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Chapter 1

	Sean needed to get out of Vegas, if only on a whim and for a while. The airport felt like the obvious place to start. He walked through the automatic doors of Harry Reid International, the dry desert air giving way to the manufactured chill of air conditioning. 

	“Despite your insistence that this isn't going to be a vacation, it certainly feels like one,” said Beatrice, his mother.

	“You certainly packed for it like one,” he said, eyeing both her and her luggage.

	Beatrice smiled, pulling her luggage behind her with an ease that belied its weight. She wore a simple sundress, pale yellow fabric that swayed around her legs as she walked. Her sunglasses hid her deep blue eyes, but not the subtle curve of her cheekbones or the slight freckles dusting her nose. The sundress was thin, hinting at the hourglass build underneath without revealing too much, and just as suitable for Vegas as it would soon be in the Bahamas.

	He knew he shouldn’t look, but he did. The way the fabric clung to her chest, the gentle sway of her hips as she moved, the bare expanse of her legs below the hem of the dress. It was a simple outfit, and on any other woman it would have been just that. On Beatrice, it was something transcendent. He struggled to see her platonically, struggled to remember she was his mother.

	But it wasn't just them, packed and departing, on a desperate search for the last of his father’s missing inheritance. Dolly and Ace followed up in their wake, the former looking as cute and oblivious as the latter was serious and world weary.

	“I know I packed for a vacation!” said Dolly, flashing a broad smile. “I can't wait to go swimming! And do some tanning! And for silly drinks with umbrellas and way too much sugar and rum!”

	“Well, you picked the right time to work for me, then,” said Sean. He smiled back at her but wasn't sure how much depth the expression truly held.

	His gaze lingered on Dolly for a moment too long, a new calculation flickering in his mind. Girlfriend. The word felt hollow now, a cheap imitation of something real. He couldn't trust her. Not anymore. Not after Jaewon in the penthouse, what had come out under pressure.

	Her words still echoed in his head. Sean… I love you. Get the… the… recording. Gibberish, she’d claimed. He’d bought it at the time, wanting to believe her, needing to believe her. But the seed of doubt had been planted, and it had taken root all too quickly.

	Back at the penthouse, after the adrenaline had faded and the police had left, he’d stripped the room down, driven by a sudden, frantic impulse he couldn't quite name. He’d found it tucked away in the base of a living room lamp, a tiny wire, almost invisible, leading to a small black box. A bug. Her bug.

	Dolly was almost certainly an informant. The realization had landed with a dull thud in his chest, a cold weight settling where warmth had briefly resided. All the smiles, the kisses, the soft words whispered in the dark — a performance. He tried to reconcile the image of her, tearful and vulnerable in the hospital bed, with the duplicity of an undercover agent. It was a jarring disconnect, and the pieces didn’t fit.

	He forced a smile, a practiced, empty gesture. He couldn't let on, not yet. He needed to know more, needed to understand the full extent of her betrayal. He reached out and took Dolly’s hand, squeezing it with false warmth.

	“Yeah,” he said, absently. “It's going to be fun.”

	“We do still have an objective though, Captain,” muttered Ace. “At the risk of attracting the ire of two extremely beautiful women, I feel the need to point that out.”

	Ace patted one of his pockets, a telltale sign. He looked like he was fiending for a cigarette, but Ace always looked like he was fiending for a cigarette. Much of the time in the manner of a withered hospital patient past the point of caring about concepts like lung health and carcinogens.

	It was part of his charm, or lack thereof, depending on who you asked. He wasn't dressed for the Bahamas, that was for sure, but Ace rarely looked dressed for Vegas, either. His worn leather jacket and faded jeans were as much his uniform as the tunics and Anubis jewelry were for the casino employees.

	Ace looked at him, eyes serious, and Sean knew the old bodyguard had a point. They were getting sidetracked by the sun and sand and the promise of the kind of relief endemic to international vacations. But it was ultimately the money they were after, which they’d traced all the way from a desert militia base in Nevada far south to the Caribbean. 

	They had a company name, at least, and the name of that company’s treasurer. Terrence and Benny had formally been in charge, but somebody had to actually manage the day-to-day flow of funds. Another game of “find the middle manager with the code to the vault.” It was becoming a bit of a theme.

	“I'm aware of our objectives, Ace,” said Sean. 

	“Let’s talk about that after,” said Beatrice. “We need to get to our gate. We're cutting it closer than necessary. It would have been nice if you'd given me more notice, Sean.”

	“That's not always possible,” he muttered.

	Sean watched the airport terminal blur past, a metallic and glass monument to coming and going, currently toggled to the latter. The Scope Knight tournament had been something, at least. A flash of vibrant color against the gray backdrop of his failing fortunes. For that one day, The Pharaoh’s Fortune had felt alive, had made sense to him, humming with energy and excitement. Now, it was basically just a gaudy tomb, waiting for the vultures of Vargas & Holmes to pick its bones clean.

	One last chance. That’s all he had. One last chance to find millions of dollars that might as well be buried treasure on a lost island. One last chance to save everything his father had built, everything he had inherited, everything that was beginning to feel like his. 

	Do or die. The phrase felt melodramatic, ripped from the pages of some pulp novel, but it was undeniably true. Fail, and the Costello legacy, at least the portion of it in Sean’s hands, would be over and done.

	He glanced at Dolly. She was chattering away with his mother, her usual bubbly self, seemingly unfazed by the weight of their situation. Dolly, with her easy smiles and unwavering devotion. 

	Informant. 

	The reality was inescapable, cold and sharp. He looked at her again, really looked, trying to see past the facade. The curve of her smile, the way her bright eyes seemed so pure in the sunlight, the familiar tilt of her head as she laughed at something his mother said – it all felt so… real.

	But the bug. The tiny black box, nestled in the base of that lamp, a silent, insidious witness to his life. He swallowed, a lump forming in his throat. Betrayal tasted like ash. He forced himself to unclench his jaw. He needed to focus. The Bahamas. The missing money. Survival.

	“Moment of your time before we get to our gate, Captain?” said Ace.

	“For you, Ace, I've got at least three separate moments.” Sean smiled at his Mom and seditious girlfriend. “We'll catch up with you in a sec.”

	He watched the two beautiful women scurry off with excited, tropical vacation energy. Ace pulled him aside into an airport cafe filled with tired, checked out employees.

	“We're going to have to handle business while we're in the Bahamas,” said Ace.

	“That's the plan.”

	“All of the business on our plate right now, Captain,” said Ace, in an even lower voice. “Including the messy stuff.”

	He'd told Ace about the wire, about Dolly. He'd been seeking advice and had been conflicted about how close to keep the situation to the chest at the time. In truth, part of him had been worried about how Ace might react, and that worry had proven prescient.

	“What's that supposed to mean?” asked Sean, more out of a need to have a response than out of a desire for a question he already knew the answer to.

	“The Bahamas can be a dangerous place,” said Ace. “Especially with all the popular vacation activities. Boating, hiking, stuff happens. We could go for a dive, even. Diving accidents happen all the time.”

	The lump in Sean's throat calcified into something truly painful. Ace's voice was somber, mournful, almost, and that somehow made the conversation even harder than it already was. 

	“There are other ways…” he said.

	“Only one way, kid.” Ace set a hand on his shoulder, fingers cold, almost painfully tight. “It's the same advice I would have given to your father. The only reason he had the success he did was because he took this kind of advice. The hard stuff.”

	Hard stuff. He could still see Beatrice and Dolly queuing in line at their gate. The image of returning to Vegas with one less person, one less smile, one less woman who he currently had such a swirl of confusing emotions for. Girlfriend. Informant.

	“Can't I just have a fucking vacation?” he muttered.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Sean and Ace caught up with Beatrice and Dolly, and despite his tortured imaginings of returning to Vegas with one less woman in tow, it appeared as though the opposite had happened. Lilian was smiling and chatting amicably with his mother and Dolly, the suitcase she dragged behind her all but announcing her intentions.

	“Sean,” she said, attention immediately swinging his way. “I'm not too late to tag along, am I? Ticket has already been bought and paid for, of course.”

	Sean wanted to say no. He wanted to say that this was supposed to be a business trip, a desperate scramble to save his casino, not some goddamn party cruise. He wanted to say that her presence would complicate things, muddy the already murky waters of his motivations and focus.

	But then he actually looked at her.

	Lilian's shorts were tight, really tight, showcasing legs that seemed to go on forever. Her blouse was playfully translucent, hinting at the crop top underneath, teasing the eye without fully revealing anything. It was a calculated look, Vegas vacation chic with a layer of something else, something that felt distinctly directed at him.

	Before he could formulate a single word of objection, she was on him, sweeping him into a full body hug. He held back for a split second, surprised by the sudden contact, and then his body seemed to melt into hers.

	There was an aspect of sudden intensity in the way their bodies fit together that made it impossible for him to say no. It wasn't just the physical closeness, the soft press of her curves against him. It was something else, a spark of something unexpected and undeniably charged that flared between them.

	It was impossible not to want her. He imagined her in a bikini, the way the sunlight would catch the curve of her breasts and the swell of her hips, the way her skin would look slick with salt water and sunscreen. He pictured her continuing the catty little game of jealousy and attention seeking she'd begun playing with his mother, how tropical beaches and pina coladas would take it up a notch.

	“A bit of advance warning would have been appreciated,” muttered Beatrice.

	“Likewise,” said Lilian. “I had no idea you were going anywhere until I demanded answers from Dolly this morning.”

	Dolly looked far more guilty than the slip probably called for. “I couldn't just… lie to her, could I?”

	“I don't know, could you?” said Sean, with a bit more coldness than intended. He sighed and examined his own feelings. “Well, I suppose if you've already bought the ticket, it's not exactly like we can stop you.”

	“Would you want to stop me?” asked Lilian. “Might be more fun if you just go with the flow.”

	Sean shrugged. “I don't see why not. Sure. Let’s go with the flow.”

	It sounded good, loose, carefree, and definitely not like he was a teenager teetering on the edge of losing a casino and possibly his mind.

	Beatrice fumed, her lips pressed into a thin line as she walked ahead, a rigid set to her shoulders. Dolly trailed behind, her usual bubbly energy dimmed, her gaze fixed somewhere beyond the polished airport floor. He couldn't quite read her expression, but she seemed… distant. Preoccupied. Guilty? He pushed the thought away. Paranoia was a nasty habit to fall into, especially with Dolly.

	They boarded the plane, and Lilian, with a practiced ease that bordered on theatrical, subtly maneuvered herself into the seat beside Sean. Beatrice let out a huff and settled into the aisle seat on his other side.

	Dolly, pouting a bit, ended up across the aisle, wedged in the middle seat between two women who, while perfectly nice, were on the far side of what airport seats could fit. He glanced over at her, a flicker of sympathy warring with a less charitable emotion. 

	A tiny, mean-spirited part of him felt a twinge of satisfaction at seeing her, the supposed master manipulator and secret FBI informant, pinched between two girthy women on an extended flight.

	But the sympathy won out, as it usually did, if only just. He could see the strained smile on her face as she tried to settle into the cramped space, the way she made polite, if slightly daft, small talk. He felt a pang of guilt, even as he told himself it was ridiculous. She was playing him. Was she playing him? The truth of the situation still felt like a concept in flux.

	“I always get cold on plane flights,” said Lilian, rummaging in her bag. She pulled out a soft, cashmere blanket, unfolding it with a flourish. “Anyone else want to share?”

	Her gaze landed squarely on Sean, a playful edge to her blue eyes. She draped the blanket over her lap, letting a corner of it brush against his knee. 

	“Absolutely.” The word escaped Sean's lips before he could even process the question fully. Sharing a blanket with Lilian, in the confined space of the plane, felt exciting in that dangerous way that made his pulse quicken.

	The moment swung in an undeniably heated direction. Lilian’s knee pressed lightly against his under the blanket, a casual touch that sent a jolt of warmth through his leg. He could smell her perfume, a faint floral scent that mingled with the recycled air of the cabin.

	He glanced at Beatrice, expecting to see a frown or a sharp look, but his mother was staring out the window, her expression unreadable behind her sunglasses. Dolly, across the aisle, was pointedly not looking at either of them, her gaze fixed on the in-flight movie.

	He shifted slightly, letting his knee press back against Lilian’s. She didn't pull away, her leg remaining firmly in place, a silent invitation. The cashmere blanket felt impossibly soft against his skin, and the shared warmth beneath it created a bubble of intimacy in the crowded plane. He glanced at her again, a question forming on his lips, but she was already looking at him, her eyes alight with a knowing amusement.

	“Terrence and I vacationed in the Bahamas often,” said Lilian. “He was always so eager to please whenever I mentioned I was in the mood for sand and beaches.”

	Lilian's hand brushed Sean's leg under the blanket. From his other side, he heard his mother sigh absently in reply.

	“I'm sure he was quite generous whenever he wanted something,” said Beatrice.

	“Easy,” said Sean. “I'm quite literally in the middle of you two for the next few hours. I'm not interested in being part of your verbal battlefield over your experiences with my dead father.”

	“I would never think to ask you to endure that Sean, nor, I suspect, would your mother,” said Lilian. “I may, however, need to coopt your shoulder as a pillow.”

	She made a small noise somewhere between a sigh and a purr cozied up next to him, her hand still conspicuous and hot on his leg.

	“I can arrange that,” said Sean. “But it'll cost you.”

	“Oh?” Lilian's hand slid in an interesting direction on his leg, slowly inching onto his thigh. “Can't we work out some kind of deal? A mutually beneficial arrangement, maybe?”

	“Maybe.”

	Sean felt a sudden flash of something, both annoyance at her teasing and a somewhat irritable hunger for more. He let his own hand touch Lilian's under the blanket, and gently but firmly drew it further up, until it was resting entirely on his crotch.

	She blinked, surprised, but recovered her composure so smoothly as to never technically lose it at all. More importantly, she didn't move her hand. A curious half smile crept onto her face as she started moving it under the blanket, first just her index finger, gliding along one side of his now rapidly stiffening manhood.

	 

	

	 

	Beatrice was sick of flying, but aware that a flight to the Bahamas, in its own way, was a flight closer to home. It would be easier to make such an appeal to Sean after a trip like this. He'd be ready to go home, back to his real home, to rest and recuperate once he gave up on finding the money. Or so she hoped.

	“It's too bad that Ash couldn't make the trip,” she said, somewhat absently. 

	“Ash is… busy,” Sean said, his voice sounding a little higher pitched than usual, almost breathless. “Casino stuff, you know? But she said to call if we needed anything. Advice is only a phone call away.”

	He was staring straight ahead, but Beatrice could see the flush creeping up his neck, staining the skin just below his hairline. Distracted was an understatement. He seemed… wired. Jittery.

	Lilian leaned closer to Sean, her auburn hair falling forward like a curtain, obscuring his face from Beatrice's view for a moment. She whispered something into his ear, her lips close to his skin, and Sean chuckled, a low, throaty sound.

	For a heartbeat, Beatrice thought she saw movement under the cashmere blanket draped across their laps. A subtle shift, a ripple in the fabric that was too quick, too contained to be anything accidental. Her eyes narrowed. She stared at the blanket, trying to discern if she’d truly seen what she thought she had, or if it was just the recycled air currents of the plane playing tricks on her eyes.

	“Are you alright, Sean?” she asked, her voice soft but laced with a thread of concern. 

	She watched him, really watched him, trying to decipher the strange energy radiating off her son. He looked… different. Wired, yes, but also something else. Something almost primal.

	Sean turned her way, his gaze meeting hers directly. “Yeah, Mom. I’m fine. Just been a while since I’ve flown. That’s all.”

	His voice was level, but his eyes held a spark that made her uneasy. It wasn’t the innocent excitement of an eighteen-year-old embarking on a vacation. It was something darker, something more… heated.

	“Oh, I know exactly what you mean, Sean,” said Lilian, her voice a silken purr that drew Beatrice’s attention back to the unfolding scene. “It can be quite exhilarating, can’t it? When it’s been a while.”

	Lilian’s fingers tightened around Sean’s leg under the blanket, a subtle, possessive gesture that Beatrice didn't miss this time around. Sean’s gaze, however, remained locked on Beatrice, and his face shifted, the youthful softness hardening into something sharper, more defined. His eyes took on that familiar, lusty quality, a heat that made Beatrice’s own skin prickle despite herself.

	She felt a sudden, almost reckless impulse rise within her. If Lilian wanted to play games, Beatrice could play too. She decided to match Lilian’s move, mirroring the other woman’s casual intimacy with a calculated one of her own.

	Beatrice reached out, her hand settling on Sean's chest, just above his heart. Her fingers traced the line of his collarbone, the gesture outwardly maternal, almost chiding. But her thumb lingered, rubbing gently against the firm muscle beneath his shirt, a slow, deliberate caress that was anything but innocent.

	“Yes,” Beatrice said, her voice dropping to a husky whisper, her gaze unwavering as she continued to hold Sean’s heated stare. “It can be exhilarating… so high up, so fast. So primed to get there.”

	Sean nodded slowly, breathing heavily, his gaze fixed on Beatrice. “Yeah, Mom. That’s exactly what I’m feeling.”

	 “I’m excited too, sweetie,” she whispered back, now patting and rubbing his pec with soft, loving strokes. “It’s been so long since we’ve gone on a trip together. And even if it is for business, with the peanut gallery accompanying us, I still see it as a vacation with you.”

	“Oh… yeah,” said Sean, voice almost lost to his heavy breathing. “So do I, Mom. More than you know.”

	She leaned in, closer still, and pressed a soft kiss to his cheek, her breath warm against his ear. She waited for a beat, just breathing within necking distance.

	“I love you, Sean,” she finally whispered.

	Sean let out a low groan, undeniably pleasured, but with an undercurrent of something needy and conflicted. He thrashed slightly against the confines of the airplane seat, still holding eye contact with her. Dirty eye contact, anything but the kind appropriate for their relationship or the situation.

	“I love you too,” he said, once he'd caught his breath.

	From beside him, Lilian let out an odd sigh, a soft rush of air that Beatrice barely registered. It sounded pleased, but a little forced, and that was enough to make Beatrice smile with satisfaction. She might not have won the game, not yet, not for a while longer, but she had at least drawn even.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Getting a handjob under a blanket was one of those things that, in Sean's opinion, was incredibly fun and exciting right up until it abruptly wasn't. It had been a little while since he'd “flown,” so to speak, and he'd gone off like a quick shot, making a mess of Lilian's blanket and, to a slightly lesser extent, his jeans and boxers.

	“Well,” said Lilian. “I should probably put this away.”

	She cleared her throat in a telling way, and Sean did his best to surreptitiously make himself decent underneath the cashmere throw. He made the walk of shame to the airplane's bathroom and noticed a few odd looks from passengers he hadn't previously paid attention to that were clearly paying attention to him.

	Sean returned to his seat, face still hot, doing his best to act as though nothing had happened. Lilian was watching the inflight movie, seemingly content, but he caught a glimpse of a small, satisfied smile playing on her lips. Beatrice was still staring out the window, her expression unreadable behind her sunglasses. He settled back into his seat, the messy blanket now folded neatly on Lilian's lap, a silent testament to their little mid-air tryst.

	The rest of the flight passed in a blur of muted engine hum and the occasional crackle of the intercom. Sean stared out the window, trying to focus on the clouds, but his mind kept drifting back to the feel of Lilian’s stroking hand, the way she'd smirked as she'd stroked him to completion. 

	He felt a strange mix of guilt and exhilaration, a tangle of impulses that left him restless and wired. He glanced at his mother, but she was in her own world, lost in her thoughts. Dolly, across the aisle, had finally fallen asleep, her head lolling against one of her girthy neighbors, looking almost childlike in her vulnerability.

	The pilot’s voice crackled over the intercom, announcing their descent into Nassau. Sean braced himself as the plane began its slow, banking turn. 

	The view outside shifted from endless blue to a patchwork of turquoise water and emerald islands. He watched the Bahamas materialize below, a kaleidoscope of tropical colors, each island a jewel scattered across the vast expanse of the ocean. 

	The plane dipped lower, the wheels bumping against the tarmac with a satisfying jolt. They were down. Vegas, with its neon glare and desert heat, felt like something that existed a world away. The Bahamas, in contrast, seemed to shimmer with a promise of something different, something softer, something… wetter.

	Stepping out of the Nassau airport, Sean was immediately assaulted by a wall of humid heat. The air was moist and heavy, an immediate contrast to the dry desert air of Vegas. They joined the throngs of tourists attempting to hail cabs, a chaotic dance of raised hands and shouted destinations.

	Cabs were scarce, or at least, cabs that weren't already packed with families or couples. Sean watched his mother and Lilian, both eye catching in their vacation wear, begin to look increasingly wilted in the humidity. Ace, ever practical, simply leaned against a concrete pillar, lighting a cigarette. Dolly seemed to thrive in the chaos, her energy almost amplified by the rising temperature.

	“I got one!” she shouted, waving her arm at a taxi that had just pulled into their lane. The cab was battered and faded, its paint peeling, but it was a cab.

	Dolly hurried forward, already opening the back door. Ace, however, moved with surprising speed for a man his age. He cut Dolly off, peering into the cab’s interior with narrowed eyes.

	“Not sure about this one,” said Ace. 

	He spoke to the driver, a wiry man with a suspicious smile, with gestures as much as words. The driver’s smile faltered, replaced by a nervous twitch. Ace shook his head and waved Dolly away from the cab.

	“He was trying to charge us double,” said Ace. “We're tourists. Easy marks.”

	“Oh,” said Dolly, looking sheepish. “I didn't realize.”

	Ace let out a cough that sounded like a rusty engine turning over, but his eyes held a hint of amusement. “Don’t worry, Dolores. Most tourists fall for it. Let me handle this.”

	Ace moved towards the line of cabs again, this time with a more assertive air. He flagged down a different taxi, a newer model that looked marginally less likely to fall apart. After a brief, terse exchange with this driver, Ace nodded, satisfied.

	“This one's legit,” said Ace. “Nassau Nights Inn, right?”

	Sean nodded, helping Beatrice and Lilian into the back of the cab. Dolly slid in after them, and Ace took the front seat.

	The drive took them away from the manicured tourist zones and into a part of the city that felt… rawer. The buildings were less polished, streets narrower, full of the smell of street food and exhaust fumes. The Nassau Nights Inn loomed into view, a surprisingly grand building amidst the surrounding grit. Its sign was slightly faded, but the architecture was undeniably upscale, a relic of a bygone era.

	“I've stayed here a few times with Terrence before,” said Lilian. “It's nice. Nicer than the other options, at least.”

	The cab pulled up to the entrance. The Nassau Nights Inn, despite its slightly worn exterior, still exuded an air of faded grandeur, a testament to a time when this part of Nassau had perhaps been more vibrant.

	The concierge was friendly and attentive, confirming their reservations with a few deft taps on a keyboard. The wrinkle in both the arrangement and the attendant’s forehead came right at the end.

	“There was a slight… adjustment to your room bookings, Mr. Costello,” he said, tapping at the keyboard again. “We have two adjoining rooms available on the third floor, with a shared bathroom between them. And a third, much smaller room, available on the sixth floor.”

	Ace stepped forward, Zippo lighter clicking open and then closed in his hand. “I’ll take that one, Captain, if you don't mind. Sharing a bathroom with the ladies… ah, well let's just say my bladder ain't what it used to be. I won't elaborate further.”

	“Please don't,” said Sean. “The rest of us should be fine in the other rooms.”

	He glanced at his mother, Lilian, and Dolly, and immediately questioned his own sentiment as all three women stared at him expectantly.

	Sean watched the concierge’s face set into a polite mask of professional detachment as Beatrice and Lilian’s voices began to rise.

	“Surely there must be another room available? We are a party of four. This is…unacceptable.” Lilian’s tone was light, but the steel underneath was unmistakable.

	“Sean and I can share a room,” said Beatrice. “We've bunked together on vacations before. It's only sensible.”

	Sean let out half of a sigh. Sensible for whom? Certainly not him. He knew it was just his mother wanting to stay abreast of his movements in the Bahamas, which was an understandable impulse, but one he had no interest in indulging.

	“Actually,” he said. “Dolly and I will take one of the rooms. You and Lilian can be civil enough for a few days to take the other one, right Mom? This makes the most sense. Clearly.”

	He saw Lilian’s smile falter, just a flicker, but enough to register. Beatrice’s sunglasses hid her eyes, but her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line.

	“Sean, are you sure?” asked Beatrice. “Wouldn't you be more comfortable…?”

