approve." He glanced at Serge, who was looking at Dolly with a touch of chagrin. "Serge, this is Dolly. My… girlfriend."

	Everybody was a little bit surprised, Sean included. He'd never really introduced Dolly as his girlfriend before, but it felt right. Necessary, even. His face burned as he tried to put the fact of their burgeoning relationship into place alongside his other dalliances. His mother, Lilian, Ash, even. Nothing appropriate, nothing like her.

	"Fuck," muttered Serge. "I mean, nice to meet you. I had a bet going that you didn't actually exist."

	"You'd be a richer man if you'd taken my word," said Sean.

	"I might end up being a richer man anyway if I just stick close to you," said Serge. "Are you hiring a chef, by any chance?"

	"He's already got one." Dolly drew closer to him, rubbing his shoulder. "Chef, maid. Girlfriend."

	Sean grinned but cut off the joke he'd been about to make about her range of duties when he saw that she had mist, almost tears, in her eyes.

	"I should go find the organizers," said Serge. "See if they need anything."

	"You okay?" Sean whispered to Dolly.

	"I'm fine," she said. "Just being a goon, Mr. C. It's been a long week."

	"It really has." He pulled her into a side hug and kissed her on the cheek. "I'm going to do the rounds."

	"I'll catch up with you in a bit," she whispered.

	He checked in with the casters and the organizers, who were an expected combination of excited and overstressed. There was still setup to be done, and he busied himself giving the tech people advice on where they could plug the computers, whether it was safe to unplug a line that led to an LED decoration of the Eye of Ra, or whether a set of Cleopatra themed slot machines could safely be moved.

	What struck him the most was how warmly he was received by just about everyone, everywhere he went. He'd been a known figure as Captain Krunch, a player and team captain, respected but not celebrated.

	Everybody wanted to shake his hand or clap him on the back or thank him for saving the day. He smiled and let himself set aside the self-serving motivations and sabotage that had gone into orchestrating the event. It felt good to be the center of attention. It felt especially good to have people lauding him for his own actions, rather than a brief 15 second appearance of his "MILF Mom" on a livestream after losing in the finals.

	His attention was pulled in twelve different directions at once. Meryl, the B grade popstar the organizers had secured to perform right before the grand final, had an endless string of needs and complaints. Sean ran into Dolly as he was trying to find someone who might know how to make or acquire a vegan cheese dip.

	"Why don't I go meet her and handle it?" Dolly's eyes were now starstruck, rather than misty. "I'll help her! Or calm her down, at least!"

	"Sure, Dolly." He pulled her close and kissed her. "Thank you."

	"Only if you want me to," she quickly added.

	"I do."

	"This is your day." She gave him an odd look, holding his hands. "You deserve it after everything. More, probably."

	"Thanks," he said. "I think."

	She pulled away from him, waving once over her shoulder before seeming to speed up in anticipation of meeting a pop star.

	 


Chapter 33

	Sean's morning passed by in a progression of questions, answers, and touring the increasingly populated casino floor. The doors for the main event opened at noon, causing an immediate rush of excited Scope Knight fans, most of whom were carrying signs or in costume or just generally overhyped. 

	He found a second wind as he greeted them and was enthusiastically recognized and heralded as the hero of the day. Team Molten, the squad which incidentally had knocked his former team, Diligent Ascent, out of the last serious game he'd ever played, was among the new arrivals.

	"Captain Krunch!" shouted one of them. "You're a fucking legend."

	Two of the members of the team began giving him exaggerated bows. It was all a little much, and he found himself forcing a smile and waving them off. He needed a moment to breathe, touch base with reality, and remind himself that this wasn't really his domain anymore.

	He found such a chance when he ran into Ace amidst the poker tables. The casino was not operating as such - it would have been too much of a liability to check IDs and confirm ages - but the tables were still in use as places for the guests to sit and linger.

	"Seems to be going well enough so far, Captain," said Ace. "Not that I've experienced many e-game tournaments before."

	"E-sports, but yeah," he said. "It's going shockingly smoothly. What's the word from your end?"

	Ace laughed. "The word is silent. So to speak. Nothing is going on. I shooed off some kids smoking weed too close to the steps. That about it."

	He had his phone out and it vibrated while still in hand. Sean raised an eyebrow.

	"Granddaughter," said Ace.

	"Something going on with her today?"

	"She's got a dance show thing," said Ace.

	"A recital? Not a man of words, are you, Ace?"