	“It’s fine, Mom,” he said, a touch too quickly. “Decision made. Dolly and I will take one of the rooms.”

	Lilian’s smile returned, widening, almost predatory. “Well. I think we can see where Sean's priorities for this little island excursion currently lie.”

	Dolly, for her part, simply blinked, looking like she was trying to hold back a smile. “If that’s what you want, Mr. C.”

	He took her hand, swinging it back and forth playfully. “It’s exactly what I want.”

	It was, and it wasn't. Things with Dolly were so complicated and broken now, but only underneath the surface. Beatrice and Lilian undoubtedly thought he was eager to have Dolly, his sexy but somewhat scatterbrained blonde maid, in the same room as him for all the obvious, hormone infused reasons.

	In truth, she was just easier to watch if he kept her close. He wanted to know every time she went anywhere, any time she made a call, hell, any time she touched her phone. He glanced at Ace and saw the old bodyguard give an approving nod.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	They headed up to their rooms, the adjoining doors a detail that felt both practical and a little too intimate for the current dynamic of their quartet. Dolly grinned as they entered the first room, a bright, almost childlike expression that didn't quite reach her eyes.

	“This is going to be so much fun, Mr. C!” she said, twirling around in the center of the modestly sized room. “I’m so glad your Mom let us share a room. It’ll be like a sleepover, but on vacation!”

	She threw her arms around him, pulling him close. Sean embraced her back, the action feeling forced, yet still somehow natural. It was a strange, uncomfortable dance of deceit, but one he was now leading. He kissed her, a soft, lingering press of lips against lips, really more for his own benefit than hers. It was a way to settle the idea of her being an informant, at least for the moment. To pretend, for a fleeting second, that things were simple.

	But they weren’t. Not even close. Dolly was extremely sexy, her body warm and soft against his, and his traitorous heart, as always, was all too eager to forget the bug, the betrayal, the potential threat she posed. The fact that she was an informant, paired with her inherent allure, only seemed to amplify his desire in a twisted, self-destructive way.

	“A sleepover, huh?” said Sean. “What usually happens at the sleepovers you throw, Dolly?”

	Dolly giggled, breath warm against his neck as she nipped at his earlobe. “Do you really want to know?”

	She punctuated the question with a kiss to his neck, soft lips lingering just long enough to send a shiver down his spine. He felt her body press closer against his, hips subtly grinding against his groin.

	“Yeah,” he said, his voice a husky whisper. “I do.”

	Her giggle turned into a low chuckle, a sound that vibrated against his chest as she leaned in closer still. “Oh, Sean. Do you really, really want to know?”

	This time, the grind of her hips was less subtle, more insistent. Sean felt a jolt of pure, unadulterated lust shoot through him. He tightened his hands on her waist, pulling her even closer, if that was even possible. 

	“Tell me,” he said, his voice rougher this time, a demand rather than a question. “Tell me everything.”

	Dolly didn’t reply with words. Instead, her lips found his, her mouth opening against his with a sudden, hungry urgency. Their kiss was a frantic, messy thing, tongues tangling, lips borderline bruising. He lost himself in the sensation, in the feel of her body pressed so tightly against his, her hands clawing at his back, pulling him closer.

	His own hands were busy too, roaming her body with a feverish intensity. He cupped her ass, squeezed, and then slid his fingers under the hem of her shorts, seeking skin. She moaned into his mouth, a sound that amplified his already surging arousal.

	He was aware, somewhere in the back of his mind, of the deception. The lie. The betrayal. But somehow, in that moment, it didn’t diminish his lust, didn’t dilute the heat. It fueled it. The danger, the forbidden thrill of it all, only made her allure more potent.

	But then, Ace's dark suggestion, spoken so casually in the car, wormed its way into his thoughts. 

	Diving accidents happen all the time. 

	The words echoed like a sinister prophecy, cutting through the haze of lust. He relaxed his hands on Dolly's body. The kiss faltered, his own eagerness abruptly cooling. He pulled back, breaking contact, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

	“I should… put my toothbrush in the bathroom,” he said lamely, his voice strained. 

	He stepped away from her, putting a needed distance between their bodies.

	“Oh,” said Dolly. “Okay.”

	The heat of the moment dissipated, replaced by a sudden, bone-deep chill. He looked at her face, really looked at her, trying to see past the desire, past the performance, past the lie. He saw… something. Guilt? Fear? Or just more deception, layers and layers of it, all the way down?

	He didn't know. And the not knowing, the constant, gnawing uncertainty, felt like a physical ache. He turned away from her, deeply conflicted, his body still humming with arousal, his mind reeling with doubt.

	A knock came at the door as Sean came out of the bathroom from his manufactured distraction. He opened it and found Lilian and his mother on the other side, seeming to have buried the hatchet with one another at least to the degree that they seemed at peace in one another's presence.

	“Ready for dinner?” asked Lilian, her smile widening. “My treat. There’s this little place just down the street, serves the most incredible Bahamian food. It's a bit pricey, but trust me, it’s worth it.”

	“I could eat,” he said.

	Dolly, back to her more usual energy, clapped her hands together. “Ooh! I’m starving! Bahamian food? Yes please!”

	“Perfect,” said Lilian. “Let me just call ahead and see if I can get us a table.”

	Beatrice stepped by her, touching Sean's shoulder with a guarded smile. “Hey. Settling in okay?”

	“Yeah,” he said, a bit brusquely. “Why wouldn't I be?”

	“I don't know.” His mother shrugged. “I just… sensed something, I guess.”

	He took a breath, trying to dispel whatever energy had set her to worrying, knowing that it would be a problem if Dolly picked up on it, too. As Lilian made the call, Sean pulled out his phone and stepped slightly away. He scrolled through his contacts and tapped Ace’s name.

	“Hey Ace, you busy?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

	“Depends on what you need, Captain,” replied Ace, his voice gravelly as always.

	“Need you to meet us in the lobby,” said Sean. “Dinner. In like, five minutes.”

	“Dinner, five minutes. Got it.”

	Sean hung up and pocketed his phone, turning back to the others with a forced smile. “Ace is going to join us.”

	Lilian, still on her call, simply nodded, her attention already focused on securing their reservation. Beatrice gave him a knowing look that he pointedly ignored. Dolly, blissfully unaware, was already bouncing on her toes with anticipation.

	They headed down to the lobby. Ace materialized a few minutes later, his familiar figure emerging from a crowded elevator. Lilian, having finished her call, led the way out of the Nassau Nights Inn. The restaurant, as promised, was within walking distance, a short stroll down the bustling street.

	It was undeniably upscale, a place where linen tablecloths and hushed tones were the standard. A small crowd milled near the entrance, a testament to its popularity. Lilian, however, seemed unfazed. She spoke to the hostess with an air of practiced confidence, dropping a few names that Sean didn't recognize. After a brief wait, the hostess, now smiling warmly, gestured to a table near the window.

	“This is nice,” said Beatrice, eyeing a beautiful angel candle in a glass holder patterned with colorfully stained hexagons. “I like this atmosphere.”

	“You're coming dangerously close to paying me a compliment, Beatrice,” said Lilian.

	Beatrice shrugged, her demeanor softening fractionally. “We'll see if it remains that way once I've given the food a try.”

	They flipped open their menus, though the restaurant clearly had a focus and specialty. Sean's eyes drifted past the usual offerings until he found some recipes that sounded interestingly unfamiliar. 

	“I’ll try the grilled snapper,” he said.

	“Oh, good choice,” Lilian purred, her gaze lingering on him a moment longer than necessary. “It's quite good here, or so I’ve heard.”

	“I’ll have the shrimp,” said Beatrice, decisively. “And a side salad.”

	“I want the lobster mac and cheese!” said Dolly, menu already closed. “Preferably with extra cheese.”

	Lilian laughed, a light, airy sound that seemed to catch Sean’s attention more than it should have. “I’m sure they can manage that, Dolly. I think I’ll stick with the snapper, grilled, please.”

	Small talk settled around the table, ideas about what to do outside of their main objective, boats and beaches and spas. The food arrived, a fragrant and colorful array. 

	Sean’s fish was grilled to perfection, paired with a slaw that looked both refreshing and tangy. Beatrice’s shrimp was a generous portion of flaky white fish, glistening with olive oil and herbs, the side salad a vibrant mix of greens. Lilian’s food, similarly, looked elegant and simple on its plate, while Dolly’s lobster mac and cheese was a bubbling, golden mountain of cheesy pasta, chunks of lobster meat peeking out from underneath.

	Sean picked up his fork, ready to dig in, when his phone vibrated and caught his attention. He pulled it out of his pocket and frowned at what he read.

	“Really, Sean?” Beatrice’s voice was laced with a familiar note of parental chiding. “Can we do no phones out at the table, at least for nice dinners at fancy restaurants?”

	Sean sighed and set his fork down but didn't put his phone away. “It’s Serge. I am apparently in the news right now, or at least the casino is.”

	“What?” snapped Lilian. “Why?”

	He read the words again carefully and swore under his breath. “I'm being sued.”

	 

	


Chapter 5

	“There… must be some kind of misunderstanding,” said Lilian.

	Sean set his phone on the table and turned the volume up as two newscasters talked over a photo of The Pharaoh's Fortune. “I would absolutely love for that to be the case. But I somehow doubt it.”

	“This can wait,” said Beatrice, softly. She reached across the table to touch his hand. “We were about to have such a nice meal. This isn't stress that demands your attention at this very second, Sean.”

	“No,” he said. “I have to see this.”

	He stared at his phone, his grilled snapper cooling on his plate, as the news report blared from the tiny speaker. The newscasters, a man and a woman with matching lacquered hair and blindingly white teeth, were practically vibrating with manufactured outrage.

	“And in local Vegas news tonight, chaos continues to reign at The Pharaoh’s Fortune,” said the woman, her voice dripping with faux-sympathy. “Former Nevada statesman and current President of the Poker Federation, Montana Washington, is officially suing the casino’s new owner, Sean Costello, for a staggering sum!”

	“That’s right, Brenda,” said the male newscaster, nodding with the gravity of someone announcing the apocalypse. “Mr. Washington, a man whose very name evokes the grandeur of American geography, claims breach of contract and emotional distress. Emotional distress, Brenda, caused by none other than Captain Krunch himself!”

	Sean blinked. Captain Krunch? They were really going there? He glanced at his mother, then Lilian, then Dolly. All three women were watching the phone with varying degrees of amusement and disbelief. Even Ace, who’d been in the middle of chewing a particularly large piece of conch, paused mid-munch, his weathered face a mask of bemusement.

	“Emotional distress?” Dolly finally choked out, giggling. “From Sean? He’s like, the least distressing person ever!”

	“Mr. Washington had some choice words for the youngest casino owner in Vegas history,” said the female newscaster, her tone shifting to one of mock-solemnity. “Citing ‘irreparable damage to his professional reputation’ and ‘untold psychic harm’ caused by the abrupt cancellation of the World Class Poker Tournament, Mr. Washington is demanding no less than… wait for it… twenty million dollars!”

	“Twenty million dollars!” the male newscaster echoed with a whistle, his voice rising to a crescendo of incredulity. “For emotional distress? Caused by a poker tournament cancellation? In Vegas? Where people lose similar amounts on bad hands of blackjack every five minutes?”

	“You'd have to take up the validity of these accusations with Mr. Washington himself,” said the female newscaster. “Adding insult to injury, the Scope Knight Gaming League is also considering a lawsuit, claiming ‘unacceptable levels of endangerment’ and ‘gross negligence’ due to… and I quote… ‘the presence of a goddamn tiger on casino grounds!’”

	The screen cut to footage, shaky and blurry, of Murphy lounging by the fake Nile, looking for all the world like a pampered housecat rather than a fearsome predator. The news report zoomed in on the tiger’s face, adding dramatic music that sounded suspiciously like the theme song from a nature documentary.

	“A goddamn tiger, Brenda!” said the male newscaster, his voice now verging on hysteria. “Apparently, several e-sports athletes suffered ‘severe psychological trauma’ after witnessing the beast, with some claiming to have experienced ‘existential dread’ and ‘a sudden, uncontrollable urge to switch careers and become accountants.’”

	Sean stared at his phone, actively deflating in his chair. He felt a strange mix of horror and hysterical laughter bubbling up inside him. Twenty million dollars for emotional distress? Existential dread from a tiger? Accountants?

	“This is… insane,” he finally said, shaking his head. “This is actually fucking insane.”

	“Hey,” said Beatrice. She took his hand again and kissed his knuckles, eyes full of matriarchal concern and worry. “It's going to be okay.”

	“What a jerkwad,” muttered Dolly. “I'm sorry you have to go through this, Mr. C.”

	She touched his knee under the table. Sean felt a slight brush of a foot as well, probably Lilian's rather than Ace's.

	“At the very least, we can double down on finding that money,” said Ace. “I have the address we need. We could even stop by on the way back to the hotel. It's not far.”

	“Yeah,” said Sean. “Let's do that. But let's eat first. The food does look good, and if I'm about to be sued for my last two cents, or twenty million… I might as well enjoy my time in paradise.”

	Sean did his best to enjoy the grilled snapper, which was, as prophesized, delicious. The sauce was light and crispy, and the snapper itself had a satisfying chew with a delicate, almost sweet flavor. The tangy slaw added a welcome burst of freshness, cutting through the richness of the fish.

	Despite the quality of the food, the conversation around the table remained stilted. Dolly chattered on about the merits of lobster mac and cheese, her earlier anxiety seemingly forgotten in the face of cheddar and shellfish. Beatrice and Lilian, however, mostly kept to themselves, exchanging polite nods and murmurs but little in the way of genuine conversation.

	The silence stretched, punctuated only by the clinking of silverware and the murmur of other diners in the background. Sean felt the weight of the lawsuits, the casino's failing finances, and the ever-present threat of utter bankruptcy pressing down on him, making it hard to do much more than chew and swallow mechanically.

	“Ready to go take a look at that address, Captain?” asked Ace, once they’d all picked at their meals as much as they were going to.

	Sean nodded, relieved to have a reason to escape the awkwardness of the dinner table. He paid the bill, feeling a grim satisfaction as he did. If he was about to lose everything, he might as well enjoy the last vestiges of his dwindling fortune.

	They walked to the address Ace had, the humid night air a deep contrast to the air-conditioned chill of the restaurant. Nassau at night felt different than Vegas, less overtly menacing, but with a subtle undercurrent of unease. Sean found himself constantly glancing over his shoulder, feeling a bit underdressed, unarmed as he was.

	Ace, too, seemed on edge, gaze constantly scanning the shadows. Lilian and Beatrice, however, seemed unfazed, their conversation drifting between the merits of Bahamian cuisine and the potential for beachfront real estate investment. Dolly, as usual, was mostly quiet, content to walk alongside Sean and hold his hand.

	The address led them to a brightly lit Taco Bell, its familiar logo a jarring sight amidst the dimly lit streets of Nassau. Sean stopped dead in his tracks, staring at the building in disbelief.

	“You have got to be kidding me,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair.

	Ace frowned, pulling out his phone to double-check the address. “This is it, Captain. One hundred and sixty six Cable Beach Road.”

	“Cable Beach Road, yeah, but Taco Bell?” Sean gestured to the fast-food chain. “What the hell?”

	Lilian let out a sigh. “Well, that’s… disappointing.”

	“Maybe the shell company just has an office here?” Dolly suggested, ever optimistic. “Maybe it’s in back?”

	Ace shook his head. “Not likely. Must have moved, at some point. We'll figure it out.”

	Beatrice stepped forward, laying a hand on Sean’s arm. “It’s fine, Sean. It’ll work out. We’ll make it through this. No matter what happens.”

	He nodded slowly, feeling a hollow ache in his chest despite her reassurances. He knew she was trying to help, but her words felt increasingly empty in the face of everything that seemed to be collapsing around him.

	“Yeah,” he said, with a sigh. “Let’s just… head back to the hotel.”

	They turned and began walking back the way they’d come, the bright lights of the Taco Bell receding behind them. Sean glanced back at the building one last time, the iconic fast-food logo seeming to mock him from the neon-lit darkness. He shook his head and kept walking, the weight of failure settling heavier than ever on his shoulders.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	“There's a message for you.”

	The concierge had captured Sean's attention as he was getting ready to follow the rest of his friends and family up to their floor. He waved for them to go ahead without him, and with the exception of Ace, they all did.

	“A message… from who?” he asked.

	The concierge shrugged. “Just an envelope, sir. Found it when I came back from my rounds. I can't tell you much else, I'm afraid.”

	Sean exchanged a glance with Ace, a sliver of understanding passing between them. Ace’s brow furrowed, issuing a subtle warning with the weathered lines of his face. Sean turned back to the concierge, accepting the proffered envelope. It was plain white, unmarked except for his name scrawled across the front in elegant, looping script.

	He tore it open, a faint scent of expensive cologne wafting out. Inside, a single card lay nestled against the paper. The message was brief, to the point, and chillingly polite.

	Mr. Costello,

	A matter has arisen regarding your Bahamian holdings that I believe warrants a discreet conversation. I would be delighted if you would join me for a brief chat later this evening. Please consider this a friendly invitation, though I assure you, my time is as valuable as yours.

	Carlos “The Shark” Reyes.

	Below the signature, a time and address were neatly printed. The Shark. Carlos Reyes. The name sent a fresh wave of unease washing over Sean. He glanced up at Ace, the unspoken question hanging heavy in the air.

	“A certain Mr. Reyes wants to have a chat,” said Sean, holding out the card for Ace to see.

	Ace took the card, his single eye scanning the message with a predatory focus of its own. He let out a low whistle, the sound laced with a note of grim amusement.

	“The Shark himself.” Ace handed the card back. “Fancy that. Don’t go.”

	“Don’t go?” Sean frowned. “He’s inviting me to a meeting and seems to know about the money. I can’t just ignore it.”

	“You can, and you should,” said Ace, his voice firm. “Reyes isn’t inviting you for tea and biscuits, Captain. He’s sizing you up. Testing your mettle. Probably wants to see how easy it would be to swallow you whole.”

	“But if I don’t go, won’t that just make things worse? We need to figure out what the hell is going on here, and Reyes sounds significant within the underworld here in Nassau. Maybe he knows something.”

	Ace shook his head. “He’ll tell you whatever he feels like to get what he wants, Captain. And what he wants is probably to run circles around you. Let me handle this. I’ll go in your place. Tell him you’re indisposed.”

	Sean thought for a moment, mind racing. “What would my father do?”

	Ace paused, his gaze drifting away for a second, lost in a memory of the man Sean had never known. “Your father… probably would have gone. Definitely would have gone.”

	“Then I’m going,” said Sean, voice hardening a bit. 

	He knew he might be out of his depth, inexperienced, and maybe even a little bit naïve, but he wasn't about to back down from a challenge, especially not one issued by a man who called himself “The Shark.”

	Ace sighed, weary resignation personified, though a faint smile touched the corner of his mouth. “Figured you might say that, Captain. It's going to be dangerous. Real dangerous.”

	“Yeah, well,” said Sean, a nervous energy thrumming through him now. “I'm getting used to it.”

	 He left the concierge with the task of letting his mother know that he'd gone off to run an errand rather than facing her ire, or more likely, her insistence on coming along too. The meeting place suggested by Reyes was, thankfully, also not far, though Sean still felt fairly exposed as soon as he was back out into the night and walking next to Ace.

	He absently wondered if this was the type of meeting he'd be better off walking into with a gun somewhere on his person. Neither he nor Ace had one, visitors to the Bahamas as they were, still fresh off the plane. Wait… did Ace have one? Sean remembered the bodyguard seemingly materializing a weapon once before, fresh off a plane.

	“Ace,” he said. “Are you…?”

	“Armed? You bet.”

	“I didn't even finish asking the question…” muttered Sean.

	Ace chuckled and pulled his jacket open to reveal a holstered pistol. “You didn't have to, Captain. It's where my mind's at, too.”

	They walked in silence, a hidden urgency propelling them forward through the darkening evening. The address on the card led them away from the touristy bustle of Nassau, into a district that exuded a different kind of wealth, understated and powerful. 

	The building was modern, sleek glass and steel reflecting the surrounding lights, clean and polished compared to the faded grandeur of the Nassau Nights Inn. Sean never would have guessed this kind of polished edifice belonged to a man nicknamed “The Shark.”

	Outside, bodyguards stood like statues, alert and aware even so close to what must have been the end of their shifts, their faces impassive and watchful. Sean counted at least six more as they moved into the lobby, their presence more felt than seen, a silent promise of danger. Ace, ever vigilant, scanned their surroundings, taking in every face, every detail.

	Inside, the air conditioning was a welcome relief, the lobby spacious and expensively minimalist. A tanned woman, striking and composed, greeted them with a smile that didn't quite reach her sharp, assessing eyes. 

	She wore a crisp white dress that screamed designer, and her dark hair was pulled back in a severe but elegant style. She was older than Dolly, older than Lilian, older even than his mother, but there was an ageless quality to her that made her undeniably attractive. She moved with a confident grace that suggested power and authority. Too impeccably dressed, too mature, too self-assured to be just an assistant.

	“Mr. Costello?” she asked, her voice smooth and polished, a faint Bahamian lilt to her words. “Mr. Reyes is expecting you. Please, come with me.”

	She led them through the lobby, past more silent bodyguards who nodded respectfully as she passed. The air felt thick with unspoken tension like an ominous prophecy was unfolding with each step forward Sean took. They took an elevator up to the third floor, the ride smooth and swift. The doors opened onto a wide hallway, lined with closed doors that hinted at hushed conversations and unseen deals.

	She gestured to a set of double doors at the end of the hallway. “Feel free to get comfortable. Mr. Reyes will arrive shortly.”

	They took seats at the conference table and waited for no more than forty seconds before the door opened again and their apparent host entered.

	Carlos “The Shark” Reyes entered the room, and the air seemed to change, growing subtly colder, sharper. He moved with a theatrical grace that felt both practiced and deeply unsettling. 

	Reyes was a striking figure, even more so in person than Sean had imagined from reading the note. He was dressed impeccably in a crisp, light-colored linen suit that defied the humid Bahamian air, his white shoes gleaming under the soft lighting of the conference room. Gold jewelry flashed at his wrists and throat, ostentatious yet somehow meticulously tasteful.

	Reyes’s smile was wide and stiff, a practiced display of teeth that never quite reached his eyes. Those eyes, dark and sharp, flicked over Sean and then Ace, assessing, measuring. He offered a hand to Sean.

	“Mr. Costello,” Reyes said, his voice a low, melodious drawl as he gave a firm handshake. “A pleasure, finally, to meet the heir apparent. Or should I say, the Captain?”

	“Mr. Costello is fine,” said Sean.

	Reyes turned to Ace, his smile widening again, though still not warm, and shook his hand as well. “And Mr. Miller. Quite nice to see a familiar face. Especially one that has been in the game as long as yours.”

	Reyes moved to the head of the conference table, taking a seat alone, across from Sean and Ace. He settled into the chair with a languid ease, as though it were a throne and he, its rightful king. He leaned back, crossing his legs, and produced a polished silver cane with an ornate shark’s head handle from seemingly nowhere, resting it against the table with a soft thud that echoed in the otherwise silent room.

	His gaze swept over them both, a slow, deliberate survey that felt like a physical pat down. The smile remained fixed on his face, but his eyes, Sean realized with a sliver of unease, were anything but amused. They were sharp, predatory, like a shark circling its prey.

	“So, Mr. Costello,” said Reyes, his voice dropping to an almost conversational level, yet somehow amplifying the underlying threat. “Let's jump straight to the point. You have come to the Bahamas to assess the state of your father's former involvement in a financial company here, no?”

	“TC Holdings,” said Sean, with a nod. “It seems as though it's changed offices from the address I have on file. The asset manager, Alistair Finch, was out of touch when I first reached out to him, hence the boots on the ground.”

	He let the unspoken implication hang on the air. Capitalism was the likely culprit behind the building becoming unoccupied and Taco Bellified, but he suspected the gang leader wouldn't have invited him to the meeting if he didn't have at least some morsel of relevant knowledge.

	“Information is a valuable commodity, Mr. Costello,” said Reyes. “Especially here in Nassau. And you, I suspect, are in need of… guidance. Someone to help you navigate the, shall we say, unique intricacies of Bahamian bureaucracy. Paperwork can be quite the labyrinth, no?”

	Sean felt a prickle of unease. Reyes was circling him like his nickname would have implied, all charm and teeth and frothing at fresh blood.