	"It's not exactly how I butter my bread," he said, with a chuckle. "The recital is later on. Shouldn't overlap too much with this."

	"I've got things under control here," said Sean. "Take the day off. Go see your granddaughter."

	"Appreciate it, Captain." Ace motioned like he was tipping a nonexistent cap on his bald head and wasted no time heading for the exit.

	Sean watched the line of fans streaming in for a little while longer before meandering toward where the main stage had been set up. Four games were due to be played in relatively quick succession to round out the double elimination bracket. The Winner's Final, the Loser's Semifinal, the Loser's Final, before finally, the Grand Final.

	Once upon a time, it would have mattered greatly to him who won, regardless of whether his own team was playing. Now, he cared more about the details, the event, the greater picture. It felt a bit like witnessing gains in his own maturity, even if they'd been forced upon him rather than achieved through the evolution of his wisdom.

	"Looks like it's going well enough," said Beatrice.

	Sean turned around and caught sight of his mother walking toward him. She'd done her makeup and put on a black cocktail dress that would have suited a formal casino event as well as an e-sports tournament. The amount of attention she was attracting from various thirsty nerds scattered around the casino floor was not insubstantial.

	"Yeah. Seems to be." On a whim, he pulled her into a hug, sighing as he felt her body against his.

	"I'm proud of you," she whispered. She was smiling as she stepped back from the embrace. "I'm sure you already know that by now, but I'm really feeling it today."

	"Thanks, Mom," he said. "I lucked into hosting the tournament. It's not exactly the result of hard work and effort."

	"I'm not so sure about that. You put the pieces together, even if at least one of them involved breaking and entering."

	"Hey, you can't judge me for a crime you were a coconspirator on," he pointed out.

	"I suppose not," she said. "I'll be in the audience. Mind if I use one of the seats they set aside for you?"

	"Go right ahead."

	He went looking for Dolly, but didn't find her before the announcer began calling the audience to their seats. Sean had free access to the entire venue, and placed himself in the Pharaoh's Chamber, which was the designated prep room for both teams. 

	He watched the first match alongside one of the coaches, feeling an immense amount of secondhand tension as the man watched his players struggle to put long practiced strategies into action under pressure.

	It was extremely close, and the team of the coach he was watching alongside eventually earned their victory. The next round was between the losing team and the remaining team from the loser's bracket, neither of which Sean was all too familiar with.

	Dolly called as he was waiting for the Loser's Final to kick off, but he was in the middle of conversing with one of the organizers about their plans for future tournaments. He didn't push too hard to lock in the event, though the organizer did seem interested. Dolly called a second time right as he was walking back to his backstage seat.

	"Hey," he said. "Find the vegan cheese dip?"

	"You could say that."

	It wasn't Dolly's voice on the other end of the line. It was Jaewon's. Sean blinked in surprise, even glancing at his phone screen, confirming that it was in fact Dolly's phone calling him.

	"You had better start explaining how you got ahold of my girlfriend's phone," he said, voice suddenly cold as ice.

	"I've got more than just her phone, Sean Costello," said Jaewon. "You shouldn't have tried to fuck me over."

	"Pulling back from funding a militia does not equate to fucking somebody over," he hissed. "Where's Dolly? What the fuck did you do?"

	Jaewon let out a long, malicious laugh, and Sean had to listen, at the mercy of the man with his girlfriend's phone.

	"Don't play dumb," said Jaewon. "Tipping off the FBI. I didn't have you pegged as a snitch. They might have rounded up most of the men on trumped up charges, but no me. They won't grab me, because you're going to help me escape."

	"I didn't tip anyone off," said Sean. "You're insane."

	"I'm in your penthouse," said Jaewon. "Along with your little friend."

	"If you touch her, if you lay a single hand on her…"

	"Sean!" shouted Dolly, in the background.

	"Shut the fuck up!" Jaewon's shout was accompanied by what sounded like a slap.

	Sean winced and took a breath, trying to stay calm. Everyone around him was reacting to the start of the next game. Reality had taken on a dreamlike edge, or rather, a nightmare's tint.

	"Get up here if you don't want this to get bloody," said Jaewon. "I want money. Enough to set myself up for the near future. Your little girlfriend and I will be waiting."

	Jaewon hung up. Sean swore out loud and clenched his fingers around his phone.

	"They'll come back," said one of the coaches next to him. "Don't worry. They always start off slow."

	 


Chapter 34

	Sean tried to call Ace. The bodyguard didn't pick up, which was both no real surprise and intensely disappointing. He thought about grabbing a member or two of the casino staff, but to what end? They weren't trained for violence, and lacking any understanding of the situation, they'd only get in the way.

	He briefly considered recruiting some of his esteemed Scope Knight guests. If he'd been in a mood to laugh, well, that would have done it. He stepped into the elevator, and it was only as the doors slid closed, entombing him in the carriage's silent confines, that the panic truly set in.

	It wasn't like it had been with Benny, where he'd seen the trap coming, had time to prepare. He was now the one on the receiving end of the bold and unexpected ambush. He didn't have a single card up his sleeve to play, and the woman he loved, the woman he'd casually begun calling his girlfriend, comprised the stakes.

	"I'll just give him what he wants," muttered Sean. "Anything he wants."

	Who was he asking? Himself. No. The universe? That was even sillier. In a strange way, it felt like he was trying to reach out to the only man who might understand and see the full extent of his current misadventure. Terrence Costello, the father he'd never had, never wanted, and now needed the advice of. Desperately.

	He stared at the sheen of the metal just above the elevator buttons and tried to imagine his father's face staring back at him. Strangely easy, it was.

	"Show him your claws."

	The doors opened. Sean stepped out into the living room of what he'd begun to consider home, feeling none of the warmth and certainty the space usually gave him. Dolly was sitting on the couch, hands ducked tape together. Jaewon, dressed in a casual blazer and jeans in the place of his army fatigues, was holding a gun to her head.

	"Prompt," said Jaewon. "It's good to know we're on the same page about how this needs to go."

	"Yeah," said Sean. "Tell me what you want. I'll give it to you, if I can."

	Jaewon stared at him as though carefully considering the sincerity in his voice. Dolly looked scared, but more so tired, which was understandable.

	"One million dollars in cash," said Jaewon. "And a car. That's it."

	Sean let out a low chuckle. He had the latter, but not the former, and knew without question which one mattered more to the lunatic. But he wasn't about to admit that.

	"Jaewon, we could have done this over the phone much more smoothly," he said. 

	"I get the sense you wouldn't have been as obliging over the phone." 

	Jaewon began tapping the pistol against Dolly's head like someone might rap a fist on a table to punctuate a point. He saw her wince from the sharpness and angle of the metal and hated the militiaman just a little bit more.

	"I'm obliging you now, Jaewon," said Sean. "What more do you want?"

	He hesitated, trying not to overplay his hand by letting any anger sneak into his tone.

	"What's the car?" asked Jaewon.

	"A nice BMW," said Sean.

	"Yeah, that's good. Discrete." Jaewon let out a breath. "You still deserve a bullet in you for snitching, you disgraceful little fuck."

	"Talk like that, and maybe you won't get the money and car after all," said Sean. "And you are sincerely confused, Jaewon. I didn't snitch. I was thrown off by your setup in the desert, but I was only there for the money. You and your sand raiders could have continued however you wanted, just without my funding."

	"You snitched!" snapped Jaewon. His certainty seemed to waver, but not on the overall point. "Someone snitched! Odds are, it was you, and you're just lying to my face. Your father used to do that, too. Just never when it mattered."

	"Sean…" whispered Dolly.

	"Shut up!" 

	Jaewon struck her with the butt of the pistol in the head, and though it was a glancing blow, it still left a little mark on her forehead. Sean almost reflexively charged the bigger man, but the suddenly the gun was in his face again, which somehow made it seem prudent to hold in place.

	"Don't touch her," growled Sean.

	"I'll do whatever the fuck I want until I have the money and the car," said Jaewon. "Maybe I will touch her. Maybe I'll do more, just to make the fucking point."

	"You'll be a dead man if you try," said Sean. He took a breath, furiously trying to will himself to deescalate. "I'll give you… a million and a half. That's all I have here in the penthouse. Just to calmly take the money, and the car, and leave."

	It was a bluff. He had nothing in the penthouse, almost no cash whatsover. Something like seven dollars in his wallet, in addition to his debit card and his new credit card. Jaewon, of course, didn't know that. Terrence might have been the kind of man to keep a bailout bag, but it was not yet an established habit for his son.

	"A million and a half," said Jaewon. "Deal. Show me."

	Sean held his hands up and slowly began walking through the penthouse. The sensation of having Jaewon behind him and knowing that he had a gun trained on his back was far from pleasant.

	He walked down the hallway, passing his own room, his mother's room, Dolly's room, before reaching the prize.

	"What's that smell?" muttered Jaewon. 