	“And this missing Alistair Finch,” continued Reyes, leaning forward, his smile never faltering. “Finding a man who doesn’t want to be found… well, that can be a task. But I have resources. Resources that could be… at your disposal. For a price, of course.”

	Sean glanced at Ace. The older man offered a barely perceptible shrug, a subtle gesture that conveyed volumes. Your call, Captain.

	He was annoyed by how much the situation reminded him of first arriving in Vegas and having to pin down his inheritance through Benny. But he supposed large amounts of money tended to attract people interested in placing themselves in the way, human toll booths exhibiting standard fee seeking behavior.

	“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Reyes,” Sean said, carefully choosing his words. “It’s a lot to consider.”

	Reyes chuckled, a low, rumbling sound that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Consider it carefully, Mr. Costello. Time, like the tide, waits for no man. But do not feel pressured. I am a patient man. Especially when I know that, eventually, the current will always bring what I desire, back to the shore.” 

	His smile remained fixed, disconcertingly cordial. Sean and Ace shook the hand of The Shark once more before heading for the door.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Sean was not surprised to find that Beatrice, Lilian, and Dolly had waited up for him. He'd waved Ace off with a few words about how they'd come a decision about what to do in the morning and then steeled himself for a dressing down from the three women who were increasingly becoming a volatile factor in his life. 

	Dolly was waiting for him in her bed, and his mother and Lilian came through the connected bathroom, leading to a discussion on the border between rooms.

	“There will be consequences if you keep making rash, impulsive decisions without informing me first,” said Beatrice.

	He winced, looking for a split opinion amongst the others.

	“Harsh consequences,” said Lilian, with a tone that surprised him with how much it matched his mother's. “That was reckless and unnecessary, Sean.”

	“I was… also worried,” said Dolly, voice softer. “But I know how it can be sometimes, Mr. C.”

	Sean sighed. “Look, I wasn’t trying to cut you guys out. It was just… convenient. Ace was with me. It all happened fast.”

	Beatrice’s expression softened, but her gaze remained sharp. “Convenient for who, exactly?”

	He didn't have an answer to that question, at least not one that he wanted to say out loud. He shrugged, tacit admission of surrender.

	“What happened?” asked his mother, her voice softening further, concern replacing the earlier edge of annoyance. “Did you make progress, at least?”

	Sean paced the room, running a hand through his hair. “I met with a man with the kind of connections we need. He called himself The Shark. He offered to help find Alistair Finch. And the money.”

	“For free?” asked Dolly, her voice laced with a hopeful eagerness.

	Sean managed a wry smile, the humor feeling thin and forced even to himself. “Most definitely not for free.”

	Lilian swept forward, a silken whisper of motion in the dimly lit room. Her nightgown, a confection of pale silk and lace, looked less like sleepwear and more like a deliberate invitation. It dipped low in the front, offering a tantalizing glimpse of the swell of her breasts, and the fabric was so thin it practically dared Sean to imagine what lay beneath. She moved with a feline grace, commanding attention without uttering a single word.

	“We are ignoring our most valuable asset here in the Bahamas,” said Lilian, her voice a low purr that cut through the lingering tension.

	Sean blinked, momentarily distracted by her sudden proximity. Her perfume, a heady floral scent, filled his senses, and he had to force himself to focus on her words rather than the way her nightgown shifted with each breath she took. 

	“Valuable asset?” he asked, his voice a little rougher than he intended. “What are you talking about?”

	Lilian smiled, a slow, knowing curve of her lips that hinted at secrets and hidden depths. 

	“Myself, of course,” she said, her tone laced with playful arrogance. She gestured around the room with a languid hand, her eyes sweeping over the modest motel décor with a hint of disdain. “Do you really think a bunch of thugs and shady underworld contacts are the only resources we have at our disposal in this… charming little country?”

	She stepped closer to Sean, her gaze locking onto his, a spark of something calculating flickering within her blue eyes. “Terrence and I spent years vacationing in the Bahamas. Years cultivating connections. Connections that go beyond the usual tourist traps and postcard beaches. I know people here, Sean. Important people. Ex-pats, old money, people who might know a thing or two about… shall we say, unconventional financial dealings.”

	“I’m open to all ideas,” he said, a touch more eagerly than he intended. “What did you have in mind?”

	Lilian stepped closer, her silk nightgown brushing against his arm, a feather-light touch that felt charged with static electricity. “Just a little… networking. Bahamas style. We have nothing to lose, do we?”

	He absently tried to think through the question, his mind fogged by her proximity and the suggestive glint in her eyes. Nothing to lose. The words echoed in his head, tempting and dangerous. 

	His gaze drifted to her lips, then lower, to the soft swell of her breasts barely contained by the silk and lace. His imagination, already overheated and prone to running wild, conjured a vivid image: returning to the motel room and finding it empty save for Lilian, waiting for him in that nightgown.

	A shiver ran down his spine, a thrill laced with a dangerous undercurrent of something he couldn't quite name. Something in the back of his head, a small, sensible voice, whispered a warning.

	 She's a seductress. 

	But the whisper was almost drowned out by the louder, more insistent voice of his own desire, a primal urge that seemed to amplify with each passing second in her presence. He took a step back, putting a sliver of much-needed space between them. 

	“I’ll… think about it tonight,” he said, his voice a little strained. “It’s a choice that might draw the ire of The Shark. Reach out to whoever you can, see who you know that's still in the area, but don't set anything up yet.”

	“Aye, aye, Captain,” she said, in a teasing voice that he really wanted to hear more of. “You look tired. Let's get some sleep for tonight and pick up again in the morning.”

	Lilian moved closer, a smooth ease to her approach that belied the undercurrent of tension crackling in the motel room. He pulled her into a hug without thinking, her body sliding against his with a practiced grace that felt anything but casual. 

	His breath suddenly felt hot and husky. Her body against his confirmed what he already knew, what he had been trying to ignore, what his cock had been screaming at him for the past few minutes. She was very naked underneath the nightgown. The silk was thin, whisper-light, offering no real barrier between his body and hers.

	He couldn't resist. He found himself rocking into her, a slow, almost imperceptible movement that was entirely involuntary. He inhaled, deeply, filling his lungs with her scent. Her perfume, still faintly floral, mingled with the warm, musky scent of her skin, a combination that was both intoxicating and deeply, deeply wrong. He buried his face in her neck, his lips brushing against the soft skin, a silent, desperate plea for more.

	The urge to kiss her lips flared, sharp and insistent. He could almost taste her, imagine the sweetness of her mouth against his, the heat of her breath mingling with his own. He tilted his head slightly, his gaze drawn to her parted lips, the pulse point fluttering visibly at the base of her throat. He was so close, so very close, to crossing a line he knew he shouldn’t, couldn’t, cross.

	“Ahem.” Beatrice cleared her throat, the sound sharp and disapproving, cutting through the haze of lust and forbidden desire like a pair of kitchen shears. “I think all of us should be getting some sleep right about now. It's been a long trip out.”

	“Your Mom is right.” Dolly gave his arm a small but surprisingly possessive tug. “We should tuck in for the night.”

	“I'll see about getting everything ready for when you want it, Sean,” said Lilian. “Just say the word.”

	“I appreciate that.”

	Beatrice stepped in front of him, almost seeming like she'd resorted to body blocking his view of the auburn-haired woman in her somewhat lewd nightgown.

	“Don't stay up too late, sweetie,” she said, tone softening.

	“I won't, Mom.”

	He pulled her into a hug too, and it was like picking up from where he'd left off except with a new, even less appropriate person. His mother was wearing leggings and a T-shirt, but the warmth the emanated from her soft curves made her nightwear feel just as illusory.

	“Oh.”

	The sound was soft, barely audible above the muted hum of the motel air conditioner, but it resonated through him like a live wire. He felt her shift slightly in his arms, her body pressing a fraction closer, a silent acknowledgment of the heat that had flared between them. He could feel her breath warm against his neck, and for a dizzying moment, he thought she might pull away, might break the spell.

	Instead, she edged around against him, a subtle adjustment, as though she was simply trying to account for the unexpected closeness, the sudden heat of their embrace. A small, involuntary sigh escaped her lips, a soft rush of air that was almost a moan. Her body relaxed against his, her arms tightening around his back, a full commitment to the hug that had been anything but innocent from the start.

	Beatrice kissed him once on the cheek, her lips lingering there for a beat longer than necessary, her breath warm and sweet against his skin. 

	“I love you, Sean,” she whispered, the words a soft murmur against his ear, a familiar comfort that now carried an entirely new, unsettling weight.

	He took it further, even though he knew he shouldn't. Sean’s lips met his mother’s, desire crackling like erotic static. No gentle brush of skin, no tender peck meant to convey affection and nothing more. He kissed her, and it was real. 

	It was a kiss with its own momentum, a force pulling them together, demanding more. He rocked into her, a slow, deliberate grind of his hips against hers, and her body responded in kind, a matching pressure that sent a jolt of pure, electric heat through him.

	It was not the hesitant fumblings of his teenage years, not the focused seduction of Lilian, not even the playful, teasing intimacy with Dolly. This was raw and untamed, a primal and evil connection that transcended words, transcended thought. It was the most arousing, the most erotic thing that had ever happened to him, and he was including the forbidden thrill of the laundry room encounter with her on her knees.

	But it ended almost as quickly as it'd begun. Beatrice tapped him on the chest and pulled back slightly, letting out a nervous laugh like she'd missed a stair or scooted a chair loudly at a quiet table.

	“I like our hugs,” whispered Sean.

	“I can… certainly tell,” said Beatrice. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Sean appreciated the fact that he had a wealth of women in his life who cared about him and understood him and often let him molest them to his satisfaction. 

	He turned to Dolly almost as soon as the door to the adjoining bathroom clicked shut. She was watching him, perched on the edge of the bed, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.

	“Ready for bed, Mr. C?” she asked, her voice a low purr.

	“Beyond ready,” he said. 

	He leaned in and kissed her, a hungry, lingering press of lips against lips, and started moving toward one of the beds. But Dolly paused, a hand gently resting on his chest.

	He stopped, brow furrowed, the heat of the moment momentarily interrupted. “What is it?”

	Dolly’s smile widened, her eyes sparkling with a playful curiosity. “The Shark. Did he say anything? Anything specific about Mr. Costello's… you know… the old Mr. Costello’s arrangement?”

	Sean stilled, a flicker of wariness replacing his earlier eagerness. Girlfriend. Informant. A dichotomy he couldn’t let himself forget, a tragic fact of the dangerous game he was playing. He forced himself to meet her gaze, his expression carefully neutral.

	“No,” he said, his voice a touch too flat. “Not really. Just the usual vague threats and veiled promises. You know how it goes.”

	Dolly’s smile softened, her eyes holding a hint of something else, something he couldn’t quite decipher. Sympathy? Amusement? Or just more expertly crafted deception?

	“Didn’t even get a coupon for a Taco Bell crunchwrap supreme?” she joked, her tone light, almost teasing.

	“Ace had a gun on him, somehow,” he said, still watching her.

	“Ace always has a gun on him,” giggled Dolly. “It's like his favorite trick.”

	He took her wrist and playfully pulled her off the bed and to her feet. “How do I know if you do?”

	“If I do… what?”

	“Have a gun on you.” He turned her around with firm, but gentle movements, acting as though he was securing both her wrists behind her back. “Maybe I should pat you down.”

	Guns weren't the only thing a pat down would reveal. Was she wearing a wire? If she was, he was likely long past the point of incrimination. In truth, he was more interested in observing her reaction.

	“No gun, Mr. C,” said Dolly, voice playfully serious. “You're welcome to give me a thorough inspection though, if you really want to.”

	“I think it might be necessary,” he growled.

	He started patting her down, hands gliding over her arms, down her sides. Dolly giggled, but stood still, allowing it. He let his hands linger on her hips, circling them slowly, pretending to check for the telltale outline of a gun or wire. It was playful, but was also real, his fingers feeling for every secret her body had to share.

	He drifted lower, tracing the curve of her thighs, and Dolly inhaled slowly. He wasn't really looking for a wire anymore. His own body, still thrumming from the encounter with his Lilian and his mother, was taking over, arousal sharpening into a drawn weapon. He touched her inner thighs, feeling the warmth radiating through the thin fabric of her shorts.

	He moved his hands back up, tracing the curve of her waist, and then slowly, deliberately, cupping her breasts through her top. Dolly’s breath caught in her throat, a soft gasp that was barely audible. Her nipples hardened under his touch, pushing against his palms, and a fresh wave of heat washed over him, erasing any pretense of a serious pat-down.

	He could feel his own need growing, a familiar ache that throbbed in time with the frantic beat of his heart. He wanted her, suddenly, urgently, all the suspicion and doubt momentarily swept aside by a tide of lust. He squeezed her breasts gently, his thumbs tracing circles around her nipples, and then turned her around to face him.

	Dolly met his gaze, her eyes wide, a flicker of challenge dancing within their depths. 

	“Satisfied?” she asked, her voice a husky whisper, laced with a hint of something he couldn't quite decipher. 

	Was it amusement? Intrigue? Or something darker, something that hinted at her awareness of his suspicions?

	The question hung in the air between them, charged with tension. He stared at her, feeling such a strange conflict pulsing through him.

	“Hardly,” he said.

	A hot and sharp impulse flared within him, a tangled mess of lust and suspicion and a desperate need for release. He couldn't parse her gaze, couldn't read the truth in her eyes, couldn't make sense of the dangerous game they were playing. He simply reacted, driven by an impulse he didn't try to resist.

	Sean’s hands gripped the front of her top, bunching the soft fabric in his fists. He tugged her closer, his body moving on instinct, all pretense of restraint dissolving in the heated moment. His lips crashed against hers, a desperate, hungry kiss that stole her breath and his own.

	Dolly mirrored his actions, her own hands fisting in his shirt, yanking him closer still. She did it playfully, but it wasn't really playful, no longer just teasing. A new edge had entered their dance, something dangerous and adversarial. Her fingers dug into his shirt, mirroring the force of his own grip, and her smirk issued a silent challenge back at him. Was she sizing him up now, returning the earlier inspection with a more pointed appraisal?

	He couldn’t tell anymore. He wasn’t sure of anything with Dolly, not really. The easy affection, the bubbly charm – was it all just a mask? A performance? Or was this new intensity, this almost aggressive hunger in her kiss, just another layer of the same elaborate deceit? The questions swirled in his mind, a dizzying vortex of doubt and suspicion.

	But the doubt was a background hum, a dull drone beneath the louder, more insistent music of his body. He wanted her. God, he wanted her. The thought of her skin against his, the feel of her body wrapped around him, eclipsed everything else. Logic, reason, caution – they all dissolved in the heat of the moment, vaporized by the raw, primal need that surged through him.

	He broke the kiss, gasping for breath, his gaze locked on Dolly’s. Her eyes were dark, pupils dilated, reflecting back his own hunger with an unsettling intensity. He saw a flicker of something else there, too, something colder, harder, that made the knot in his stomach tighten. Might she already have enough dirt on him to be the one actually in control? The question was like a shard of ice stabbing his gut.

	He didn't know anymore. He couldn’t be sure of anything, couldn’t trust anything except the insistent, undeniable pull of his own body. His mind was a battlefield of conflicting impulses, but his cock had already picked a side. He wanted to be inside her, to feel her tight and hot around him, to lose himself in the physical sensation and forget, for a little while longer, the tangled web of lies and betrayals and impossible choices that had become his life.

	Sean felt the heat of the room wrap around them as they tumbled onto the rumpled bed. Clothes scattered across the sheets while their bodies collided in a chaotic, desperate dance. 

	From his limited point of view, every nerve fired with raw urgency. He clutched Dolly hard, their limbs entwining as they grappled for control even as desire overpowered all restraint. Her eyes, fierce and inviting, bore into him as he tugged at her top with a hunger that left little room for caution. In that instant, the fabric surrendered to their insistence and fell away, baring soft skin and trembling curves. 

	Sean’s heart pounded as he shifted his grip, rolling Dolly gently onto her stomach. Under his hand, her body pressed against the cool sheets, her breath catching in response. 

	The motion was instinctive—a bold, deliberate maneuver that brought him closer to the heat and curve of her form. He paused momentarily, his mind a blur of desire and uncertainty, before the weight of her soft flesh propelled him further into the moment. 

	Dolly's soft moan escaped her lips, a sound that kindled even fiercer flames within him. 

	“Mmm, Mr. C, oh!” she murmured, the sound vibrating through him as he moved behind her. 

	That single utterance shattered any residual hesitation, propelling him forward with a confusing blend of tenderness and raw aggression. He entered her, his cock sinking slowly into her tight wetness like a weapon in a well-oiled holster. A shudder ran through Dolly. Sean reached around, cupping her bare tits, and started to move. 

	Every thrust answered the escalating rhythm of their embrace, her whispered plea merging with the soft rustle of sheets and fervent gasps that filled the room. His focus narrowed onto the arch of Dolly’s back as he pressed forward, each movement deliberate, measured, yet fueled by an ever-deepening urgency.

	Sean felt the tension in his body build, each thrust into Dolly a release of the tangled emotions knotted inside him. Her moans grew louder, echoing off the walls of the hotel room, a soundtrack to his mounting frustration and desire. He gripped her hips tighter, his pace quickening as he chased the fleeting oblivion of climax.

	Dolly's voice, breathless and urgent, broke through his focus. “Sean, oh God, Sean!”

	Her fingers clawed at the bedsheets, knuckles white with the intensity of her grip. The sound of her pleas, the way she gasped his name, it all fueled him, pushing him to drive into her harder, faster, as if he could fuck away the confusion and betrayal that clouded his mind.

	Just as the rhythm reached a fever pitch, the door to their room swung open with a creak. Sean's head snapped up, his rhythm faltering for a moment. Lilian stood in the doorway, her expression one of mild shock and moderate intrigue.

	“Sorry to… interrupt,” she said, her voice surprised but composed, “I need to borrow some toothpaste. The stuff the hotel provided isn't to my... satisfaction.”

	The lights were just bright enough through the window to see her eyes, the way they locked onto the lurid scene, open and unblinking.

	Sean felt the cool air from the open doorway brush against his sweat-slicked skin, but he didn't stop. He could sense Lilian waiting, expecting them to scramble for clothing, to apologize as if they were at fault for her interruption. 

	He knew she was hoping to use their shame as emotional ammunition, another weapon in her arsenal of calculated manipulations. He was tired of playing those games, especially with the women in his life.

	Instead of slowing down or covering up, he kept going, his eyes locking onto Lilian's. There was a challenge in his gaze, a defiance that dared her to do something about it if she was so offended. He thrust harder into Dolly, his movements an unspoken declaration as loud as the clap, clap, clap of their bodies. He wouldn't be cowed or shamed, not anymore.

	Lilian stood in the doorway, her expression shifting from surprise to something else. Sean watched as her eyes widened, a flicker of arousal or perhaps admiration passing through them. 

	She seemed taken aback by his boldness, by the way he refused to play into her expectations. Her lips parted slightly, and for a moment, Sean thought she might speak, might try to regain control of the situation.

	But she didn't move. She simply watched, her gaze fixed on the scene before her. Sean could see the tension in her body, the way her fingers twitched at her side. There was a heat in her eyes that mirrored the heat building within him, a mix of shock and something darker, more primal. It was as if she was impressed by his audacity, by the way he had called her bluff so aggressively.

	Sean felt a surge of power, a thrill at the way he had turned the tables. He didn't break eye contact with Lilian even as he continued to move within Dolly, his pace relentless. The room was charged with an electric tension, thick with challenge and desire.

	Dolly moaned and whimpered into the mattress. He bent over her, feeling himself rapidly crossing the line, hugging her to him as he unloaded with a force that felt meant for both women in the room, somehow. The pleasure was unreal, tinged with a bold sense of dark satisfaction. Dolly's whimpering and breathing slowed, and she muttered his name.

	When he finally looked back up, Lilian was gone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 9

	The second bed within Sean and Dolly's hotel room didn't get much use that night, nor the next morning. He awoke to her naked against him and in a mood not uncommon to early mornings and young lovers. She was rubbing herself against him, kissing his shoulder, breathing on his neck.

	“Morning, Mr. C,” she whispered.

	“Morning Dolly.” He let out a sleepy sigh and tried to plant a kiss on her lips, but she had other ideas about how to use them.

	Sean felt the warmth of Dolly's kisses trailing down his chest, each one sending a jolt of electricity through him. Her lips grazed his skin, moving lower with deliberate intent. He couldn't help but feel the anticipation building, his breath catching as she reached his stomach. The sensation was intoxicating, and he closed his eyes, surrendering to the moment.

	Dolly's kisses didn't stop there. She continued her descent, her lips now brushing against his hip bones. Sean's heart raced, a mix of excitement and nerves coursing through him. He knew where this was heading, and the thought alone was enough to make him dizzy with desire.

	Then, her lips found him, and Sean's mind went blank. The feeling was indescribable, an overwhelming wave of pleasure that consumed him entirely. Dolly's skill was undeniable, her movements expert and deliberate. Sean couldn't help but let out a low moan, his hands gripping the sheets as he lost himself in the sensation.

	She worked him with a fervor that left him gasping, her rhythm perfect and unrelenting. Sean's thoughts were a jumbled mess, unable to focus on anything but the incredible feeling that Dolly was giving him. It was as if the world outside their room ceased to exist, leaving only the two of them in this intimate dance.

	His breathing grew ragged, his body tensing as the pleasure built to an almost unbearable peak. Dolly seemed to sense his nearing climax, adjusting her pace to draw out the moment, heightening his pleasure to new heights. Sean's mind was a whirlwind of sensation, every nerve ending alight with the intensity of it all.

	“Oh fuck,” he groaned. “I… have the best maid ever.”

	She pulled her mouth off his tool with an oddly satisfying popping noise and playfully dragged her teeth across his stomach. Sean stroked her cheek and coaxed her mouth back into place, trying to carefully balance a maelstrom of emotion. 

	If she really was an informant, which he was almost sure she was, he had to stop. He had to pull back, disentangle himself from her emotionally. Accept reality. And he would… soon. Not just yet. Dolly's lips parted as his cock slid back into paradise and he leaned his head back against the pillow.

	A sharp knock at the bathroom door jolted Sean from the haze of pleasure. Before he could react, the door swung open. Acting on sex honed instinct and reflex, Sean yanked the sheet over Dolly's head. The movement was a smidge too slow and only served to accentuate the situation. It was like a repeat of last night, except this time, it was his mother standing in the doorway instead of Lilian.

	He felt his face burn with embarrassment. Why was it so much harder to be bold under his mother's disapproving gaze? He knew the answer, but it didn't make the moment any less awkward. Beatrice cleared her throat, her eyes flicking from Sean to the lump under the sheet. 

	“Lilian and I are heading down for breakfast in the hotel lounge,” she said, her voice steady but carrying a hint of disapproval. “It would be nice if you and your maid could join us.”

	Sean nodded, his voice coming out more strained than he intended. “Yeah, we'll meet you there in a few minutes.”

	Beatrice's gaze lingered, watching as the sheet moved subtly with Dolly's continued ministrations, the lewd bobbing of her head practically begging for attention and questions. 

	“Don't take too long,” she eventually said. She touched the door frame, almost like she was steadying herself against uneven ground, and then departed.

	Sean let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. The interruption had snapped him back to reality, the weight of his mother's judgment hanging over him like a cloud. He made to toss the sheets aside and roll out of bed. Dolly set her hands firmly on his thighs.

	“You didn't come yet, Mr. C,” she whispered. “Just give me a minute.”

	He did, and she managed it in half that allotted time. She looked angelic as she slid back up to lay next to him as he basked in post-blowjob bliss. A blonde, ditzy angel with a tiny strand of his seed still adorning her lower lip. He wiped it away with his thumb, wishing things were different.

	Sean and Dolly got dressed in a comfortable silence, a fragile truce after the intensity of their earlier encounter. He glanced at her as he pulled his shirt on. She was humming softly to herself, applying a touch of lip gloss in the small mirror, seemingly unfazed by the near-constant drama that had become their new normal. 

	He wondered, not for the first time, if she truly understood the gravity of their situation, or if she simply was good at living in the moment.

	They headed downstairs, the silence between them holding a different sort of charge now, less simmering lust, more… something else. He couldn’t quite name it, but it was there, humming beneath the surface.

	Beatrice and Lilian were already seated at a table in the hotel lounge, Beatrice sipping coffee, Lilian idly flipping through a magazine. The tension from the previous night still lingered, thick and almost visible in the air between them.