	"The money," said Sean. "Can't you tell?"

	He flung the door wide open and let out a shout, stepping into the shadowed room and falling sideways in hope of getting clear of what was about to happen. Murphy, no longer drugged and rudely roused from sleep, came rushing out of the room with a terrifying jungle roar.

	Unfortunately, he didn't do the one thing Sean had been counting on him for. He didn't attack Jaewon, instead treating the opening like a chance to escape. The hostage taking militiaman, however, didn't know the tiger well enough to sense that he wasn't in danger.

	"Fuck!" shouted Jaewon.

	Several bullets tore through the air, none of them striking soft targets. Sean's ears rang. He rushed back out into the hallway, shouldering by Jaewon while his attention was still on the tiger and the apparent imagined threat of other tigers yet still within the dark room.

	He doubled back for Dolly, quickly pulling her up to her feet as he slammed a fist on the button to open elevator. The doors were too slow, with Jaewon's pounding footsteps right behind him.

	"Dolly!" 

	She pulled away from him suddenly, throwing herself at Jaewon right as he leveled the pistol to take his shot. The gun fired. Dolly screamed and went down. Sean saw blood, and then saw red.

	He lunged at Jaewon, surprising himself with his own sudden strength as he managed to get an angle that let him pull down the taller and much heavier man. The gun came loose from Jaewon's hand as they fell.

	Sean grabbed it first. Jaewon gritted his teeth, hissing out a desperate mixture of resolve and spittle as he tried to grab Sean's wrists and twist the firearm's tip away from his side of oblivion.

	"Please…" whispered Jaewon.

	"Please what?" 

	Sean felt Jaewon's resistance fall away, hands pulling back to shield his face. He didn't really think anything other than of Dolly, the blood, and whether she was still alive and okay. He did, however, pull the trigger.

	Jaewon's body went limp underneath him, safe and still. Sean shuddered and slid the gun away from him. He hurried over to Dolly, breathing out in relief as he saw that the gunshot was to her shoulder, and then tensing in worry again as he saw the amount of blood, regardless.

	"Oh god!" he said, pressing his hands down on the wound. "My phone! I… I'll call 911."

	He looked at Jaewon, and then at Murphy, and imagined police and paramedics arriving on the scene. He was fucked in some way, regardless. He might even be charged with murder, or manslaughter, at least.

	"The recording…" muttered Dolly. Her eyes were half lidded, and she started ugly crying. "Sean… I love you. Get the… the…"

	"Shh," he whispered. "It's going to be okay. It's going to be okay."

	He kept whispering that as he gently rocked her and called 911 and hoped to god that it was true.

	 

	 


Chapter 35

	Sean was unsurprised to find his mother waiting for him in the police station's lobby. He rubbed his wrist, still raw from the cuffs. The police had, as expected, been eager to charge him with something and still might, though it seemed more in the ballpark of fines for an exotic animal rather than anything related to Benny's death.

	"You're okay." Beatrice was still wearing the gown she'd put on for the Scope Knight event, though her hair and makeup had clearly gone through an unslept night of worrying. "Thank God."

	"Mom." 

	He swept forward, pulling her into a tight hug. Even with so much still on his foggy mind, having her so close, beautiful and familiar, was dangerous.

	"I'm so relieved," she whispered. "You're not being charged?"

	"No," he said.

	He pulled back and caught the furrow in her brow, disbelief in her expression.

	"I'm as surprised as you are," he muttered. "Somebody came in while I was being interrogated, and it was like the entire tone of the encounter changed."

	"I suppose your luck has been on a roll lately," said Beatrice. "I, for one, see no reason to question it too much. You didn't mean for what happened to happen… did you?"

	"No," he said. "Of course not. Jaewon had me and Dolly at gunpoint. I just… did what I had to. It was clearly self-defense."

	He shuddered, remembering the gunshots, the blood, and the yelling. Beatrice took his hand and squeezed it.

	"It's over now," she said.

	"Almost," he said. "I need to go to the hospital. Both to see Dolly and… tell Ash about Murphy."

	The tiger had, rather expectedly, been apprehended by animal control. It was still up in the air whether Ash would be able to officially petition to have Murphy returned to her, or whether he'd be donated to an animal reserve. To Sean, one option seemed far more sensible than the other, but it wasn't the one he suspected Ash would prefer.

	"Ah." Beatrice smiled and looked over his shoulder. "I wasn't the only one waiting for you, sweetie."