	Beatrice looked up as they approached, a small, tight smile gracing her lips. “Morning, you two. Coffee, Sean?”

	“Please,” he said, sliding into the chair next to her. He could feel Lilian’s gaze on him from across the table, a warm weight that set the mood.

	Beatrice poured him a cup from the carafe on the table, the rich aroma filling his nostrils. 

	“I ordered you an omelet,” she said, her tone softening into motherly affection. “And some bacon. Figured you’d need something substantial after… well, after everything.”

	He took the coffee and nodded. “Thanks, Mom.”

	“You look a little rough around the edges, Sean.” Lilian’s gaze held a teasing glint as she observed the faint bags under his eyes. “Perhaps you should focus less on… late night strategizing and more on getting some restful sleep. Beauty sleep, as they say.”

	As if by accident, her foot grazed his under the table, a fleeting, electric touch that sent a jolt of awareness through his leg. He glanced at her, catching the knowing smirk playing on her lips.

	“Mr. C got plenty of sleep last night, I'll have you know!” Dolly's voice was a touch defensive, and her gaze flicked between Sean and Lilian with a hint of something possessive and just a little bit dangerous in their depths. “He was out like a light. I made sure of it.”

	Sean blinked, surprised by her vehemence. He met Dolly’s gaze, searching a little deeper. 

	Are you playing a role, or are you actually jealous?

	He wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer. He sipped his coffee instead of overthinking, grateful for its warmth and caffeine. Beatrice let out a sigh and set her cup down with purpose.

	“So what are your plans for today?” she asked. “You know, going home is still an option. Maybe even the best one, given how dangerous this situation with The Shark could be. I barely slept last night, worrying about all of this.”

	 “I understand where you’re coming from, Mom,” he said. “I really do. But I'm not ready to go home.”

	“Then what's your plan?” Beatrice's voice gained an edge of frustration.

	“To enjoy my vacation,” said Sean. “Openly and publicly. Maybe Alistair Finch will come to us if we make enough noise. It would save us from having to search for him in potentially dangerous places.”

	“I like that approach,” said Lilian, leaning forward with renewed interest. “As I’ve mentioned, I have some expat friends here who might still be useful. Though I'd need to discuss a few things with you first, Sean. In private.”

	“Private?” Beatrice scoffed, her eyes narrowing. “What could you possibly need to discuss with my son that requires privacy?”

	Lilian waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, Beatrice, don't be dramatic. Some matters simply require discretion.”

	Another brush of a foot under the table. Sean met Lilian's gaze, feeling the heat from that insane moment the previous night floating back into the fore. 

	“Fair enough,” he said, enunciating slowly. “I'll meet you upstairs. Soon as I'm finished eating.”

	Lilian's mouth twitched into a dangerous smirk. “Of course. Don't keep me waiting too long.”

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Sean endured his mother's subtle ire as he finished his breakfast and excused himself to go meet Lilian in private. He glanced at Dolly and saw that the disapproval was catching like a virus. She practically pouted and folded her arms, refusing to smile as he met her gaze.

	“I'll be right back down,” he said. “You both know how Lilian is.”

	“Exactly,” said his mother. “We know how Lilian is. Everything is a game of manipulation for her.”

	“Yeah, well, I picked the wrong line of work to avoid having to play those sorts of games,” he said.

	Sean had barely taken a step toward Lilian when Ace appeared, his familiar figure lumbering toward their table.

	“Morning, Captain,” Ace rumbled, his gaze sweeping over the remnants of their breakfast.

	Beatrice, ever the hostess, immediately perked up. “Ace! Have you eaten? We ordered enough for a small army. You’re welcome to join us.”

	Ace waved a dismissive hand, his attention already fixed on Sean. “Appreciate it, Beatrice, but I already grabbed a bite. Just need a minute of the Captain’s time. In private.”

	Sean raised an eyebrow, a wry smile tugging at his lips. He glanced at his mother and Dolly, letting his smile widen just enough to suggest, without words, that private meetings could in fact serve a purpose. Beatrice’s expression remained unconvinced, and Dolly’s was a study in pouty silence.

	“Duty calls,” Sean said, pushing back his chair. “Be right back.”

	He followed Ace away from the table, the clinking of silverware and Dolly’s forced cheerfulness fading behind them as they moved toward the lobby elevator. Ace waited until they were well out of earshot before speaking, his voice dropping to a low murmur.

	“You ready to get serious about handling the girl, Captain?” Ace asked, his gaze direct and unwavering.

	Sean’s smile faltered. He had been expecting the question, dreading it, but the bluntness of Ace’s phrasing still landed like a punch to the gut. Handling the girl. The words were cold, clinical, stripping away any pretense of affection or connection. It was a stark reminder of the game he was playing, the dangerous line he was walking.

	“Not… just yet,” Sean muttered, his voice strained. “It’s not the time.”

	Ace’s brow furrowed, a flicker of something akin to impatience crossing his weathered face. “Time is running out, Captain. You know that. We’re leaving the Bahamas eventually. This thing with Dolly needs to be resolved soon. One way or another.”

	Sean swallowed, the weight of Ace’s words settling heavy on his chest. He knew Ace was right, knew it with a chilling certainty that resonated deep within him. 

	He just… wasn’t ready. Not yet. He wasn’t ready to face the reality of Dolly’s betrayal, to sever the fragile connection they’d forged, to become the kind of man who could coldly “handle” a woman he’d held in his arms, shared his bed with, whispered promises to in the dark. It all had to be some kind of mistake, or at least a situation with another way forward.

	“I know it's tough,” said Ace, clearly sensing his conflict. “Give the word and I'll take care of it myself. You won't even have to lift a finger.”

	“Not yet, Ace,” he repeated, his voice a little sharper this time, a defensive edge creeping in. “I said I’ll handle it. I will.”

	Ace’s gaze remained fixed on him, unwavering, a silent question. Then, with a sigh that spoke volumes, the older man nodded, a curt, almost resigned movement.

	“Alright, Captain,” said Ace, his voice flat. “It’s your call. But remember what I said. This has to be done. There's no avoiding it, distasteful as it might be.”

	Sean nodded again, unable to meet Ace’s gaze. He stepped into the elevator, the doors sliding shut with a soft whoosh, enclosing him in the mirrored box. He leaned back against the cool metal, letting out a long, heavy breath as the elevator began its ascent. The weight of the situation, the weight of his choices, pressed down on him, suffocating and inescapable.

	 *** 

	Lilian’s mind was still reeling. The scene in Sean’s hotel room replayed behind her eyelids, vivid and undeniably arousing. She had walked in on plenty of things in her life, living in Vegas, married to Terrence, but nothing had quite prepared her for that. 

	The sheer audacity of it, Sean’s gaze locked on hers, his body still moving within that… girl. It had been a power play— she knew that — a deliberate act of defiance, and yet… it had worked. Magnificently.

	She’d never seen that side of a man before, that raw, almost feral intensity. Not with Terrence, never. Even her previous, more… aggressive boyfriends hadn’t possessed that much brazen confidence, that almost animalistic need. Sean was young, still so green in so many ways, and yet… There was a fire there, banked but burning, waiting to be stoked.

	A slow heat unfurled in her stomach, a sensation that had nothing to do with strategy or games. She wanted him. Not just his gratitude, not just his reliance, but him. She wanted to be the one on that bed, making those noises, being pleasurably used. The thought sent a shiver down her spine, a thrill laced with a dangerous anticipation.

	Lilian slowly unbuttoned her blouse and let it slide off her shoulders to pool on the floor. The jeans followed, then her bra and panties, each garment discarded with a deliberate slowness. She pulled on one of the hotel’s thin silk robes, the kind designed to hint at seduction without actually promising anything. The fabric felt cool against her heated skin, a welcome contrast.

	A knock echoed softly on the adjoining door. Sean. Her pulse quickened. She didn’t turn, didn’t bother to check her hair or makeup. 

	“Come in,” she called, her voice a little breathier than she intended.

	She let the robe fall open as the door swung inward, just as adept at power plays at he was. Two could play at this hot little game. 

	“There you are, Sean,” she began, turning finally to face him, letting the silk slide completely to the floor. “We really do need to discuss the terms of my help with this….”

	Her words died in her throat. It wasn’t Sean. A young woman in a hotel room service uniform stood in the doorway, eyes wide with shock, proffering a fresh tube of toothpaste she vaguely recalled demanding the previous night.

	The room service woman gasped, a soft, almost comical little sound. Her eyes widened, taking in Lilian’s nakedness, the discarded clothing scattered on the floor, the overall… vibe of the room. A blush crept up her neck, staining her cheeks a rosy pink.

	“Oh my!” the woman stammered, her voice barely above a whisper. “Excuse me! I… I can come back later. I am so sorry.”

	“I… was expecting somebody else!” snapped Lilian.

	She gathered up her discarded robe and buried her burning face in it until the door clicked shut once more.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11

	A woman in the uniform of the housekeeping staff gave Sean an odd look as he arrived at his mother and Lilian's hotel room. He knocked on the door for the sake of politeness and received a rather curt and irritated “what now?” in response.

	“I was under the impression you just told me to come upstairs for a private meeting five minutes ago,” he said, wryly.

	“Yes, I did.” Lilian seemed out of breath as she opened the door for him in her robe, which was suspiciously sexy to have on so late in the morning. “I just… was expecting you sooner. Apparently your attention is quite the commodity as of late!”

	Sean sensed her mood, a subtle shift that he was starting to recognize. Lilian was a complicated woman, all sharp edges and practiced charm, but underneath it all, there was a vulnerability, a need for reassurance that he was finding himself oddly attuned to. He approached the conversation delicately, voice soft as he spoke.

	“That’s true enough,” he said, stepping fully into the room. “I do have a lot of people needing a lot of things from me right now. But I’ll always make time for you, Lilian.”

	He let the words hang for a moment, gauging her reaction. He watched her reflection in the mirror as he came closer, seeing the tension ease from her shoulders, a faint softening around her eyes.

	“I’m really glad you came along on this trip,” he added, letting his tone become more openly flirtatious. “This whole money hunt thing… it’s stressful. I was hoping we could have a little fun while we’re here, beyond just searching for stupid money that might not even exist.”

	He closed the distance completely, coming up behind her as she leaned forward to examine her reflection. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, the silk of her robe cool against his skin, and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek, just below her ear.

	“We need to pick a moment,” he whispered, his breath warm against her neck as the embrace grew a little more heated, his hands sliding down her arms to rest lightly on her waist. “For a real private meeting. A time when we both won’t have people looking for us.”

	Lilian went still for a beat, and then he felt her breath flutter, a tiny, involuntary sound that resonated through him. She leaned back slightly into his embrace, her body softening against his, and he felt a surprising shyness emanate from her, a vulnerability that cracked through her usual polished exterior.

	“I’d like that, Sean,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

	“Good.” He gave her body a little squeeze, feeling an oddly genuine fondness developing for his absent father's widow. “Now how about we go meet up with the others?”

	“…I should get started reaching out to my local contacts,” said Lilian. “I'll catch up with you later today.”

	“Okay. I'll see you then.”

	He planted a kiss on her cheek and withdrew from both the embrace and the room.

	Sean returned to the lounge to find Beatrice and Dolly exactly where he’d left them, though the atmosphere had shifted. A palpable tension hung in the air, thick enough to cut with a butter knife. Beatrice was still sipping her coffee, her gaze fixed on some unseen point beyond the windows, while Dolly fiddled with the straw in her empty glass, her usual bubbly energy noticeably absent.

	“Everything alright?” he asked, trying to keep his tone light, casual.

	Beatrice glanced up, her expression softening fractionally as she focused on him. “Just fine, sweetie. Did you and Lilian have a nice private talk?”

	He suppressed a wince at her phrasing. “More or less. She's going to touch base with us later, but for now… where’s Ace?”

	Beatrice shrugged, her gaze drifting back to the window. “He said something about a ‘scouting mission.’ I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant.”

	Sean frowned, a knot tightening in his stomach. Scouting missions and bodyguards rarely meant anything good.

	“Knowing Ace, he’s probably just handling something important but dirty,” he said. “Guy’s always got irons in the fire.”

	“He's not the only one,” muttered Dolly.

	He forced a grin, tapping his fingers lightly on the table, trying to inject some levity into the suddenly heavy atmosphere. “How about some beach time? We’re in the Bahamas, after all. Let's go be loud on the sand and splash around.”

	“I'd like that.” Beatrice let out a fond smile, eyes full of softness for him. “It's so warm and sunny here. Perfect swimming weather.”

	“I burn easily, so I might need you to help me do my back, Mr. C,” said Dolly, with just the right amount of play in her voice.

	“We both will,” said Beatrice.

	“That can most definitely be arranged,” said Sean.

	

	Lilian wasn't in the shared hotel room when Beatrice made her way up, which was far more of a relief to her than she'd expected it to be. She was happy with Sean's suggestion of beach time, to be completely honest. 

	The more regular vacation activities they could mix into their time in the Bahamas, the more it would feel like just that — a vacation. One that they would inevitably return home from, have fond memories of, and use as a checkpoint on the way back to their regular lives.

	To that end, she'd anticipated at least some amount of beach time if not loads of it, and she'd made sure to pack swimwear when she'd assembled her luggage upon leaving Vegas.

	Beatrice retreated to her own room, the silence a welcome balm after the charged atmosphere of the lounge. She opened her suitcase, her gaze immediately falling on the two swimsuits she’d packed. They lay side-by-side, a stark contrast in their presentation, almost as though they were waiting for her to choose a side.

	The first was a dark grey one-piece, a garment of almost severe modesty. It was a practical thing, designed for swimming and movement, for covering up. Beatrice ran her fingers over the smooth fabric, a faint memory surfacing of her mother, or perhaps even her grandmother, in similar attire, women of a different time, a different world. Respectable. Reserved.

	She unbuttoned her blouse, letting it fall to the floor, and then slid out of her pants. Standing naked before the mirror, she paused, taking a moment to examine the lines of her body. Not quite young, not anymore, but still beautiful. Still her. She reached for the grey swimsuit, pulling it on slowly, deliberately.

	The fabric felt cool against her skin, a comforting weight. She smoothed it down, adjusting the straps, watching her reflection in the mirror as the grey swallowed her curves, contained them, hid them away. It was appropriate. It was… safe. It was also undeniably bland.

	Turning away from the mirror, her gaze drifted back to the bed, to the other swimsuit lying there and almost seeming to beg for attention. The black bikini. Two scraps of fabric, barely there, connected by thin, crisscrossing straps. A skimpy, bold thing. A Trixie bikini.

	A strange flutter stirred in her stomach as she looked at it. It seemed to hum with a restless energy, a silent force. She reached out a hand, her fingers hovering just above the black nylon, unsure if she even wanted to touch it. 

	It looked almost… possessed. Possessed by the reckless, untamed spirit of her younger self, the banshee long suppressed, but not entirely gone. The wild woman who would have worn that bikini without a second thought, wielded it like a weapon made of nylon and nerve.

	Beatrice stared at the black bikini, indecisive. It was a dare, a promise, a ghost of a life she’d left behind. The grey one-piece was sensible, practical, utterly devoid of any such… baggage. Her fingers tightened around the bikini, the sleek fabric cool against her suddenly warm skin.

	She was caught between two worlds, two versions of herself vying for dominance. The mother, responsible and reserved, who wanted nothing more than to protect Sean from the chaos he’d inherited. And then there was Trixie, the banshee, the free spirit who thrived on chaos, who knew how to play games and bend men to her will.

	A soft knock echoed from the adjoining door.

	“Mom?” Sean’s voice, hesitant and laced with a hint of impatience, filtered through the wood.

	“Just a second, sweetie,” Beatrice called back, her voice a touch breathier than she intended. She made a snap decision. No more dithering. No more playing it safe. Not today.

	Hurriedly, she discarded the grey one-piece, letting it fall to the floor like a discarded skin. The black bikini felt almost nonexistent as she pulled it on, the thin straps barely containing her. A quick glance in the mirror confirmed her impulsive choice. It was daring, undeniably so. Too much, perhaps, for a mother on a family vacation.

	But it was Trixie, wasn't it? And Trixie didn't do ‘too much’.

	Beatrice grabbed a light sundress from the suitcase, a flowing, floral print that would offer a veneer of respectability over the barely-there bikini. Best of both worlds. A compromise, of sorts. She’d wear the sundress, keep the banshee leashed, in full control of what lay underneath.

	Nothing could go wrong. Right?

	Right…?

	 

	


Chapter 12

	The beach, like so much of else of import in Nassau, was a mere walk away for Sean, Dolly, and his mother. The strip of sand was a mélange of color and sound under the Bahamian sun. 

	It was crowded, packed with tourists and locals alike, a constant hum of voices mingling with the rhythmic crash of waves. Umbrellas of every shade dotted the sand like oversized, vibrant mushrooms, casting small islands of shade in the otherwise relentless glare. Sean squinted, the sun reflecting off the white sand and turquoise water, almost blindingly bright.

	A surprising number of expats populated the beach, judging by the snippets of British and Australian accents he caught as they walked along the shoreline. They stood out from the louder, more boisterous American tourists, in that quieter, more reserved way that suggested they'd sought out a slice of paradise and were now keen to keep it to themselves.

	Dolly was practically bouncing with excitement, her earlier mood completely reversed. “Oh, wow, look at the water! It's so blue! And the sand is so soft! It's like walking on powdered sugar!” 

	She kicked off her sandals, digging her toes into the warm sand with a delighted giggle. Beatrice, on the other hand, seemed less enthralled by the lively scene. She scanned the crowded beach with a critical eye, sunglasses still firmly in place, arms crossed over her chest in a manner that suggested she found the sheer volume of humanity somewhat overwhelming. 

	“Perhaps we could find a slightly less… populated spot?” she said, her voice a touch strained above the din. “Somewhere a little quieter? The woman at the hotel mentioned that if we walk down past the rocks, there are a few really nice hidden nooks.”

	Sean, however, was content to simply soak it all in. He took off his own sandals, relishing the feeling of the nearly too hot sand between his bare toes. It was a different kind of heat than Vegas, less oppressive, more… organic. 

	The sand was fine and white, almost burning against the soles of his feet, a pleasant sensation that grounded him in the present moment, pulling him away from the tangled web of his thoughts. He wriggled his toes, a small, private smile playing on his lips. The warmth seeped into his skin, chasing away the chill that had settled deep within him over the past few days.

	He felt a couple of gazes swing their way and absently realized that it was, in fact, a good thing to be noticed. With all the drama of the lawsuit and casino, he was still in the news, the American news, sure, but known to at least some of the beach lounging expats. A follow up story about how the young, unpredictable inheritor of The Pharaoh's Fortune was vacationing in the Bahamas might be just the thing to stir Alistair Finch out of hiding.

	“Sean?” His mother touched his shoulder. “There's not even room for us to set up our towels here. Let's find our own spot.”

	“If you insist, mother dearest.” He took a second to turn toward the largest group of people who might recognize him, almost striking a pose for ease of identification.

	Dolly hooked her arm through his, kicking the sand as he walked, while his mother followed a step or two behind, carrying a beach umbrella and their towels. They had to carefully navigate a few sections of rock and one of seagrass and seaweed, but Beatrice's suggestion proved worth the effort.

	After hiking over a final cluster of rocks, the beach opened out into a small, secluded cove. It was practically dripping with romantic potential, a hidden nook that felt miles away from the bustling main beach, despite only being a few steps removed. 

	Palm trees swayed gently, casting dappled shadows across a patch of sand that was almost flawless, white and fine and untouched by footprints. The water lapped against the shore in gentle, rhythmic waves, a soothing counterpoint to the distant roar of the crowds.

	“Perfect,” said Beatrice, a hint of genuine approval in her voice. She dropped the beach umbrella and towels onto the sand, surveying their little slice of paradise with a satisfied nod.

	Sean nodded in agreement, the secluded cove feeling like such a contrast to the Vegas strip and even the crowded main beach. He helped his mother set up the umbrella, anchoring it firmly in the soft sand. Beatrice spread out the towels, creating a small island of comfort on the pristine expanse.

	Dolly grinned, a wide, childlike expression, and from a brightly colored beach bag, she produced an inflatable lifesaver and began puffing into it with flushed cheeks. It was cotton candy pink, a shade that practically vibrated with girlish energy in the Bahamian sunlight.

	“Ta-da!” Dolly held it up, presenting it to Sean with a flourish. “Isn’t it cute?”

	Sean chuckled, shaking his head. “Of course it’s pink, Dolly. Had to be pink for it to be yours, right?”

	Dolly shot a mock glare at him, hugging the inflatable to her chest. “So what? Does it matter what color it is?”

	He saw a vulnerability in her expression that tugged at him, a reminder of the softer, more earnest side of Dolly that he was constantly battling with the image of her as a duplicitous informant.

	“I'm just teasing you, dork,” he said, softening his tone. “It’s a nice floaty. I just meant… it’s very you. Bright and cheerful.”

	“Well, it’s practical, too,” she said, finally flashing a small, somewhat forced smile. “You know I’m not the best swimmer, Mr. C. It helps me feel a little more… confident.”

	Her eyes darted away from his, a flicker of something unreadable within their depths. Sean watched her, his mind once more grappling with the impossible contradiction that was Dolly. Girlfriend. Informant. The words echoed in his mind, stark and chilling against the backdrop of her playful demeanor and the bright Bahamian sunshine.

	He stared at the pink lifesaver, at Dolly’s almost childlike earnestness, and the idea of her as a calculated operative, a duplicitous agent of the feds, felt almost absurd. A pink floatie? Seriously? And this was the problem Ace was so dead set on having him deal with as soon as possible?

	Sean internally ejected from the line of thinking before it left a sour taste in his mouth. Dolly was Dolly. Whatever else she might be, whatever secrets she might be hiding, she was still Dolly. He wasn’t about to let paranoia poison what little bit of genuine connection remained between them.

	“Sunscreen time,” Dolly announced, pulling a bottle of suntan lotion from her beach bag. She proffered it to him with a playful pout. “My back is going to burn to a crisp if someone doesn't help a girl out.”

	Sean chuckled, accepting the bottle. “Aren’t you supposed to be my maid, Dolly? Not the other way around.”

	Dolly’s eyes widened in mock offense. “Hey! A maid with a sunburn isn’t a very effective maid, Mr. C. I won't be able to properly perform my duties if I'm too crispy to move!”

	He laughed again, shaking his head. “Fine, fine. Assume the position, milady. I’ll get to work.”

	Dolly grinned, a flash of pure, unadulterated delight, and immediately dropped to all fours. She crawled forward a few feet before settling onto one of the towels, sprawling out on her stomach with an exaggerated sigh of contentment.

	Sean smiled, noting how the position was almost a direct echo of how she’d been the night before, naked beneath him in the dim hotel room. He remembered the soft press of her body against his, the way she’d arched her back, her skin slick with sweat and desire. A shiver of arousal ran through him, unexpected and insistent under the bright Bahamian sun.

	He reached for the sunscreen, his fingers brushing against his shirt. Without thinking, he pulled it over his head, tossing it onto the sand beside his towel. The warm air hit his bare chest, raising goosebumps on his skin, but the heat wasn't unwelcome. He glanced up and caught his mother watching him, her gaze lingering a beat too long on his torso before she turned away, adjusting her sunglasses.

	Somehow, knowing he also had her attention only amplified the tension already thrumming through him. He squeezed a generous dollop of lotion into his palm, the scent of coconut and chemicals mixing with the salt-tinged air. Kneeling beside Dolly, he hesitated for a split second, the image of his mother’s curious and watchful eyes still lingering in his mind.

	He started applying the lotion to Dolly’s back, gliding his palms over the smooth skin, the warmth of her body radiating beneath his touch. Dolly sucked in a breath, a soft, involuntary sound.

	“Cold,” she murmured, her voice muffled by the towel beneath her cheek. “You should warm it up in your hands first, Mr. C.”

	A smirk tugged at his lips, a playful edge sharpening his tone. “Only if you say please.”

	“Please?” she whispered, her voice laced with a teasing sweetness. “Pretty please?”

	Sean's hands glided over Dolly's skin, the lotion smoothing the way as he applied more pressure, more boldness to his touch.

	“Is that any better?” he asked, his voice low and husky, betraying the arousal that was stirring within him. He shifted, straddling her hips, his fingers digging into the muscles of her back, eliciting a soft moan from Dolly.

	“Mmm, much better,” she murmured, the words almost lost amidst the sounds of the beach. 

	He felt his cock hardening, an insistent and wild pressure against the fabric of his swimming trunks, and he shifted again, trying to find some relief.

	Dolly let out a whispered moan as he moved his hands lower, dipping beneath the waistband of her bikini bottoms, the tips of his fingers brushing against the soft curve of her ass. She let out another low, throaty moan, the sound sending a jolt of desire through Sean, making it even harder for him to stay calm.

	“Sean,” she whispered, her voice a heady mix of pleasure and need. “That feels so good.”

	He was about to respond, to let his touch wander further, when a pointed clearing of a throat cut through the haze of his arousal. His mother, disapproving as per usual.

	“Maybe you're overdoing it a little, Sean,” she said, her tone a mixture of amusement and disapproval. “You'll squirt the entire bottle on her at that rate.”

	Sean glanced up, meeting Beatrice's gaze, her eyes hidden behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses. He could feel the heat rising to his cheeks, a flush of embarrassment and desire warring within him.

	“There's still plenty left for you,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “If you want me to do you next?”

	Beatrice arched an eyebrow, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I… might need a little bit of help. Um, since you offered.”

	Dolly wriggled beneath him, seeming to sense the shift in energy. She pushed herself up onto her elbows, glancing over her shoulder at Sean with a knowing look.

	“I'm going to go in the water,” she said, her voice light, almost playful. “Come join me once the two of you are finished.”

	“Will do.” Sean stood up, only then realizing how visible his arousal was, the outline of his erection bold and obvious.

	“It… shouldn't take long,” said Beatrice, in an odd voice.

	Dolly charged out into the water, splashing with her pink lifesaver against the turquoise expanse. He turned back to his mother, a question hanging unspoken between them. Beatrice met his gaze, her lips curving into a slow, deliberate smile.

	She reached for the hem of her sundress, her fingers brushing the floral fabric lightly, almost teasingly. Sean struggled to keep his breathing even. He knew, somehow, what was coming. The world seemed to shrink into just that singular moment, the sounds of the beach fading into a muted hum.

	Slowly, deliberately, Beatrice began to lift the sundress, inch by inch, her movements as graceful as they were agonizingly slow. The pale fabric slid upwards, revealing first her calves, then her knees, then the curve of her thighs. Sean’s gaze followed the rising hemline, his heart pounding against his ribs.

	Sunlight caught the edges of the sundress as it rose, illuminating the skin underneath. He saw the flash of black nylon, the thin straps of a bikini top peeking out from beneath the fabric. His breath caught in his throat.

	Finally, the sundress cleared her head, Beatrice pausing for a beat, holding the garment aloft like a trophy. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, she let it drop to the ground, a soft whisper of fabric against sand.

	Beatrice stood before him in the black bikini, the flesh of her plump breasts and toned buttocks cupped and covered just so. For a dizzying moment, he didn’t see his mother. He saw Trixie. The forbidden wet dream. The wild woman from the videos. 

	The bikini was small, shockingly so, barely more than strips of black fabric strategically placed to cover the bare minimum. It showcased her body with a brazen confidence that stole his breath. Her breasts, full and plump, were barely contained by the triangle cups, nipples rebelling against thin nylon. 

	He felt a jolt of pure, raw lust, so intense it almost hurt. This was his mother, and yet… It wasn’t. Not entirely. Not in that moment. He saw a stranger, a seductress, a woman who knew exactly what she was doing. The knowledge, the temptation, sent a shiver of forbidden excitement down his spine.

	He remembered Trixie in the video, wild and untamed, moaning with pleasure, her body writhing with lust. He saw echoes of that same wildness in Beatrice now, in the defiant set of her shoulders, the dangerous question in her eyes. The prim and proper mother he knew had vanished, replaced by something else, something… erotic.

	Beatrice’s lips curved into a slow, mischievous smile, her gaze locking onto his, a subtle challenge hanging in the humid air between them. She moved a step closer, her hand reaching out, her fingers brushing lightly against his bare chest, a feather-light touch that sent a jolt of electricity through him.

	“Well, Sean,” she whispered, her voice a low purr that resonated through him. “It's my turn now… right?”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 13

	Sean circled Beatrice on her towel as she stretched out on her stomach, possessed by a sudden urge to see her in that bikini from every angle. He noticed the way she was breathing, shallow and quick, a forced control that spoke of her own turbulent inner state. 

	Her shoulders were tight with tension, and he could see the fine tremor in her hand as she reached up to adjust her sunglasses, even though the sun was directly behind her.

	He paused, not meaning to savor the moment, but savoring it, none the less. It was a tableau of forbidden desire, his mother sprawled out before him in a bikini that barely contained her, and he was the one who was meant to be applying sunscreen. 

	The absurdity of it all, the sheer, brazen wrongness, only amplified the heat that was building within him. He let the moment linger a second too long, a breath too deep, before slowly moving into position by her side with the suntan lotion.

	The bikini was slightly uneven across one buttock, the thin strap riding up just enough to hint at the curve of her flesh underneath. A wealth of pale skin peeked out from beyond the edges of the black fabric, a tantalizing glimpse of forbidden territory that sent a fresh wave of heat through him. He was almost overwhelmed with the demands of his arousal, the insistent throb between his legs that served as a stark reminder of just how inappropriate this all was.

	Sean forced himself to slow down, the frantic energy that had seized him moments earlier receding, replaced by a cold, sobering wave of reality. She's your mother. The thought echoed in his head, each word a fence post of the boundaries he was so dangerously close to crossing. He shouldn't be thinking about her chest, or her hips, or the perfection of her thighs. It was wrong. So deeply, fundamentally wrong.

	He squeezed the lotion into his hands, the pale white cream oozing out like something illicit. 

	“Do you want me to warm it up for you, too?” he asked, his voice a little strained.

	Beatrice shifted slightly, her head turning just enough for him to catch a glimpse of her profile. 

	“Please,” she murmured, her voice softer now, almost hesitant.

	He rubbed his hands together, the sound of the lotion squishing between his palms somehow lewd in the otherwise quiet cove. It was a wet, sticky sound, a sound that amplified the already charged atmosphere, making his skin prickle with a mixture of guilt and something else, something darker and more compelling.

	The first touch of his fingers on her shoulders was like a spark. He barely grazed her skin, yet her entire body seemed to tense, a subtle rigidity that spoke volumes. He felt her breath flutter, a soft rush of air that was almost a sigh. It was all so hot and real and dangerous, the forbidden thrill of it pulsing through him like a live wire.

	Sean hesitated, straddling her hips. Would she stop him? Would she pull away, snap back to reality, and put an end to this dangerous game? He waited, breath held, his gaze fixed on the curve of her neck, the exposed skin so close beneath his lips.

	She didn’t say a word. No protest, no objection, no whispered plea for him to stop. Only that soft, expectant sigh, and the subtle tension in her shoulders that hinted at a turmoil mirroring his own. The silence stretched, thick and charged, and in its unspoken consent, Sean found his answer.

	He leaned forward, letting his weight settle against her, his hips nudging hers, a bold, deliberate move that tested the boundaries of their fragile truce. Beatrice didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away. If anything, she seemed to relax further into the sand, her body molding itself to his, a silent invitation to proceed.

	A surge of triumph, hot and reckless, coursed through him. He wasn't sure what game they were playing, or what the rules were, but in that moment, he felt like he was winning. He was pushing, testing, exploring, and she was letting him. More than letting him.

	He ran his hands over her back, smoothing the lotion across her skin, starting at her shoulders, where it was safe, acceptable, motherly. His fingers traced the delicate curve of her spine, the soft contours of her shoulder blades, the smooth expanse of her back. He kept his touch light, almost tentative, a careful exploration that felt both intimate and strangely detached.

	But the detachment didn't last. He went lower, inch by inch, his thumbs tracing the line of her bikini top, the thin straps feeling fragile and flimsy beneath his fingertips. He let his palms settle on her back, his fingers splaying out, testing the limits. Would she pull away if he went further? Would she stop him if he dared to explore the forbidden territory beneath the bikini top?

	He slid his hands around her front, fingers gliding over the curve of her ribs, seeking the underside of her breasts. The bikini top offered scant resistance, the thin fabric barely there, and his palms brushed against the soft swell of her flesh. He knew he shouldn't be touching her there, knew he was pushing boundaries he had never dared to approach, but the forbidden thrill of it was too intoxicating to resist.

	He let himself start to move a little, a slow, deliberate grind of his hips against hers, a challenge posed in the language of touch. Beatrice let out a soft gasp that was barely audible above the gentle lapping of the waves, but he felt the subtle shift in her body, a matching tension that resonated through him.

	“Easy,” Beatrice murmured, her voice a husky whisper, laced with a warning that didn't quite mask the breathlessness underneath.

	“Real easy,” Sean replied, his own voice a low growl, betraying the rapid pounding of his heart. He pressed closer, his body leaning into hers, the friction between them igniting a fresh wave of heat.

	“Sean,” Beatrice said, her voice a little louder this time, still motherly, but now with a flutter of heat that sent a shiver down his spine. “I’m… worried about you, sweetie.”

	He slowed down, pausing in his ministrations. “You shouldn't be.”

	“All this… attention you’re getting,” she murmured, her voice a little unsteady. “From women. Not just Dolly. But Lilian, too. It’s all happening so fast, Sean. I just want to make sure you’re… handling it okay.”

	Her words were a mother’s concern, a gentle chiding, but her body told a different story. She shifted beneath him, a subtle, almost imperceptible movement, but enough to confirm what he already suspected. She wasn't pulling away. If anything, she was ceding ground, giving him free rein, rocking back into his motions as though urging him onward.

	He went lower still, sliding his hands down her sides, his fingertips tracing the curve of her hips beneath the thin fabric of her bikini bottoms. 

	“I know you care, Mom,” he whispered, his voice a low murmur against her skin.

	He kissed the curve of her neck, his lips lingering there for a beat too long, feeling the frantic pulse beneath his lips. 

	“Maybe…” he trailed off, the word hanging there between them, heavy with unspoken implications.

	Maybe what? Maybe she could help him? The thought flashed through his mind, a dangerous, dizzying notion that he couldn’t quite grasp, couldn’t quite articulate even to himself. Maybe she could help him in their place. In Dolly’s place. In Lilian’s place. In all the places where he felt lost and adrift, hungry and aggressive, tossed about by a tide of primed hormones and conflicting desires.

	He could never ask her that, not really, not even now, as his hands moved more freely, more boldly across her body. It was insane. Out of control. And yet, he couldn't stop himself.

	Beatrice whispered, “Oh, maybe, maybe sweetie.”

	The words were barely audible above the sound of the waves, but Sean felt them resonate through him like a physical touch, a vibration that went straight to his core. Maybe what? Maybe she would help? Maybe she wouldn’t? The uncertainty was a thrill, a dizzying freefall into the forbidden.

	He went even further, a swell of something hot and liquid filling his chest. Love, maybe. Or something like it. Something that felt like love, or a warped version of it, twisted and heated by the forbidden nature of the moment. He wasn’t sure what it was, didn't care to analyze it. He just felt it, a powerful surge of emotion that demanded to be expressed, to be released.

	His arms came around her from behind, encircling her waist, pulling her even closer against him. Her body was soft and yielding, molding itself to his, and the contact sent a fresh wave of heat through him, a primal, possessive urge to claim her, to hold her, to never let go.

	His hands tightened around her, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her hips, pulling her flush against him, leaving no space between them. He buried his face in her neck, inhaling deeply, filling his lungs with her scent, a heady mix of sunscreen, salt air, and something else, something dangerous.

	A sigh escaped his lips, a sound that was equal parts pleasure and surrender. He held her close, his body pressed against hers, the warmth of the sun beating down on his bare back, the cool sand beneath his knees. The world seemed to narrow, to shrink down to just the two of them, locked in a forbidden embrace on a secluded Bahamian beach.

	A sudden burst of laughter, too loud and too close, sliced through the quiet hum of the waves. Sean’s head snapped up, his focus breaking from the curve of his mother’s neck. A group of tourists, clad in brightly colored swimwear and carrying beach gear, were strolling down the beach, their path cutting directly toward their secluded cove.

	Beatrice stiffened beneath him, a low hiss escaping her lips. “Sean!”

	Instinct took over. He scrambled for the beach umbrella, grabbing its pole and yanking it free from the sand with a grunt of exertion. Spinning around, he jammed the umbrella back into the sand at a new angle, positioning it to create a makeshift screen between them and the approaching group. The sudden movement sent a jolt through Beatrice, her body tensing further, her breath catching in her throat.

	It was like the starting gun had been fired. The brief interruption, the sudden threat of exposure, seemed to shatter the last vestiges of restraint. The vibe between them crackled with new, unrestrained energy. The moment of near-discovery had amplified their forbidden intimacy, turning the simmering heat into an inferno.

	He was no longer just applying sunscreen. Emboldened, he moved his fingers with a newfound confidence, sliding beneath the straps of her bikini top, seeking the bare skin beneath. Beatrice gasped, a soft, involuntary sound that was quickly swallowed by the crashing waves, but Sean heard it, felt it resonate through him like a drumbeat.

	Her body arched beneath his touch, no longer hesitant, no longer restrained. Her hands, freed from their earlier uncertainty, gripped his arms, pulling him closer, her nails digging lightly into his skin. He felt a shift in her posture, a subtle invitation, and his own body responded instantly, his arousal surging to new heights.

	The world outside the small, shadowed space beneath the umbrella seemed to fade away, the sounds of the beach, the distant laughter of the tourists, all dissolving into a muted hum. There was only the feel of the woman, his mother, beneath him, the warmth of her skin, the scent of sunscreen and salt air mingling with her perfume, the frantic rhythm of their breaths mingling in the humid air.

	He leaned in closer, his lips finding the curve of her shoulder, tasting the salt on her skin. Her hand came up, fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer still. He could feel her heart pounding against his chest.

	Sean's hands continued their exploration, sliding beneath the straps of Beatrice's bikini top, the thin fabric offering no real barrier to his touch. His fingers brushed against the soft skin of her back, tracing the smooth curve of her spine.

	“Oh, sweetie,” Beatrice whispered, her voice a mix of concern and arousal. “Don't take my bikini off.”

	Her words were firm, a clear boundary set amidst the blurring lines they were crossing. Sean respected it, pausing briefly before resuming his caresses, respecting her limit but not retreating from the intimacy they shared.

	He shifted his position, letting his cock nestle against her butt and thighs. The forbidden thrill of it all, the sheer taboo of what they were doing, in public, no less, was intoxicating. His breath was hot against her neck as he ground against her, the sensation of her soft skin against his own driving him to the edge.

	Sean's groan rumbled low in his throat, the sound mingling with the crash of the waves as the sensation overwhelmed him. The heat of Beatrice's body beneath his, the softness of her skin against his palms, the friction of their movements—it was all insanely good, a cocktail of forbidden pleasure that sent his mind spinning. He let his hands tighten on her hips, the urge to pull her even closer an almost physical force.

	A dangerous thought flickered through his mind, one that cut through the fog of arousal with alarming clarity. What would it feel like to put his cock inside her? The mere thought of it, of crossing that ultimate line, sent a fresh surge of heat through him, his body responding with a primal need that overwhelmed his senses.

	Sean’s control slipped further, the boundaries blurring until they were nothing more than a distant memory. The pressure built inside him, a relentless tide that he couldn't hold back. He dry humped her with a desperate urgency, the friction against her body driving him closer and closer to the edge.

	With that question still echoing through his mind, Sean lost all control. A shudder ran through him, his body tensing as the wave finally broke. He buried his face in Beatrice's hair, muffling his groan as he unloaded, the intensity of his release leaving him breathless and reeling. She kept rocking her hips, buttocks positioned in a way that almost milked his load out of him, despite the thin layers of their swimsuits.

	The world around him faded, the sounds of the beach and the distant tourists nothing more than a muted backdrop to the pounding of his heart.

	“Ahem,” whispered Beatrice. “This is… exactly what I mean.”

	Sean’s mind still felt pleasantly blank from the aftershock of his climax. He let his head loll against Beatrice’s shoulder, breathing in her scent. The tone of her voice echoed in his head more than the words, a strange mixture of motherly weariness and something else. Something that sounded a lot like… pride?

	Beatrice ran her fingers through his hair, the touch gentle, almost affectionate. He closed his eyes, letting the sensation wash over him, a small island of comfort in the swirling chaos of his thoughts. Her fingers traced the curve of his ear, then slid down the back of his neck, sending a shiver down his spine that had nothing to do with the ocean breeze.

	“You should go cool off, sweetie,” she whispered, her voice soft and low, a murmur against his skin. “And clean off. All the… sand.”

	Her fingers pinched the waistband of his swimsuit and gave it a gentle snap, a teasing movement that was more suggestion than demand. Sean found himself wishing they could linger in this forbidden space forever. The tourists were still nearby, laughter and chatter drifting toward them on the warm Bahamian air. The moment, however exquisitely dangerous, was over.

	“Yeah,” he said. “I guess I should.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 14

	The water cooled Sean's body off and brought something resembling sanity back to his general thinking. He eyed the umbrella and his mother sitting on her towel once he was out far enough for the waves to be crashing against his chest, oddly introspective in the wake of the passionate madness.

	His mother's words echoed in his head, a soft refrain against the crashing waves. He thought about his relationship with Dolly, with Lilian, hell, even with her. Especially with her. He thought about the way he’d been acting, bold and reckless, driven by a need to take… something. Prove something.

	What was he even trying to prove? That he was his father’s son? That he could handle this new life? Or just that he could get away with whatever he wanted, consequences be damned?

	He wasn’t hurting anyone, not really. Not in the traditional sense. Dolly seemed happy, not that she could be entirely trusted. Lilian was… Lilian. A force of nature, capable of handling herself and then some, and also borderline unpredictable when it came to trust. And his mother? His mother was… complicated. To say the least.

	But she had a point, even if it stung to admit it. There was such a thing as too much fun. He could feel it, a creeping unease that shadowed the exhilaration, a whisper of guilt that threatened to drown out the thrill. It felt so wrong, especially with her. With his mother. And his reaction to that wrongness… that was the real problem.

	Instead of pulling back, of acknowledging the line he was dancing so dangerously close to crossing, he pushed further. He doubled down. He complicated things. It was like a self-destructive impulse, a need to see just how far he could go, how much he could get away with before everything finally crashed and burned.

	He let the waves crash against his chest, the cold water a momentary balm against the heat that still simmered beneath his skin. Maybe he was losing his mind. Maybe Vegas really was a city designed to corrupt and consume. Maybe he should just listen to his mother, pack up, and go home. Home, where things were simple, safe, and… boring.

	A sudden weight crashed into Sean's shoulders, shoving him face-first into the cool water. He twisted underwater, salt burning his eyes as bubbles rushed past his face. Breaking the surface with a gasp, he heard a familiar voice.

	“Guess who?” Dolly clung to his back, her legs wrapped around his waist, her wet hair tickling his neck.

	Sean plugged his nose, grinning. “You asked for this.” 

	He tipped backwards. Dolly's squeal was cut short as they both plunged beneath the waves.

	She emerged sputtering and making unhappy noises. “That wasn't fair! I got water up my nose.”

	“Should've plugged it.” He dodged the punch she threw at his arm, but not fast enough.

	“Jerk,” she said, smiling.

	Sean pulled her into a hug, her body warm against his chest despite the cool water. For a moment, it felt perfect - just them, the waves, the sun. Then reality crashed back. She was working with the FBI. Every touch, every smile, every moment was part of a performance. His arms stiffened around her as the thought sank in like a stone.

	“What's wrong?” Dolly asked, her fingers tracing circles on his chest.

	“Nothing.” The response came too quick, too sharp.

	She went quiet, studying his face. Sean's heart skipped - had he given something away? Was she analyzing his reaction, recording every detail for her handlers? Or was he just being paranoid now, seeing threats in every shadow?

	“Hey.” Dolly grabbed his hands underwater, giving them a playful tug. “Want to see something cool?”

	“Yeah, sure.” Sean welcomed the distraction from his spiraling thoughts.

	She pulled him through the waves toward shore, her small feet finding purchase in the wet sand. Water streamed off her bikini as she led him past their umbrella where his mother pretended to read a magazine. 

	“This way,” said Dolly, guiding him toward a narrow dirt path that wound up the side of a nearby cliff. Her hand felt warm in his as they started climbing, leaving wet footprints in the dusty earth.

	The path zigzagged upward, offering glimpses of the beautiful turquoise water below through gaps in the vegetation. Sean's feet slipped occasionally on loose rocks, but Dolly seemed to know exactly where to step, leading him higher with practiced ease.

	As they reached the top of the cliff, Sean heard music drifting through the air - some kind of island reggae pumping from a portable speaker. A group of teenagers, maybe five or six, lounged around drinking beer and laughing. They had the fresh, excited energy of people who'd just arrived somewhere fun.

	A guy with long, sun-bleached hair and deeply tanned skin noticed them first. “Hey! You guys here for the jump?”

	He reached into a cooler and pulled out two bottles of beer beaded with condensation, offering them with an easy smile. Sean accepted one with a nod of thanks, the cold glass feeling good against his palm.

	“I'm good, thanks,” said Dolly, shifting closer to Sean.

	They watched as a girl in a yellow bikini whooped and ran toward the edge. She launched herself off the cliff with practiced grace, her body arcing through the air before slicing into the turquoise water below. The group erupted in cheers and whoops.

	Dolly leaned in close to Sean's ear, her breath warm against his skin. “That looks really dangerous.”

	Sean took a swig of his beer, eyeing the drop. The water below was crystal clear, showing the depth. “It's not even that high, honestly.”

	When he looked back at Dolly, she was giving him an odd look — part challenge, part something else he couldn't quite read. Her eyes seemed to dare him, a contradiction against her earlier words.

	“Hold this,” Sean said, pushing the bottle into Dolly's hands.

	Her fingers locked around his wrist like a vise. “Don't. You know, there could be rocks down there!”

	“Nah man, it's totally safe,” the blond guy called out, gesturing with his beer. “Just aim for the deep blue spot. We've been jumping all morning.”

	Sean pulled his arm free from Dolly's grip, a surge of defiance rushing through him. Maybe it was the way she tried to control him, like everyone else in his life lately. Maybe it was just the beer hitting his empty stomach. Either way, he felt reckless, unstoppable.

	The rocky edge beckoned him forth. Sean walked toward it with deliberate steps, conscious of his audience. The wet sand between his toes gave way to rough stone. He kept his eyes forward, not looking down until he reached the very edge.

	Which in all honesty, had probably been the right move.

	The drop stretched below him, much higher than it had appeared from the beach. The crystal-clear water revealed every ripple, every shadow, making the distance seem even more vast. His stomach lurched as vertigo hit him, the world tilting sickeningly. The deep blue target zone that seemed impossibly small, a tiny circle to aim for against the unknown ocean’s expanse.

	But he couldn't back down now. Not with Dolly watching. Not with these strangers ready to drink their beer and bark their jeers. Not when backing down felt too much like giving up, too much like what he was faced with on the other fronts of his life.

	Sean took a deep breath, his toes curling over the edge of the cliff. This wasn't just about showing off anymore. This was about choosing his path forward — not letting fear hold him back, but not charging blindly ahead either. Finding that sweet spot between courage and caution, just like he needed to do with the casino, with Dolly, with everything.

	He bent his knees slightly, focused on the patch of deep blue water, and pushed off.

	The initial weightlessness caught him off guard. He hadn't expected so much time in the air, hadn't prepared for how his stomach would float up into his chest as gravity seemed to pause for a moment. The wind whipped past his face as he picked up speed, the water rushing up to meet him with frightening velocity.

	His trajectory wasn't quite right. He could see it now, could calculate with surprising clarity as he fell that he was drifting off center, toward the edge of the safe zone. Anxiety spiked through him — had he just made a catastrophic mistake? The kind that ended with broken bones, paralysis, or worse?

	It was wild how much time he had to think about it. To contemplate his choices. To wonder if this really was some kind of metaphor for his life in Vegas — taking risks without fully understanding the consequences, hoping he'd land in the right spot through sheer luck rather than careful planning.

	The impact cut off his philosophizing with brutal efficiency. The water stung him as much as it slowed him, sending shock waves through his entire body. His vision went white for a moment, lungs forgetting how to function as the Caribbean Sea swallowed him whole.