	"Sean!" Lilian swept forward and pulled him into a tight, full body hug. She followed it up with a quick but distinct kiss on the lips before he could stop her, not that he was sure he would have stopped her.

	"Looks like I've been missed," he said. "Don't tell me you were up all night, too?"

	"Of course I was," she said. "We were worried sick."

	"Well, I'm alright. Physically." He ran a hand through his hair, afraid to ask the next question. "What happened with the Scope Knight finals?"

	Beatrice and Lilian exchanged pained glances.

	"They stopped the event after what happened," said Beatrice. "I think the plan was for them to continue if they could, but the police deemed the entire casino to be part of the crime scene and forced everybody out."

	"That's it, then," muttered Sean. "I'm done. Duncan & Vargas aren't going to extend me any more credit after this disaster. I can't keep the casino running on hopes and dreams."

	"Then we'll go home," said Beatrice. "We still have a house, Sean. Lives to return to. We can simply go home and… go back normal."

	He needed slowly, feeling an odd flutter of heat. They could go home and return to their old routine, but would it really be going back to normal? The amateur porn of Trixie. The bathroom blowjob. 

	He felt the heat intensify as he wondered if all he'd end up getting out of his inheritance was an incredibly complicated relationship with his mother, sexual tension always bubbling under the surface.

	They drove to the hospital. Sean had Beatrice drop him off at the entrance while she and Lilian found parking. He went to Ash's room first, finding it easily after the previous visit he'd paid her.

	"Hey," he said, knocking on the doorframe.

	She had the TV on and was eating a little single serving of either cafeteria pudding or yogurt. She licked the spoon clean and smiled at him, angelic in her pastel-colored hospital gown and bleach white bed.

	"I saw you on the news," she said.

	"Is that a compliment or an accusation in this context?" he asked.

	"A little bit of both." She set the spoon down and became more serious. "They mentioned Murphy. I already know what you're here to tell me."

	"I'm sorry, Ash," he said. "If it changes anything, Murphy was a huge part of the reason why Dolly and I survived. He distracted Jaewon for long enough for…"

	"You don't have to say it," said Ash. "In fact, I really think you should avoid commenting on what did or didn't happen in that encounter."

	"Sage advice." He sighed and sat down next to her bed. "How have you been doing?"

	"I'm fine, and my health isn't what you came here to discuss," she said. "What's your plan, Sean?"

	He shook his head. "I really don't know."

	Ash narrowed her eyes, but she seemed to hesitate instead of whatever biting reply she'd originally had in mind.

	"That's probably okay, at this point," she eventually whispered. "You don't have to know just yet."

	He went to see Dolly after a bit more aimless chatter with Ash. Her condition was stable, but still far more serious. She was hooked up to a heart monitor, and a nurse lingered at the entrance to her room.

	Her hair was a mess, but that was so common to her that it only leant to the image he already had of his ditzy, often scatterbrained maid and chef and girlfriend. He took her hand, and they shared a bit of eye contact and worried smiles.

	"Hey," he said. "How are you feeling?"

	"Drugged," she muttered. "They gave me something."

	"Oh no."

	"I like it." She smiled and let out an embarrassed chuckle. "No surprise the hospital has the best drugs."

	"Don't like it too much," he said.

	"I won't," she said. "I'm glad you're okay. I'm glad we're both okay. That… was really scary."

	"Yeah, it was," he said. "Jaewon was out of his mind."

	"You… didn't have a choice, Sean," she said.

	He nodded slowly, but that wasn't the aspect of the encounter that was still dogging him.

	"He said that I'd ratted him out," said Sean. "That I'd called the FBI and told them about his little compound in the desert."

	"Oh." Dolly blinked, showing a little more than just surprise. "That explains why he was so desperate. Doesn't it?"

	"It does, but not who made the call," said Sean.

	Dolly didn't say anything.

	"I guess it might just end up being one of those little mysteries," he said.

	"Yeah," said Dolly. "Sometimes that's just how things are."

	He squeezed her hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing the back of it. His heart pounded a complicated, aching rhythm in his chest.

	"I was so scared when you got shot, Dolly," he said. "I remember every second of that moment."

	"It's hazy for me," she muttered.

	"You mentioned a recording," he said. "Right after you got shot."

	"Oh…" She shook her head. "I… don't remember that. It must have just been gibberish."

	"Yeah," he said. "Just gibberish."

	He squeezed her hand in his, sank a little deeper into the rigid hospital chair, and smiled a fake smile.

	 

	THE END
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