	The first thing Sean saw as he broke the surface was his mother on her feet. She’d apparently followed them up and now stood at the edge of the cliff, a stark silhouette against the bright sky, her sundress whipping in the wind. He could see the rigid set of her shoulders, the way her hands were clenched at her sides. She looked ready to dive, to plunge into the churning water after him if needed.

	Relief washed over him, a warm tide chasing away the lingering chill of the ocean. He’d made it. He wasn’t broken. He wasn’t even bruised, really, aside from a mild sting of salt water in his eyes.

	He kicked his legs, treading water as he swam back toward the shore. Dolly cheered from the cliff top, her voice echoing down to him, but it was Beatrice’s reaction that held his attention.

	As he got closer, he could see the tension slowly easing from her posture. Her shoulders relaxed, her clenched hands loosened, and her rigid silhouette softened into something more recognizably motherly. Relief replaced the worry in her expression, and a small, fond smile touched her lips as she watched him swim back toward the beach. Her concern was grounding to him, somehow.

	He reached the shallows and waded out of the water, the sand warm and gritty beneath his feet.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	  

	


Chapter 15

	“Lilian said she'd meet us at the beach.” Sean sat down on a towel, finishing the last of the beer that Dolly had dutifully brought back down to him.

	“She wouldn't know that we snuck off to our… own little spot,” said Beatrice. She swallowed after the last three words, as if acknowledging both their privacy and the dangerous moment it had allowed them.

	Sean scanned the beach further up, searching for any sign of Lilian's distinctive auburn hair or her confident strut. The crowded shore made it difficult to spot anyone specific.

	“Maybe we should go look for her,” he said, pulling himself up from the towel. “She could be waiting at the hotel.”

	Beatrice nodded, adjusting her sundress. “Good idea. It's getting late anyway.”

	“Then let’s grab our stuff,” said Dolly, already collecting the scattered beach items.

	They gathered their belongings and got ready to set out. Sean helped fold the blanket while trying not to stare at his mother as she pulled the sundress back on over her bikini.

	The walk back to the hotel took them past clusters of tourists and locals. Sean led the way, with Dolly and Beatrice following close behind, their footprints marking a path in the sand. As they reached the boardwalk, the afternoon sun cast long shadows across the weathered wood.

	“The sand is scorching,” whined Dolly, hopping from foot to foot.

	Sean glanced back at her. “Here, take my sandals.”

	“Such a gentleman,” muttered Beatrice, but there was a hint of pride in her voice.

	They made their way through the bustling streets, past colorful storefronts and street vendors selling fresh fruit. The hotel's familiar facade came into view, its white walls gleaming in the Caribbean sun.

	“I’ll go check our room,” said Beatrice, already moving with purpose across the lobby. “Maybe she just went back ahead of us to freshen up.”

	Dolly nodded. “I’m going to change too. I'm a little cold now that I'm out of the water and off the beach.”

	Sean watched them go, his gaze lingering on Dolly for a beat longer than necessary. He still felt a strange mixture of guilt and desire churning within him, a confusing mess of emotions that the brief respite on the beach hadn't entirely dispelled.

	He figured he should go looking for Ace, who'd been out of contact for most of the day. He turned to go back toward the lobby, but a voice called out to him from behind the reception desk.

	“Mr. Costello?”

	Sean turned, recognizing the hotel clerk from earlier. She was holding a white envelope, similar to the one from Reyes, except this one was slightly crinkled, like it had been folded and unfolded a few times.

	“Yes?” Sean asked, walking over to the desk.

	“This is for you, sir,” the clerk said, proffering the envelope with a polite smile. “Found it here just a few minutes ago.”

	Sean took the envelope, turning it over in his fingers. His name was scrawled across the front, again in looping script, but this time, the ink was different – thicker, darker, less elegant. He frowned, a fresh wave of unease washing over him.

	“Who left it?” he asked, his gaze locking onto the clerk’s.

	She shrugged, her smile faltering slightly. “Couldn’t say for sure, sir. Just one of the locals. Probably a scam of some sort. I'd be careful.”

	Sean frowned at the clerk’s words, a knot tightening in his stomach. A scam felt right, given his luck lately. He’d become a magnet for scams, cons, and thinly veiled threats. But something about the plain white envelope, the way it had been slipped to him so surreptitiously, suggested something more than a simple tourist trap.

	He turned the envelope over, ripping it open with a decisive tear. Inside, nestled against the cheap paper, was a single card, stark white and equally unmarked. He flipped it over. A message, printed in blocky, unadorned letters, filled the card’s face.

	The Mariner’s Rest.

	Come alone. You’ll find what you’re looking for.

	That was it. No signature, no flowery language, no chillingly polite threats. Just a location and a vague promise. The Mariner’s Rest. He didn't recognize the name, but he knew enough about Nassau now to guess it was probably a bar of some sort, or maybe a hostel.

	He pulled out his phone, quickly Googling the location. A dive bar, apparently. On the far side of the island, away from the resorts and tourist beaches. Come alone. The words echoed in his head, a chillingly direct command. 

	What was he looking for? The money, obviously. Alistair Finch, maybe. Answers, definitely. But why would Reyes send him on a wild goose chase to some dive bar miles away? It felt like a test, another game played by an opponent with too much time and forced intrigue on their hands.

	He was skeptical. Deeply skeptical. It reeked of a trap, a setup, a waste of time. But a tiny sliver of hope flickered within him, a desperate yearning for a break in the relentless tide of bad news and dead ends. Maybe, just maybe, this Mariner’s Rest held something worthwhile. Maybe it was a long shot, a fool’s errand, but what did he have to lose? Another few hours? 

	Sean pocketed the card and started walking toward The Mariner’s Rest, ignoring the knot of apprehension tightening in his gut. He told himself it was just curiosity driving him, a need to see if there was any truth to the cryptic message. He also told himself that he was an idiot for even considering it.

	The walk took him further away from the touristy areas, down streets that grew progressively shadier, the air thick with the smell of salt and something else… something stale and vaguely unpleasant. 

	The Mariner’s Rest, when he finally found it, looked exactly like what he’d expect from a dive bar in a city known for luxury. Seedy. Run down. Definitely not a place where he’d expect to find answers to a multi-million dollar mystery.

	He pushed open the creaking door, the sudden shift from the bright Bahamian sunlight to the dim interior making him blink. The interior was dense with smoke and the cloying sweetness of cheap beer. A handful of patrons sat scattered around the dimly lit bar, their faces mostly obscured by shadows. The bartender, a burly man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a bored expression, glanced up as Sean approached.

	“Got a note,” Sean said, sliding the plain white card across the sticky countertop. “Said to come alone.”

	The bartender picked up the card, his eyes scanning the blocky printed words. He grunted, a sound that could have been either acknowledgment or dismissal. 

	“So?”

	“So, uh… just seeing if anyone… left a message for me?” Sean felt ridiculous even saying the words aloud, the whole situation feeling increasingly absurd.

	A low chuckle drifted from a darkened corner of the bar. A woman, her face mostly hidden in shadow, leaned forward, a cigarette glowing red in her hand. 

	“Lots of men come alone to the Mariner’s Rest, honey,” she drawled, her voice raspy and suggestive. “But they don’t always leave alone.”

	Sean blinked, finally realizing what he’d walked into. A scam. An advertisement. A scamvertisement. Vegas, the Bahamas, it was all the same game, just a different flavor of desperation and greed. He shook his head, a wry smile twisting his lips.

	“No, thanks,” he said. “I think I’m good.”

	He turned to leave, ready to write the whole thing off as another dead end. He bumped into someone right as he turned around, nearly knocking them off balance.

	“Whoa, sorry,” Sean muttered automatically, glancing up to apologize. His words died in his throat.

	Dolly stood before him, eyes wide, a mixture of surprise and something else… something he couldn't quite place, lurking in their depths.

	Sean folded his arms, the plain white card from the dive bar still clutched in his hand. “Dolly? What are you doing here?”

	Her eyes widened further, if that was even possible, and she blinked rapidly, a nervous flutter in her expression that he was starting to recognize all too well. “Sean! Oh, wow, hey! Fancy meeting you here.”

	He gestured around the dim, smoky dive bar, the sticky countertop, the bored bartender, the hooker in the corner. “You just happened to be in the neighborhood?”

	Dolly shifted her weight from foot to foot, her smile faltering, replaced by a strained, awkward expression. “Well, yeah. Sort of. I mean… Beatrice… your mom… she'd probably be worried about you. Wandering around Nassau all by yourself. I just figured I'd… you know… keep an eye out.”

	Her voice trailed off, the lie hanging in the air between them, fragile and transparent. Sean stared at her, a cold knot tightening in his gut. Informant. The word flashed through his mind again, sharp and accusatory.

	He didn’t reply, simply continued to stare at her, letting the silence stretch out between them, thick and heavy with unspoken accusations. Dolly’s gaze flickered away from his, darting around the bar, anywhere but at his face. Her fingers fidgeted with the strap of her purse, a nervous tic that betrayed her forced nonchalance.

	“Right,” said Sean, finally breaking the silence, his voice low and dangerous. He reached out, his fingers clamping around her arm, his grip firm, insistent. “Let’s go.”

	Before Dolly could protest, before she could offer another flimsy excuse or another transparent lie, Sean started walking, pulling her with him. He didn’t say another word, didn't glance back, didn't release his grip on her arm. He just kept walking, dragging her out of the Mariner’s Rest, leaving the smoky dive bar and its seedy clientele behind.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 16

	“Ow!” said Dolly. “Let go of my arm! What's wrong? I didn't do anything.”

	Sean let go of her arm, but held on to his anger. “You didn't do anything, Dolly? Really? Nothing at all?”

	“Um… yes?”

	Sean exhaled hard, a ragged sound that betrayed his inner turmoil. He’d reached the end of pretenses, the charade becoming too thick to breathe. His eyes narrowed as he watched Dolly turn away, her gaze fixated on nothing. Every word she’d uttered rang hollow now, a tapestry of lies meant to soothe rather than explain. 

	He stepped closer, the bar’s din fading to a dull hum in the background. In his mind, memories of past deceptions and unsaid truths converged. He could no longer let her false reassurances mask the raw betrayal he felt. The tension pulsed between them like an electric wire on the verge of snapping.

	“Dolly,” he said, his voice low and edged with finality, each syllable a measured strike against the brittle silence. “I know.” 

	“I don't… know what you're talking about,” muttered Dolly.

	Sean's mind swirled with doubt. Could he have misread everything? But the recording she mentioned after Jaewon shot her couldn't simply be explained away. He searched Dolly's face for any sign of truth, but she wouldn't look at him. Her eyes remained fixed on the wall of the alley, her shoulders slumped as if carrying an invisible weight.

	“Yes, you do,” he said softly, his own pain bleeding through.

	She shook her head, her messy blonde hair shifting slightly with the motion. The colorful scrunchies barely held it together, much like the fragile facade she’d maintained.

	“Tell me the truth,” Sean urged. “If there’s ever been anything real between us, you owe me that much.”

	For a moment, silence enveloped them, broken only by the distant chatter of bar patrons and the clinking of glasses. 

	“It was for my sister,” she muttered, voice barely above a whisper.

	Tears welled up in her eyes, spilling over as she finally looked up at Sean. Her face crumpled under the weight of her emotions.

	“I never meant to get involved with you like this,” she sobbed. “I never meant to let it all get so crazy. I thought… I could turn my emotions off.”

	Sean shook his head, the motion small and tired. “You're still lying, Dolly.” 

	The words were automatic, rote. But even as he spoke them, he knew they weren’t true. He could see it in her face, in the raw, exposed vulnerability that had finally broken through the carefully constructed facade. This wasn’t a performance. This was real.

	And that, he realized with a sickening lurch of his stomach, made it all so much harder. The anger, the betrayal, the cold, hard certainty of her duplicity — those had been easier to grapple with, easier to manage. They were clean emotions, sharp edges he could hold onto. This… this messy, tearful confession, this raw display of vulnerability, it was far more complicated, far more insidious.

	Ace’s words echoed in his head, cold and clinical. Handle Dolly. The phrase, so casually spoken, now took on a horrifying new weight. It wasn't just about dealing with an informant, a loose end in a messy situation. It was about her. 

	Dolly, the girl with the bright smile and the pink floaty and the way she tasted and felt in his arms. Handle Dolly. The words felt like a physical weight pressing down on him, crushing the air from his lungs.

	He almost wanted to throw up. He swallowed hard, fighting back the bile that rose in his throat. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t just… dispose of her. Not like that. Not coldly, not clinically, not like some heartless operative following orders.

	But Ace was right. Time was running out. The casino was circling the drain, the lawsuits were piling up, and the feds were watching. Watching him through Dolly… she was here, in front of him, a living, breathing embodiment of the impossible situation he was in. A problem that needed to be solved. A loose end that needed to be tied. A liability that needed to be handled.

	He stared at the tears streaming down her face, at the genuine pain etched into her features, and the situation felt well and truly out of control.

	His mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Betrayal, lust, confusion, and something else… something softer, more akin to pity. He stepped back, shaking his head, the weight of her confession settling heavily between them.

	“What the hell am I supposed to do?” he muttered, the words escaping before he could fully process them. 

	What was he supposed to do? Kill her? Dismiss her? Forgive her? The options seemed equally impossible, equally unpalatable.

	A sudden ripple of laughter cut through the tense silence, making them both jump. A group of men, their voices loud and boisterous, rounded the corner of the dive bar, their shadows stretching long and distorted in the fading light. Locals, judging by their easy Bahamian drawl and sun-weathered faces. And not the benign sort.

	The tallest of them, a man who seemed to tower over the others with an easy confidence, broke away from the group and approached Sean and Dolly. He had a wide, toothy grin that didn't quite reach his eyes, and his gaze flicked between them with casual appraisal.

	“What the hell are you supposed to do about what, boy?” the man asked, his voice booming and full of false friendliness. “You look a little turned around. Don't you worry, we'll help get you where you're going. For a fair price, of course.”

	Before Sean could even fully register the words, the rest of the group had fanned out, encircling them, their laughter dying down, replaced by a more predatory silence. Sean felt a prickle of unease crawl up his spine. This wasn't an offer of help. This was… something else.

	“We're fine,” he said. “Thanks though.”

	The tall man’s gaze lingered on Dolly, his smile widening, but now with an unsettling edge. His eyes raked over her body in a way that made Sean’s jaw tighten.

	“She yours?” the leader asked, his voice dropping a notch, the question hanging in the humid air like a threat.

	Sean’s hands clenched into fists. He gritted his teeth, his earlier confusion solidifying into a cold, hard anger. 

	“We appreciate the offer, but we don’t need any help,” he said. “Now, if you'll excuse us.”

	He reached for Dolly’s hand, his intention clear. He was getting her out of there. He began to turn, trying to steer Dolly away from the encroaching group, but the tall Bahamian man and his cronies were quicker. 

	They shifted, their movements fluid and practiced, stepping into their path with a posture that was anything but helpful. Their smiles were gone, replaced by hard, assessing stares. The trap, whatever it was, had been sprung.

	“Why don't we guide you back to wherever you're going, yeah, boy?” The leader's voice dripped with false friendliness, a sugary coating over a core of something rotten. He flashed a dark smile, teeth too white and sharp in the dim alley light. “His girl can catch up to him later. No need to rush things.”

	Sean’s vision narrowed. His girl. The possessive words grated on him, a fresh insult layered atop the already raw wound of Dolly’s betrayal. He bared his teeth, a snarl forming before he even realized it. 

	“That’s not happening.”

	He hadn’t meant for the words to come out seething hot, but they did. The leader’s smile faltered, a flicker of surprise crossing his face before hardening into something more menacing. One of the men flanking him, a hulking brute with arms like tree trunks, stepped forward and grabbed Sean’s arm.

	Sean reacted without thinking. A surge of urgency, a volatile mix of anger and fear, propelled him forward. He twisted, leveraging his weight, and threw a punch. His fist connected with the man’s jaw with a satisfying crack, a solid impact that surprised even Sean.

	The brute staggered back, a grunt escaping his lips, hand flying to his suddenly throbbing jaw. Sean stared at his own fist, flexing his fingers, a dark, almost disbelieving satisfaction flooding through him. He was still unused to his own capacity for violence.

	The tall man’s eyes widened in surprise, but only for a heartbeat. He recovered quickly, a snarl twisting his lips as he lunged forward. Sean found himself surrounded, the alley suddenly too small, the group of men closing in like wolves circling their prey.

	A fist whistled past his ear, and he ducked instinctively, spinning sideways to avoid another incoming blow. He was fast, adrenaline pumping through his veins, but they were faster, stronger, more numerous. He felt a sharp pain explode in his ribs as someone landed a solid kick, sending him staggering back against the brick wall of the alley.

	Dolly screamed his name, a high-pitched cry that sliced through the din of the brawl. He saw her out of the corner of his eye, a blur of pink and blonde hair as she launched herself at one of the men trying to grab him from behind. A yelp of pain echoed through the alley, and Sean saw the man recoil, clutching at his face, blood welling between his fingers. Dolly had scratched him, nails leaving angry red tracks across his cheek.

	The leader roared and Sean knew he was out of time. Another punch landed, this time squarely on his jaw, sending stars exploding behind his eyes. He tasted blood, coppery and metallic. The world swam for a moment, and he stumbled, knees buckling. He was going down.

	He braced for the worst, expecting a flurry of fists and boots to rain down on him, but then, a different sound cut through the chaos. A sharp, metallic click, followed by a roar of fury.

	“Back away!” Ace’s voice, amplified and commanding, echoed through the alley.

	Sean blinked, vision clearing just enough to make out the scene unfolding before him. Ace stood at the alley’s entrance, his figure framed against the dim light of the street. In his hand, dark black and ominous, was his pistol.

	The group of Bahamian men froze, their predatory postures faltering, their attention snapping to the unexpected arrival. Ace’s weathered face was set in a grim line, eyes narrowed and cold.

	“I believe,” Ace said, his voice dangerously quiet, “that we're finished here. Walk away.”

	“We were just trying to lead them to where they needed to be.” The leader of the men spat on the ground next to Sean's foot. He issued one final glare before waving to the others and taking off.

	Dolly’s hands were on him immediately, gentle but insistent as she helped him up. He swayed on his feet for a moment, the alley spinning around him, and then straightened, leaning heavily on her for support.

	“You okay, Mr. C?” she asked, her voice laced with a worry that sounded, for all the world, genuine.

	“Yeah,” he muttered, testing his jaw with a tentative wince. “Just… peachy.”

	He glanced at Ace, a small nod of thanks passing between them. “Thanks, Ace. You, uh, showed up just in time.”

	Ace didn’t reply to the thanks, his gaze fixed on Dolly, still holding the pistol. Time seemed to hang suspended in the humid Bahamian air, thick with unspoken words and dangerous implications.

	Sean could feel the weight of Ace’s presence, a heavy, an assessing pressure that lingered on Dolly far longer than necessary. He knew what Ace was thinking, what the bodyguard had been suggesting. Handle Dolly.

	The knowledge of her duplicity, the ever-present threat of the FBI, and now Ace’s chillingly practical advice — it all coalesced into a knot of dread that tightened in his chest, making it hard to breathe. 

	He couldn't deal with it. Not now. He couldn't dissect the messy tangle of his emotions, couldn't confront the impossible choice that Ace had so casually laid at his feet. He couldn't even stand there and just let it happen, like it was someone else's problem, a mess for a maid he’d no longer have.

	“Ace!” snapped Sean, his voice sharper than he intended.

	Ace’s head snapped around, his weathered face shifting from grim focus to a mask of practiced neutrality. He blinked, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his gaze, and then nodded, a curt, almost military movement.

	“Right, Captain,” said Ace his voice level, devoid of any lingering tension. He holstered his gun with a final, decisive click. “Let’s go.”

	 

	


Chapter 17

	They didn't speak a single word on their way back to the hotel. Beatrice and Lilian were waiting in the lobby, and from the way they reacted to the sight of him, he got the distinct sense he was still wearing a fair amount of evidence of the brawl.

	They rushed toward him as soon as he and Dolly made it through the automatic doors. Beatrice was the first, her embrace tight and possessive, pulling him close and running her hands over his arms and chest as though checking for injuries.

	“Sean! What happened? Are you hurt?” Her voice was tight with worry, her deep blue eyes searching his face.

	Lilian was right behind her, equally concerned, her touch lighter but no less insistent as her fingers traced the line of his jaw. “You look like you’ve been in a fight.”

	He let out a sigh, trying to downplay the reality of it, even as his ribs ached and his jaw throbbed. “Just some local ruffians. Nothing to worry about, Mom.”

	Beatrice’s hands tightened on his arms, her gaze sharpening. “Ruffians? Sean, you’re bleeding.”

	She pointed to a small cut above his eye, where blood had dried in a thin, dark line. He hadn't even realized he’d been cut, the rush of the fight still masking most of the pain.

	“It’s nothing,” he insisted, waving her hand away. “Just a scratch. Really, Mom, there’s no need to worry.”

	Beatrice’s voice rose with a familiar edge of parental exasperation. “Don’t tell me not to worry, Sean. What were you even doing out there, wandering around Nassau alone? After everything that’s happened?”

	He sighed, knowing he couldn't fully evade her questions. He glanced at Dolly, who was still watching him with wide, concerned eyes, and then back at his mother, trying to find the right words to defuse the situation.

	“I… thought I had a lead,” he said, pulling the crumpled white card out of his pocket. “The concierge had this for me. Said someone left it for me. I think it was actually, well… an advertisement.”

	Beatrice took the note, her frown deepening as she scanned it over. Lilian leaned in closer, her auburn hair brushing against Sean’s cheek as she peered over Beatrice's shoulder.

	“All that matters is that you're safe and sound,” said Lilian. “That could have been… much worse.”

	He nodded, letting the words wash over him, but they didn't soothe the knot of tension in his chest. “Yeah.” 

	He could still feel his heart pounding a bit too fast, the lingering sting in various parts of his body, the cold dread that had taken root and wasn’t letting go. Ace, in those last few moments with his gun out, had been as unnerving to him as his accosters.

	He glanced at the bodyguard, who'd meandered over to the other side of the lobby. The stubborn wrinkle in Ace’s forehead suggested that he had just as much on his mind, which was not necessarily a reassuring fact.

	“Come on,” said Beatrice, her hand finding his again, her touch warm and grounding. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

	He let himself be led back towards the hotel, his mind still racing, replaying the chaotic brawl in the alley. Dolly walked silently beside him, a fragile truce amid the turmoil. Lilian trailed behind, her presence a constant, unspoken weight.

	They reached their floor and walked to their adjoining rooms. He stepped into the bathroom, closing the door behind him, the sound of the latch clicking shut feeling strangely final. The hot water pounded against his skin, washing away the grime and sweat and lingering scent of the alley, but it couldn't wash away his feeling of unease.

	He let his mind drift, circling around the same questions that had been plaguing him for days. The missing money — still gone, vanished into thin air like a mirage in the desert heat. Dolly — informant or lover, liar or victim, he was no closer to knowing the truth, the uncertainty a constant, gnawing ache. And Lilian, and his mother — the confusing tangle of blurred lines and forbidden temptation, complicating with each passing day.

	He scrubbed at his skin, wishing the confusion, the fear, the sheer, overwhelming mess that his life had become would come off with the dirt. Such questions seemed destined to remain unanswered, unresolved, echoing in the sterile confines of the hotel bathroom.

	Sean toweled himself dry, the rough cotton doing little to soothe the turmoil churning within him. He considered, not for the first time, simply giving up and going home. Would it be so bad, really? To simply walk away from the chaos, the danger, the impossible weight of the Costello legacy?

	He pictured Pinecross, the quiet streets, the familiar comfort of their small house. A normal life. A boring life. But maybe boring wasn't so bad anymore. Maybe boring was exactly what he needed. 

	He could go back, salvage what was left of his e-sports career. Get a job at the grocery store again, or get back into school, go to college. Something. Anything would be better than this constant pressure, this never-ending tightrope walk between desire and disaster.

	Would going home save him from the FBI? He wasn't sure. Probably not. But at least he'd be safe. Safer. And he could rest. God, he was so tired. Tired of running, tired of fighting, tired of pretending he knew what the hell he was doing.

	He stepped out of the bathroom, the small hotel room feeling suddenly empty and still. Dolly was there, just Dolly, perched on the edge of the bed, gaze fixed on her hands clasped tightly in her lap. The silence was thick, awkward, weighted with unspoken accusations and lingering betrayals.

	Sean grabbed his jeans from the back of a chair, the denim cool against his still damp skin. He busied himself getting dressed, the simple act of pulling on clothing a welcome distraction from the storm raging in his mind. He avoided looking at Dolly, the silence stretching out between them, each second amplifying the tension.

	“Sorry,” Dolly whispered, finally breaking the silence.

	He paused, fingers fumbling with the button of his jeans. He turned to face her, his voice rougher than he intended. “Sorry for what, Dolly?”

	“For… everything. For lying to you. For… for being such a mess.” Dolly’s voice cracked, tears now streaming freely down her face, tracing paths through her makeup. “My sister, Lauren… she got into trouble.”

	Sean waited, letting the silence stretch, letting her find her words. He felt strangely detached, almost numb. Dolly’s tears, once a source of concern and tenderness, now seemed like another layer of performance, another expertly crafted manipulation. But he pushed the cynicism back, reminding himself to listen, to try and understand, even if understanding didn’t equate to forgiveness.

	“It’s… it’s a family thing. A really stupid, messed up family thing.” Her voice was thick with emotion, and she scrubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing mascara across her cheekbones. “We… we used to do this thing online. Counterfeiting. Mostly purses, watches, little stuff. My whole family, it was… how we made ends meet for a while.”

	She paused, taking a shaky breath, her gaze fixed on the floor. “I got out. I hated it. It was stupid and wrong and… I wanted something else. Something normal.”

	Sean listened, his expression carefully neutral, trying to parse the truth from the lies. He knew she was an informant, he knew she was being blackmailed, but the specifics were still a blur, a chaotic mess of half-truths and carefully constructed deceptions.

	“But Lauren,” said Dolly, her voice cracking again. “Lauren… she never really got out. She liked it. The money, the… the risk. She started her own thing, bigger than anything we ever did as a family. And… and I fell back into it with her. Just for a little while. I swear it was just for a little while, Sean.”

	Her gaze flickered up to his, pleading for belief. He remained silent, letting her words hang and turn sour.

	“We were always like that, me and Lauren,” she whispered. “Best friends one minute, at each other’s throats the next. She always pulls me back in. And then I hate myself for it. Every single time.”

	She let out a shuddering sob, her body trembling. “I got out again, fast as I could. I swear I did. That’s why… that’s why I took the job with your father. Lauren… she’d kicked me out. We’d had a fight. She said I was a loser, a goody two shoes, said I’d never make it on my own. So I left. Took the job as a penthouse maid. Anything to get away from her and all that shit.”

	Dolly scrubbed her face again, her tears now flowing freely. “But then she fucked up. Bad. The feds… they got her. And they got me, too. Because of her. Because of my family. And now…”

	Her voice trailed off, choked with emotion. She looked up at him, eyes wide and pleading. “Now… I’m locked in, Sean. I’m a fish on a hook.”

	She let out a sob that would have been so unconvincing, had it been feigned, that it swung back around to seeming genuine, a buffer overflow of emotion. Sean let out a sigh. He wasn't ready to forgive her… was he? 

	“How much have you told them already?” he asked.

	“A lot,” she muttered. “But it was all about your dad. I was saving everything I knew about you. I thought I could get some leverage back, you know? I haven't given them enough to charge you with anything yet, Mr. C.”

	“They're not just going to let you off the hook, Dolly,” he said. “Not until you stop being useful.”

	“I know that.” She stood up and wiped a hand across her face, smearing tears and a little bit of loose snot that was somehow as cute as it was gross. “Which is why… I thought it might be better if…”

	“If what?”

	“If I didn't come back from the Bahamas.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 18

	Sean stared at Dolly, feeling like he'd misheard her, but knowing he hadn't.

	“If you didn't come back?” He shook his head. “What the fuck are you suggesting, Dolly?”

	“I could run away,” muttered Dolly, with a shrug of her shoulders. “Get on a plane for somewhere else. South America, maybe. Start a new life.”

	“It's not like they'd just drop the charges against your sister simply because she wasn't useful for blackmailing an informant,” said Sean.

	“I haven't truly believed they'd drop those charges regardless of what I did for a while now,” she whispered. “I'm not naïve.”

	Sean coughed to hide a bit of a dark, reflexive chuckle. “Of course not.”

	“I just need to get away, you know. A fresh start. Set things up so I don't feel like I have a collar around my neck.”

	An idea of the classical, lightbulb overhead variety came to him in a stroke of either perfect genius or flawless stupidity. “What… if you faked your death?”

	Dolly let out a little snort. “Are you sure I'm the naive one, Mr. C?”

	“No, listen.” He sat down on the bed and patted the spot beside him, waiting until she took it before continuing. “We're in the Bahamas. It's not as though the FBI has jurisdiction here, or the locals really care all that much about what some potentially drunk tourists get up to. What if… we went out on a boat. Or for a dive. And something just happened.”

	Ace's plan and words flitted to the fore of his mind, for once offering hope rather than a nightmarish inevitability. He could simply use Ace's suggestion to take care of Dolly to fake her death, and then she'd be free.

	“You'd do that for me?” Dolly blinked, eyes still red and well-cried. “Seriously? But if I ever told anyone… you would be in so much trouble. You'd trust me? After everything?”

	He didn't take the question lightly. It was one he would have to answer definitively. There was no coming back from a decision like this. It was trust in the purest sense.

	“I want to,” he said, quietly. “Isn't that what trust is? You never know for sure. You just have to… trust.”

	“Trust,” she whispered, nodding her head.

	Sean leaned in, cupping Dolly’s face in his hands. He kissed her, his lips pressing against hers, tasting the salt from her tears on her upper lip. She was trembling slightly, and he deepened the kiss, wanting to reassure her, wanting to reassure himself.

	Dolly fell back onto the bed, pulling him down with her. He kept kissing her, his mouth moving over hers, tasting the lingering saltiness mixed with the sweet, familiar taste of Dolly herself. He kissed her harder, faster, his urgency a building promise. He had to do this. He had to help her. He had to trust her. Because otherwise, he’d lose her. The thought was a cold fist clenching around his heart, a stark and brutal reality he couldn’t ignore.

	He broke the kiss, just enough to catch his breath, his gaze locking onto hers. He reached out a hand, his fingers tracing the delicate curve of her jaw, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes.

	“Mine,” he whispered, the word a soft possessive murmur, a desperate claim against the chaos that threatened to engulf them both.

	Dolly’s eyes welled up with fresh tears, her expression a mixture of relief and lingering fear. 

	“Mine,” she whispered back, her voice cracking with emotion.

	He chuckled softly, a sound that was half-laugh, half-sigh. He wiped her tears away with his thumb, a gentle, soothing gesture. “Hey, you gonna start bawling again?”

	A small smile touched her lips below watery eyes, a blooming flower amidst the storm of her emotions. 

	“Shut up, Mr. C,” she muttered, her voice still thick with tears, but now laced with a hint of playful defiance. “Women have emotions.”

	He grinned, unable to suppress a chuckle. “Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah,” she said, with a sniffle, her gaze flickering up to meet his, a spark of her old fire returning to her tear-filled eyes.

	The hotel room door opened before they could go any further. Beatrice stood there, a bag of takeout in one hand and the hotel keycard in the other, Lilian right behind her with another bag. The scent of fried food filled the small hotel room, contrasting the humid, sensual atmosphere from moments earlier.

	“We brought dinner,” said Beatrice, her tone neutral, but her eyes held a hint of something else, something Sean couldn't quite decipher. “Burgers and fries, nothing too fancy. Figured you might want to stay in tonight.”

	Lilian followed Beatrice into the room, a playful smirk dancing on her lips as she deposited her bag on the small table. 

	“Your mother figured you might want to stay in,” Lilian corrected, her gaze lingering on Sean for a beat too long. “Don't assume I’m about to join you in a night of quiet rumination. I had other plans for this evening, you know.”

	Beatrice let out a dramatic sigh and folded her arms with an exaggerated flourish. She shot a pointed side-eye at Lilian, a message passing between the two women that Sean couldn't quite interpret but definitely felt.

	“I'm not opposed to staying in, but I'm not going to shut my ears to other potential happenings that might be of interest,” he said. “This wouldn't happen to involve the contacts you mentioned that might be able to help us find Alistair Finch, would it?”

	“Your intuition is accurate, as per usual, Sean.” Lilian flashed a coy smile and leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “It's a bit of a social affair, but the host is well-connected. Some ex-pats. People who might know a thing or two about…shall we say… unconventional Bahamian finance.”

	“A party?” Dolly’s eyes widened, her earlier pout replaced by a flicker of excitement. “Like, a real fancy party? With chandeliers and wine and little finger foods?”

	Lilian chuckled, the sound light and airy. “Perhaps not quite that fanciful. More of a… discreet gathering. But yes, there will be food. And drinks. And hopefully, information.”

	“And you think these people might know about Alistair Finch?” asked Sean, leaning forward, a spark of renewed hope flickering within him.

	“It’s a long shot,” Lilian admitted, with a shrug. “But as you said, we have to keep our ears open.”

	“Then let’s all go,” said Beatrice, her voice sharp, laced with a familiar note of disapproval. “The more eyes and ears, the better, right?”

	Lilian’s smile faltered, just for a fraction of a second, before snapping back into place, smooth and practiced. “If only, Beatrice, but I’m afraid that simply wouldn’t do. It’s a rather… exclusive affair. Very small, very select. It would be rude and unbecoming to show up with more than just a plus one.”

	Beatrice’s lips thinned, her gaze hardening. “And you think Sean is the plus one who makes sense?”

	Lilian turned to Sean, ignoring Beatrice entirely, her smile widening again, now a full-fledged, seductive curve. “What do you say? Don't tell me you aren't at least somewhat intrigued?”

	Sean felt his mother’s gaze on him, heavy and assessing. He met her eyes, trying to convey a sense of reassurance, even as his heart started to speed up and heat up. He remembered what he’d said to Lilian earlier that same day. 

	A real private meeting. A time when we both won’t have people looking for us.

	“Mom, it’s fine,” he said, his voice a little rougher than he intended. “It’s just a party. For business. Right, Lilian?”

	Lilian’s smile widened, a slow, knowing curve of her lips. “Pure, unadulterated business.”

	Beatrice let out a long sigh and waved a hand as though flinging aside her lingering concerns. “… It's your choice. I can't stop you, and it does make a certain amount of sense. But I want you to take a car rather than walking.”

	“We'll need to anyway, given the address,” said Lilian. “I actually suggest we rent one instead of attempting to rely on the, ahem, somewhat spurious transport system otherwise available here.”

	“I wouldn't mind doing some driving for a change.” He felt each syllable come out a little thick, the idea of driving Lilian around in the Bahamas at night stirring something interesting within him. “Left side of the road here, right?”

	“Oh, I think you'll catch on quick,” said Lilian.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 19

	The burgers and fries, which had been expensive and clearly a bit of a tourist trap, tasted like carboard and leather in Beatrice's mouth. She struggled to keep her expression from being an outright glare as she ate, annoyed at how often it seemed like Sean was being tugged in one direction or another by women he shouldn't have been trusting to begin with.

	She returned to her hotel room as soon as she was finished, annoyed at herself for being passive aggressive even as she assured her son that everything was “fine.” 

	The bathroom door opened a few minutes later. Lilian, now in the process of getting ready for what amounted to a date with her son, entered the hotel room while humming a pop song absently, clad in nothing but a silk robe that did little to hide the curves underneath. 

	“Lilian,” she said, her voice cool despite the heat still simmering beneath. “What time do you expect to have Sean back tonight?”

	Lilian paused in front of the mirror, examining her reflection with a critical eye. She adjusted the robe, letting it fall open slightly more, before finally turning to face Beatrice.

	“Oh, I’m not entirely sure, to be honest,” said Lilian, her tone airy and dismissive. She moved to her suitcase, kneeling to rifle through the contents. “It really depends on how long the… networking takes. You know how these things can be.”

	Beatrice’s jaw tightened. Networking. That’s what they were calling it now? She watched Lilian’s movements, the casual grace with which she rummaged through her expensive luggage. It was all a performance, a deliberate display of nonchalance designed to irritate.

	Beatrice’s jaw tightened. “Sean is barely out of high school, Lilian. The idea of him being your… plus one… to whatever sordid little social gathering you’re planning is ludicrous.”

	Lilian chuckled, a low, throaty sound that grated on Beatrice’s nerves. “Oh, my dear Beatrice. You are so very provincial. Age is just a number, in Vegas, but certainly also here in the Bahamas. What one person considers scandalous, another finds… intriguing. Perhaps even exciting.”

	The word resonated in a dangerous way, heavy with unspoken implications. Exciting. The way Lilian said it, with that knowing smirk and those too-bright eyes, made Beatrice’s stomach tangle into knots. It was a deliberate jab, a calculated attempt to unsettle her. And goddamn it, it was working.

	“He’s a boy, Lilian,” Beatrice snapped, her voice sharper than she intended. “You’re a grown woman. It’s… borderline predatory.”

	Lilian arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, her smile widening into something almost predatory itself. “Predatory? Oh, please. Don’t be hyperbolic, Beatrice. Sean is eighteen. Perfectly legal. And perfectly capable of making his own decisions about who he spends his time with.”

	The words stung, landing too close to home for Beatrice’s liking. His own decisions. That was the crux of it, wasn’t it? Sean was making his own decisions, increasingly so, and those decisions were pulling him further and further away from their little home in Pinecross, toward women like Lilian, toward a life Beatrice desperately didn’t want for him.

	Beatrice fumed silently, turning away to hide the heat rising in her cheeks. Provincial. Lilian’s casual dismissal stung, but it was the undercurrent of truth that truly rankled her. She was provincial, in a way, at least in Lilian’s eyes. Pinecross was a world away from Vegas, a world away from the Bahamas, a world away from the kind of life Lilian inhabited with such effortless ease.

	But it wasn't just Lilian's condescension that fueled her anger. It was the image of Sean, caught between them, so obviously drawn to Lilian’s practiced allure, so easily swayed by her blatant manipulations. It was a mirror, Beatrice realized with a sickening lurch in her stomach, a distorted reflection of her own increasingly fraught relationship with her son.

	She, too, was manipulating Sean, albeit in a different way. Her concern, her protectiveness, her love — all of it was becoming a weapon, a tool to keep him close, to steer him away from the dangerous path she saw him hurtling down. And just like Lilian, she was using her own particular brand of allure to do it. The motherly affection that was now so blurred, so tainted by something else, something forbidden and unspoken.

	Lilian seemed to sense her unease, if not the full extent of its complicated source. Her tone softened, losing its playful edge, becoming almost… human.

	“I do care about him, Beatrice,” said Lilian, her voice surprisingly compromising. She leaned forward, her usual air of cool detachment cracking, revealing a flicker of something softer, more vulnerable. “I know you love him. Any mother would. And the last thing I want is to see him turn into Terrence.”

	The words, unexpected and surprisingly raw, landed like a physical blow. Beatrice blinked, her carefully constructed wall of anger wavering. The last thing I want is to see him turn into Terrence. It was a sentiment that resonated deep within her, a fear that echoed her own deepest anxieties. Relief, unwelcome and grudging, eased some of the tension from her shoulders. Still, she wasn’t about to let Lilian off the hook so easily.

	Beatrice met Lilian’s gaze, her own eyes still narrowed, her expression carefully guarded. “If that were truly the case, you’d leave him alone.”

	Lilian sighed and shrugged. “You know, there's probably some truth in that. But even if I did, nobody else would. You're a smart woman. Sean was stepping onto a tight rope the moment he first came to Vegas.”

	“Yeah,” muttered Beatrice. “That's one point of yours which I can certainly get behind.”

	 

	

	 

	“Captain,” said Ace. “We should talk.”

	Sean was waiting for Lilian in the lobby, though he fully expected Dolly and his mother to come down to see the two of them off and leave them with their parting words of concern and somewhat jealous disapproval. He had on a nice dress shirt and had even broken out a bottle of cologne he'd packed and nearly forgotten about.

	“Sure, Ace,” said Sean. “What's on your mind?”

	He worried Ace would bring up Dolly. He could practically hear the old bodyguard’s voice in his head, cold and clinical, repeating that ominous fucking phrase. Handle Dolly. He didn’t want to talk about it, didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to even acknowledge the chilling practicality of Ace’s suggestion.

	He knew Ace wouldn't let it go. The old bodyguard was too pragmatic, too grounded in the harsh realities of their world. To Ace, Dolly was a loose end, a liability, a problem to be solved. And Sean, despite the complexity of his inner conflict, knew Ace was right. Logically, clinically, Ace was right. But logic and clinicality felt a million miles away from the messy, tangled knot of emotions he felt for Dolly.

	He didn’t want to handle her. He wanted to… He didn't even know what he wanted. He just knew he wasn't ready to face the cold, hard reality that Ace was so keen on thrusting into his face. He certainly wasn't ready to sell Ace on the idea of trusting her. Trusting Dolly felt like trusting quicksand.

	“Bad timing?” Ace asked, his voice cutting through Sean's swirling thoughts. “You seem a little floaty.”

	Sean flinched, glancing up at Ace, whose long grey hair was tied back into a ponytail that didn't really suit his features. 

	“It's nothing,” he muttered, too quickly. “Just… the usual stress.”

	Ace’s brow furrowed, a flicker of skepticism crossing his weathered face. “You think ignoring problems makes them go away, Captain?”

	Sean sighed, rubbing a hand across his face. “No. I just… need to think everything through, Ace. Can we not do this right now?”

	Ace’s gaze softened, a flicker of understanding replacing the earlier sharpness. He clapped Sean on the shoulder, a heavy, reassuring weight. 

	“Alright, Captain. But don’t wait too long. Some things… they don’t get better with time.”

	Ace steered him away from the lobby’s main thoroughfare, pulling him into the shadowed alcove of a side hallway. The air here was cooler, quieter, a welcome respite from the bustling hotel lobby. Ace’s hand disappeared inside his jacket, and Sean tensed, a fresh wave of unease washing over him.

	Instead of a lecture, Ace produced something small and metallic. He pressed it into Sean’s hand, the bodyguard’s fingers closing around his in a firm, almost paternal grip.

	Sean looked down, his breath catching in his throat. A tiny gun nestled in his palm, cold steel against warm skin. A revolver, small and sleek, barely bigger than his hand. A .22, he realized with a jolt, almost comically small.

	“Just in case anything comes up tonight,” Ace rumbled, his voice low and serious.

	Sean stared at the gun, feeling a strange mix of disbelief and… something. Not quite excitement, not quite fear, but something in between, a nervous anticipation. 

	He looked back up at Ace, a question forming on his lips. “You got a bad feeling about what I’m heading into?”

	Ace’s gaze was unwavering, but he gave a small shake of the head. “Old instincts. Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it.”

	“True enough,” said Sean.

	He let the gun linger in his palm for another second before stuffing it into his pocket.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 20

	Conveniently enough, a car rental business was located just down the block from the hotel. Sean felt comfortable enough walking there with Lilian even in the twilight, and it was reasonably quick for him to go through the process of renting a comfortable sedan for the evening.

	Sean circled the car back around, the clean, untouched interior feeling oddly substantial after relying on planes and taxis. He parked in front of the hotel and got out to open the passenger door for Lilian.

	She emerged from the entrance, and Sean resisted the urge to devour her with his eyes. Lilian wore a sleek, one-shoulder swimsuit, black and high-cut at the thighs, showcasing legs that did indeed seem to go on forever. A sheer, gauzy black wrap was tied loosely around her waist, doing little to actually conceal, more to accent.

	It was sophisticated, undeniably so, the black stark against her pale skin, the cut elegant and refined. But it was also undeniably sexy, designed to draw the eye and hold it captive. Perfect for a high-class pool party, just as she'd said.

	Sean watched her walk toward him, the sway of her hips amplified by the slight heel of her sandals, the way the gauzy wrap billowed slightly in the evening breeze. He could see the curve of her breasts beneath the sheer fabric of the suit, the faint outline of her nipples pressing against the thin material. He swallowed, feeling a familiar heat rising within him.

	He held the door open for her, his gaze lingering on her legs for a beat too long. Lilian caught his eye, a knowing smirk playing on her lips.

	“Do you like what you see, Sean?” she asked, her voice a low purr of a variety that made his pulse quicken.

	He met her gaze through the heat, his smirk mirroring her own. “Maybe.”

	Lilian chuckled, a low, throaty sound that sent a shiver down his spine. She slid into the passenger seat, the scent of her perfume, a heady floral mix, filling the car’s interior. She settled into the leather, adjusting the gauzy wrap, her movements fluid and graceful.

	Her hand brushed his bare knee as she settled in, a light, fleeting touch that lingered just below the edge of his shorts for long enough to send a jolt of electricity through him.

	“Oh, you just wait,” said Lilian, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, her eyes locking onto his with a playful intensity. “I’ll have you up to an enthusiastic yes by the end of the night.”

	Driving through Nassau, Sean noticed the city revealing more honest truths of its dual existence. Gleaming storefronts boasting designer brands gave way to streets lined with weathered buildings, paint peeling like sunburnt skin. 

	Potholes punctuated the roads, and the air shifted to something saltier, fishier, as they moved further from the tourist center. The shift was jarring, a visual and olfactory reminder that Vegas wasn't the only city built on hidden depths and stratified layers.

	But the change reversed itself with similar speed. The sedan turned onto a road that immediately widened, the potholes vanishing as though by magic. Lush greenery replaced the dusty streets, and glimpses of manicured lawns and gated estates peeked through the foliage. They were driving into the money now, the kind that whispered rather than shouted, the kind that bought privacy and peace.

	He slowed the car as Lilian pointed out their destination, eventually pulling to a stop on the side of a road lined with palm trees. Before them, a mansion loomed, its white walls gleaming in the fading sunlight. It was sprawling, opulent, the kind of residence that would have fit seamlessly into the Hollywood Hills, or a Bond movie. Not a house, but a statement.

	Sean parked the sedan, the rented car looking almost comical in front of the mansion's imposing gates. He turned to Lilian, a question forming on his lips.

	She was already smiling, her expression alight with anticipation. “Well, here we are. Ready to have some fun tonight?”

	Fun. Sean blinked, letting the word diffuse and mingle with the tension thrumming beneath his skin. Fun wasn't exactly the right word for his expectations for the night, but it wasn't the wrong one, either.

	“Sure,” he said. “Let's do this.”

	“Are you nervous, Sean?” Lilian’s voice was a playful tease, her blue eyes dancing with amusement.

	He met her gaze, forcing a smirk that felt more like a grimace. “Not even slightly.”

	As he spoke, he realized it was mostly true. Beneath the surface, yes, a tremor of apprehension still lingered. But mostly, he felt… wired. Ready. The adrenaline that had coursed through him in the alley was still there, a low hum beneath his skin.

	He wasn't nervous. Not really. He was something else. Something closer to… reactive. A dangerous, reckless kind of anticipation. He shifted in his seat, the small revolver Ace had given him pressing against his thigh through the fabric of his shorts. A cold, hard weight in his pocket. A conspicuous omen.

	Lilian pulled out her phone as they both climbed out of the car. She tapped a contact and held the phone to her ear, her voice shifting into a tone that was both warmer and more refined than Sean was used to.

	“Lisa, darling? We’re here. At the gate.” A pause as Lilian listened, her smile widening. “Perfect. We’ll be waiting.”

	She ended the call and turned to Sean, her smile now directed at him, full wattage and undeniably alluring. “All set. My friend is coming to let us in.”

	Sean watched the gates slowly swing open, the wrought iron groaning in protest as they parted. A tanned woman in a tiny blue bikini emerged, walking toward them with a confident sway of her hips. Busty was an understatement. The bikini barely contained her, and Sean found his gaze drifting across her body, despite himself.

	Lilian let out a delighted cry and hurried forward to meet her. “Lisa! Oh, Lisa, it’s been too long!”

	The two women embraced, a reunion of nostalgic sighs and exclamations that felt almost performative in its intensity. Lisa’s laugh seemed to echo carelessly into the night. She pulled back from Lilian, her gaze then swinging to Sean, a wide, welcoming smile lighting up her face.

	“And this must be Sean!” Lisa stepped forward, closing the distance to him with an easy confidence that reminded him of Lilian.

	Before he could even offer a greeting, Lisa pulled him into a hug. It was a full-body press, her bikini-clad form surprisingly solid against him, the scent of coconut and sunscreen filling his nostrils. He hugged her back, open but respectful, but felt surprisingly drawn in by the allure of having her so close.

	Her hug lingered a few seconds longer than necessary, her grip tightening, her body pressing closer still. Sean sensed a deliberate quality to the embrace, a competitive aspect that felt pointedly directed at Lilian. 

	He let his own arms slide around her back, committing to the hug, sensing that Lisa was trying to send her friend a message. See, Lilian? Look how easily I can get close to him. Look how comfortable he is with me.

	Lilian cleared her throat, the sound sharp and pointed in the suddenly charged air. She stepped forward, her smile fixed but a touch too bright, a hint of something sharper bleeding out through her eyes. A flicker of jealousy? He wasn’t sure, but the shift in Lilian’s demeanor was unmistakable.

	Lisa finally pulled back, her smile widening as she glanced at Lilian over Sean’s shoulder. “Lilian always brings the most interesting people to the Bahamas.”

	“Does she, now?” said Sean. He glanced at Lilian and she gave him an odd expression somewhere between a smirk and a pout.

	Lisa leaned in close, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, her breath warm against his ear. “She absolutely does. We have so much fun whenever Lilian comes to the Bahamas. And I’d be happy if you joined in too, Sean.”

	“Why don't we head into the party?” suggested Lilian. “We wouldn't want to keep everyone else waiting?”

	 

	


Chapter 21

	Sean felt Lilian tugging at his arm as they followed Lisa across the mansion's expensively manicured frontage. He slowed his pace, turning his head slightly as she leaned in to let her breath tickle against his ear.

	“Everyone here knows who I am, but not who you are, and who we are to each other,” she whispered. “It would be best if we kept it that way for tonight. “

	“I can do that. I'll just be someone new, in that case.”

	“Oh? Did you have a particular identity in mind?” Lilian hooked her arm through his and let out an amused breath. “Just what sort of man did I bring with me this evening?”

	Sean seized Lilian's bait, a grin spreading across his face. “Tonight, you brought a man who’s about to have some fun with you.”

	He stopped walking, catching Lilian by surprise. Before she could react, he gently but firmly guided her to sit on the ornate railing that ran along the edge of the walkway. 

	Lilian laughed, a breathless, surprised sound, as he stepped in close, his body flush against hers. He framed her face with his hands, his thumbs tracing the sharp angles of her jaw, and met her gaze, letting his own eyes mirror the desire he saw flickering in hers.

	“Fun,” she repeated, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “That’s exactly what I had in mind.”

	He leaned in, his lips finding hers, and kissed her deeply. It wasn't a gentle, exploratory kiss. It was hungry, demanding, a physical manifestation of the tension that had been building between them all day. Lilian met his urgency, her mouth opening under his, her body softening against his own.

	The kiss deepened, their breaths mingling, the world around them fading into a blur of sensation. He tasted wine on her lips, a faint sweetness that hinted at earlier indulgence. Her hands came up to his chest, gripping his shirt, pulling him closer.

	He felt her body shifting against his, her hips rocking subtly, inviting him in. The warmth of her body radiated through the thin fabric of her dress, and he could feel her breasts pressing against his chest, a tantalizing friction that amplified his already surging arousal.

	The kiss went on, heated and insistent, a conversation spoken in tongues and touch. Sean’s hands roamed her back, tracing the curve of her spine, feeling the smooth skin beneath the silk of her robe. He deepened the kiss further, his tongue dancing with hers, lost in the intoxicating mix of her perfume and the raw, primal desire that consumed him.

	“Lilian! Sean!” Lisa’s voice, amplified and impatient, cut through the haze of the kiss.

	They broke apart, breathlessly, faces flushed. Lisa stood by the mansion's open doorway, her expression a mixture of amusement and something else, something sharper, more knowing.

	“Well now,” said Lisa. “I see why Lilian brought you. Come on. Everyone's waiting.”

	Lilian tugged his arm as they followed Lisa into the mansion. It was one of those places that seemed to defy Euclidean geometry, somehow larger on the inside than it appeared from the outside. The foyer was cavernous, echoing with their footsteps, marble floors gleaming under the soft lighting of chandeliers that looked like they belonged in a museum.

	Lisa led them through the foyer and into an even larger living room, equally empty. The furniture was plush and expensive, but sparsely arranged, giving the impression of a showroom rather than a lived-in space. 

	Sean wondered how many people would actually feel comfortable in a place this big. Nobody was visible, but a low hum of music and chatter drifted from somewhere deeper within the mansion.

	“Everyone's out back,” said Lisa, gesturing toward a set of open French doors that framed a view of the pool area. “The party has really started to kick off.”

	They walked through the doors and stepped out onto a sprawling patio. The mansion’s backyard was a world unto itself, centered around a massive pool that shimmered under the soft glow of underwater lights. 

	Music pulsed through the air, a blend of island rhythms and something more modern and electronic. He could smell chlorine and something else, something sweeter, like tropical flowers and expensive liquor.

	People milled about the pool area, a mix of men and women clad in swimwear and resort wear. Some lounged on deck chairs around the pool's edge, drinks in hand, while others were already in the water, their laughter echoing across the night air. The scene was a contrast to the empty mansion, a pocket of vibrant life carved out of the surrounding stillness.

	“Curious…” He glanced at Lilian, a question forming on his lips. “What's the point of a pool party when you're already in the Bahamas?”

	Lilian laughed, a light, airy sound, and playfully pinched his arm. “Oh, Sean, you are still so young. You have so much to learn about the finer things in life.”

	“Care to illuminate me?” he asked.

	She gestured to the pool with a sweeping hand. “The ocean is all well and good during the day, for sunbathing and swimming with the fishes. But this is for nighttime. When you're comfortably inebriated and want to splash about without worrying about sharks or undertows. Or sand. Or jellyfish.”

	“Are you planning on swimming?” He came up close behind her and set a hand on her hip.

	“Only if you promise you'll get in, too,” she whispered.

	“Of course.” He pulled her a little closer, feeling the suddenly thrill of the situation, the roles they were playing, boundaries set aside. His mother wouldn't be jumping out just at the right moment to stop him, not this time.

	He shook the thought away, annoyed at how young it made him feel, still dependent on his mother’s approval, or at least, her oversight. Not that Dolly would approve either. That thought was its own tangle of conflicting emotions, and he resolved to focus on the night, on Lilian, on finding the information they’d come seeking.

	Lilian led him to the edge of the pool, where a small group of people were gathered, their voices a mix of laughter and easy banter. Lisa gestured to the group with a flourish, her smile widening as she made the introductions. Sean plastered a polite smile on his face and shook hands with a series of tanned, expensively dressed strangers, their names and faces blurring together into a haze of wealth and practiced charm.

	“What line of work are you in, Sean?” asked one of the women, her gaze flitting from him to Lilian as though the question had been more about the obvious age gap than occupational curiosity.

	“I run a company that sublets private jets for people who've come into unexpected wealth,” he said. “Mostly the e-famous. Your Tiktokkers, your YouTubers. I help rich zoomers zoom around.”

	That got a laugh from everyone listening nearby. Lilian, who'd briefly been thrown off by the question as though she expected him to not have an answer, smiled curiously at him, appraising him anew.

	“How did the two of you meet?” asked a man in a loosely buttoned black dress shirt.

	Sean smirked and glanced at Lilian in a way that punted the ball into her court. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she smoothly picked up the narrative thread. 

	“We actually met at a book club,” she said, her tone light and conspiratorial. “It was one of those impromptu gatherings at a quaint little bookstore in the city.”

	Sean suppressed a smile, his hand sliding to rest on her back, his thumb tracing lazy circles against a sliver of bare skin. He instantly heard the way her excitement bled through into her tone and phrasing.

	“It was like something out of a rom-com,” she continued, her voice taking on a warm, nostalgic lilt. “We got to talking and discovered we both have this deep love for historical fiction. Before we knew it, we were debating the merits of various authors and their depictions of medieval architecture.”

	“Increasingly heated debates,” added Sean.

	“You…” Lilian cleared her throat. “Need to cool it, mister.”

	There was an awkward pause of the variety common to situations where other people are subjected to a couple's verbal foreplay.

	“Well, I'm glad the two of you found each other,” said one of the women.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 22

	A waiter smiled and offered Sean a drink from a polished platter. He heard Lilian clear her throat as he took one.

	“Just the one,” Lilian said, her smile widening as she leaned in close, “Two, at most. Remember you’re driving tonight, Sean.”

	He took the drink, a fruity concoction with a tiny umbrella perched precariously on the rim. 

	“You’re starting to sound like my mother.”

	Lilian recoiled slightly, a flicker of something complex crossing her features. She straightened, her smile becoming a touch too bright, too fixed.

	“Just looking out for you,” she said, pinching his arm. “Someone has to.”

	Sean watched her, a strange satisfaction bubbling up inside him as he saw her squirm under his teasing gaze. He’d struck a nerve, hit a weak spot in her carefully constructed facade. Good. He wasn’t about to let her have all the control, not tonight.

	He leaned in closer, his free hand reaching up to cup her cheek, his thumb tracing the sharp line of her jaw. Lilian’s eyes widened, a flicker of surprise replacing the earlier amusement.

	“Just looking out for me, huh?” he murmured, his voice dropping to a low, suggestive rumble.

	And then, before she could answer, before she could recover her composure or retort with another witty barb, he kissed her. A deliberate move, a calculated act of defiance and desire all rolled into one.

	His lips met hers, soft at first, then hardening as the kiss deepened. He tasted the lingering sweetness of wine on her breath, a familiar, intoxicating scent that stirred something primal within him. Her lips parted under his, and he felt her body soften against his, a subtle surrender that sent a fresh wave of heat through him.

	He pulled back slowly, breaking the kiss, his gaze locked on Lilian’s. Her eyes were dark, pupils dilated, a mixture of surprise and a bit more, an emotion that mirrored his own reckless anticipation.

	Lilian cleared her throat, a delicate sound that somehow cut through the pulsing music of the pool party. “Perhaps I need one of those, too. Along with a dip in the pool to cool off after all that… heated discussion.”

	Sean grinned, feeling a surge of triumph that was as exhilarating as it was inappropriate. He knew exactly what she was doing, the game they were playing, and he was no longer content to simply be a pawn in her manipulations. He was playing too, and he was starting to enjoy it.

	“I think I saw the waiter heading that way,” he said, nodding towards the far side of the pool, where a uniformed server was weaving through the crowd, balancing a tray laden with colorful cocktails. “I'll catch up with you in a minute.”

	He watched as Lilian turned away, her walk a deliberate sway of hips and legs that the sundress was designed to accentuate. The gauzy wrap billowed behind her like a dark halo, hinting at the bare skin beneath, a promise of secrets and forbidden delights. Sean breathed out slowly, a familiar heat rising within him as he tracked her movements.

	He finished the cocktail, the sweet liquid doing little to quench the particular brand of thirst that had taken hold of him. He glanced around for a place to set the glass down, unsure of the etiquette at such a fancy party. He spotted a small, unoccupied table near the edge of the pool, already host to a few other discarded cocktail glasses, and figured that was as good a spot as any.

	Absently, his mind drifted back to Lilian, to the rented car waiting for them just outside the mansion’s gates. The leather seats, the tinted windows, the promise of privacy — all of it coalesced into a potent image in his mind. If he played his cards right, if he said the right things, if he just pushed a little further…

	How willing would she be? The question hung in his thoughts, a tantalizing lure. He imagined her in the car with him, the gauzy wrap undone and hanging from one of her legs. He could almost feel the warmth of her body against his, the soft press of her lips, the way her breath fluttered when he touched her just right. How far would she let him go? He was eager to find out.

	He set his glass down next to another on an empty table. Someone tapped his shoulder.

	“Well now, it would seem we frequent the same social circles.”

	Sean turned, a polite smile already forming on his lips, expecting another well-wisher from the party crowd. He blinked in surprise as his gaze met not a stranger’s face, but a familiar one.

	Carlos “The Shark” Reyes stood before him, impeccably dressed even in the casual setting. Reyes favored a light linen suit, naturally, but this one was a pale blue, sharply tailored to accentuate his lean physique. Gold jewelry gleamed against his carefully cultivated tan — a heavy signet ring, a thin chain peeking from his open collar. With his signature cane, Reyes radiated a theatrical flair, a sense of being perpetually on stage.

	His smile was wide, as always, but still held that unnerving lack of warmth, more of a shark’s display of teeth than a genuine expression of amusement. His dark eyes, sharp and predatory, flicked over Sean, taking in every detail, assessing, calculating.

	This wasn't a casual encounter. This was a deliberate move, a calculated power play on Reyes’s part. He met Reyes’s gaze head-on, a flicker of defiance rising within him. He might be out of his depth, inexperienced, but he wouldn't be intimidated. Not outwardly, at least.

	“Mr. Reyes,” Sean said, his voice carefully neutral, matching Reyes’s own carefully constructed politeness.

	“Mr. Costello.” Reyes’s smile widened, becoming almost predatory. “What an unexpected treat to find you here, of all places.”

	Sean nodded slowly, a wry smile twisting his lips. “Unexpected, but not all too unlikely. This island is probably smaller than the impression it first gives.”

	The Shark’s smile didn't falter. “But far from small, Mr. Costello. Deceptively vast, in its own way. Especially when you know where to look.”

	“If you say so.”

	Reyes leaned in slightly, his smile sharpening into something more predatory. “I do. And speaking of looking, I’ve been waiting for your response, Mr. Costello. Regarding my… offer of assistance.”

	Sean kept his expression neutral, doing his best to project a calm confidence he didn't entirely feel. “Still considering my options, Mr. Reyes.”

	“Considering,” Reyes repeated the word slowly, drawing it out as though savoring the taste. “Such a delicate frame of mind. So… uncertain. In my line of work, Mr. Costello, uncertainty is a luxury we can ill afford.”

	“I don't know about that,” said Sean.

	Reyes gave a dark chuckle, the sound low and rumbling, unsettlingly comical. “Perhaps you should reconsider your position, Mr. Costello. Perhaps a more… decisive stance would be in your best interest. Especially given your current… predicament.”

	Sean’s jaw tightened. He met Reyes’s gaze head-on, refusing to be intimidated by the other man’s theatricality. 

	“To be frank, Mr. Reyes,” he said, voice hardening, “I don’t see the authority with which you seek to bargain upon.”

	The surrounding area became distinctly quiet. The music, which had been a pulsing undercurrent, seemed to fade, or maybe Sean just became more aware of the sudden lack of conversation around them. He could feel eyes on him, not just Reyes’s sharp gaze, but the subtle attention of everyone else nearby. The pool party, for a fleeting moment, seemed to have paused, all focus directed toward this little impromptu standoff.

	Sean felt a prickle of unease crawl up his spine. He had meant to project confidence, to stand his ground against Reyes’s veiled threats, but now, under the collective scrutiny of the Bahamian underworld, he felt a little exposed, a little too much like Captain Krunch after going down two rounds in a best of five.

	“Is that right?” asked Reyes, his voice dropping to a near whisper, yet somehow carrying across the suddenly hushed patio.

	Sean swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He straightened his shoulders, trying to channel some of the bravado he’d seen in his father’s wax statue, in Ace’s weathered confidence, in Lilian’s practiced charm.

	“That’s right,” he said, his voice coming out a little rougher than he intended, but firm enough.

	Reyes leaned in closer still, his smile vanishing entirely, replaced by a predatory intensity that made Sean’s breath catch in his throat. The charm had dissolved, revealing the chillingly efficient enforcer beneath. The humid Bahamian night suddenly felt colder, more menacing.

	“You should think rather carefully about what you’re going to say next, Mr. Costello,” Reyes murmured, his voice now a silken threat that sent a shiver down Sean’s spine. “Young as you are. Inexperienced as you are. New to this island, my island, as you are.”

	Sean held Reyes’s gaze, refusing to blink, refusing to flinch. The fear was still there, a cold knot in his gut, but something else had ignited within him, too. A spark of defiance, a stubborn refusal to be cowed. He might be out of his depth, inexperienced, and surrounded by enemies, but he was still Terrance Costello’s son. And he wasn't about to back down.

	A slow smile, this time genuinely amused, twisted Sean’s lips. He mirrored Reyes’s posture, leaning in slightly, meeting the older man’s eyes with a newfound, reckless confidence.

	“As I said,” said Sean, rolling the dice. “It’s smaller than it first seems.”

	 

	


Chapter 23

	Sean walked away from Reyes, the gravity of the situation settling on him like the inescapable grip of a black hole. He needed to find Lilian. Reyes’s veiled threats, the sudden shift in the party’s atmosphere — it all pointed to danger, and Lilian had wandered off on her own.

	He went outside after not seeing her nearby and scanned the crowd, his gaze sweeping across the brightly dressed partygoers, searching for a flash of auburn hair, the distinctive cut of her black swimsuit. She didn't appear to be anywhere near the pool, or lounging on the deck with the other guests. A prickle of unease crawled up his spine. Where had she gone?

	He started moving, weaving through the crowd, his earlier bravado replaced by a rising tide of anxiety. He had to find her, had to make sure she was safe. His pace quickened, from a casual stroll to a purposeful stride, his eyes darting from face to face, searching, searching.

	A flicker of movement at the edge of his vision caught his attention. A figure in a dark suit, too formal for the pool party, too watchful. One of Reyes’s men? Sean’s senses sharpened, focus kicking in. He wasn't just looking for Lilian anymore. He was being followed.

	He needed to lose them, needed to shake off whoever was tailing him before he could even think about finding Lilian, much less slipping away with her. His gaze swept over the bustling party, searching for an escape route.

	He changed direction abruptly, veering away from the pool and toward the mansion, his pace increasing to a near-jog. He could feel eyes on his back, the subtle pressure of being watched, and knew he had to move fast. He pushed through a cluster of partygoers, muttering a quick apology as he shouldered past them, his focus narrowed, intent on escape.

	He slipped back inside through the mansion’s French doors, the sudden shift from the humid night air to the air-conditioned chill of the mansion a welcome relief. He didn't pause in the living room, didn't waste a second. He needed to get out of sight, needed to buy himself some time.

	He scanned the cavernous space, his gaze landing on a door at the far end of the room, slightly ajar, leading into what looked like an office or study. Empty. Quiet. Perfect.

	Sean sprinted toward the door, pushing it open and slipping inside, the relative darkness of the room a welcome contrast to the brightly lit patio. He closed the door behind him, his breath coming slow and controlled, his heart pounding against his ribs. He leaned against the cool wood, listening, straining his ears for any sound of pursuit.

	Silence. The heavy door muffled the music and chatter of the party, enclosing him in a pocket of relative quiet. He let out a breath, relief washing over him in a dizzying wave. He’d made it. He’d lost them. At least for now.

	He straightened, glancing around the dimly lit study, trying to get his bearings. The room was expensively furnished, bookshelves lining one wall, a large mahogany desk dominating the center of the space. A single lamp cast a soft glow, throwing long, distorted shadows across the plush carpet.

	The door behind him creaked open. Sean spun around, heart leaping into his throat, instinctively reaching into his pocket, hand closing around the cold steel of the revolver Ace had given him.

	A figure stood silhouetted in the doorway, blocking out the faint light from the living room, obscured by shadow. Sean didn't hesitate. The moment sharpened his senses, honing his focus to a razor’s edge. He leveled the gun, his hand surprisingly steady, finger tightening on the trigger.

	“Don’t move,” he hissed, his voice low and dangerous, echoing in the sudden, charged silence of the study. “Or I swear to god…”

	The figure stepped forward into the dim light, and Sean blinked, his hand faltering slightly on the gun as he realized who he was dealing with. Lilian.

	Her auburn hair was slightly disheveled, her blue eyes wide with surprise, her lips parted in a stunned gasp. She was still clad in her black swimsuit, the gauzy wrap now tied a little bit tighter around her hips, her bare skin gleaming in the dim light. She looked… breathtaking. And utterly confused.

	“Sean?” Lilian whispered, her voice laced with a mixture of surprise and something else, something that made his pulse quicken. “What's going on?”

	Sean held a finger to Lilian’s lips, cutting off her question, his senses suddenly hyper-alert. Footsteps, heavier and more purposeful than the ones he’d heard following him earlier, echoed from the living room, growing louder, more ominous with each passing second. His adrenaline spiked, chasing away the lingering haze of paranoia and confusion, replaced by a cold, sharp fear.

	They couldn't retreat back the way they came. The door to the living room was now a liability, no longer an escape route but a potential chokepoint for whoever was approaching. His gaze darted around the study, searching for an alternative, his mind racing, ticking through options that seemed increasingly limited.

	He fixated on a small, narrow closet built into the wall near the bookshelf. Cramped, yes, but better than nothing. Better than being caught standing in the middle of the room, gun in hand, with Carlos Reyes’s men closing in.

	Sean didn't hesitate. He grabbed Lilian’s arm, his fingers tightening around her bare skin, and pulled her towards the closet. She gasped, a soft, surprised sound, but followed his lead without protest, her earlier confusion replaced by a dawning understanding of the sudden urgency.

	He shoved the closet door open, the hinges creaking in protest, and hurried Lilian inside. The space was tiny, barely large enough for one person, let alone two. They squeezed inside, bodies pressed together, his back against the wall, Lilian flush against him, her breath warm against his neck. He slammed the door shut, the latch clicking softly, plunging them into near darkness.

	The footsteps outside were louder now, closer, the hushed murmur of voices mingling with the heavy tread. He could make out Reyes’s voice, low and melodic, but with an unmistakable edge of steel beneath the surface.

	“Check the study,” Reyes said, his words carrying clearly through the thin wooden door. “They had to go somewhere.”

	Sean’s heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the silence of the closet. He held a finger to still Lilian again, cutting off any further questions, any sound that might betray their hiding place. She nodded, her eyes wide and dark in the dim light filtering through the crack in the door.

	They were pressed together, bodies flush from chest to hip, the close confines of the closet amplifying the heat radiating off her skin. Sean’s fear mingled with a more interesting kind of tension, a heady mix of sensation and forbidden proximity. He could smell her perfume, that intoxicating floral scent, now tinged with a faint musk of fear sweat.

	Through the narrow crack between the door and the frame, Sean could see Reyes and two of his men enter the study. Their figures were silhouetted against the soft light of the lamp, their expressions dark, grimly determined. 

	Reyes moved with a slow, deliberate purpose, his silver cane tapping softly against the plush carpet as he surveyed the room. His men fanned out, their movements more hurried, less controlled, their eyes darting around the shadows, searching, hunting.

	Reyes’s footsteps approached the closet, each tap of his cane against the carpet echoing like a drumbeat of doom. Sean took shallow breaths, the air in the cramped space suddenly feeling thin, suffocating. He could practically feel Reyes’s intensity on the other side of the door, the man’s predatory gaze boring through the thin wood.

	His heart wouldn't slow down, a frantic rhythm that felt like it threatened to betray their hiding place. He pressed himself even tighter against the wall, tighter against Lilian, his body rigid, every muscle tensed. And then, a bit of an unwelcome but not entirely unexpected sensation stirred within him. Arousal.

	It was insane, utterly inappropriate, but undeniable. The heat of Lilian’s body pressed against his, the lingering scent of her perfume, the sheer, forbidden intimacy of their hiding place — it all coalesced into a confusing, unwanted surge of lust. He was hard, pressed against her butt in the tiny space, and the knowledge made his face burn with heat and a perverse, undeniable thrill.

	Reyes’s footsteps stopped right outside the closet door. Sean held his breath, fingers tightening around the revolver in his pocket, his gaze locked on the crack of light filtering through the doorframe. He could hear Reyes’s breathing now, slow, deliberate, chillingly calm.

	A hand, Reyes’s hand, jiggled the door handle. Sean’s finger tightened on the trigger, ready to fire, ready to defend them, ready to… what?

	“Did they walk here?” Reyes’s voice, low and melodic, cut through the tense silence, chillingly close.

	Sean froze, his breath catching in his throat. Reyes wasn’t talking to them, not yet. He was talking to his men, still searching the study.

	“Don't think so, boss,” one of the men replied, voice echoing from further within the room. “Must have had a driver drop them off.”

	Reyes paused, hand slipping off the door handle or at least seeming to. Sean could almost feel the weight of his gaze, the predatory intelligence behind those dark, sharp eyes.

	“Then watch further up the street,” said Reyes, his voice carrying a new edge of command. “See if anyone is waiting in a car. If so, bring them to me. Immediately.”

	The footsteps retreated, Reyes and his men moving away from the closet door, their voices fading as they left the study and returned to the living room. Sean let out a breath he hadn't realized he’d been holding, his body slumping with relief.

	He remained pressed against Lilian, their bodies still flush against each other in the stifling confines of the closet. The sensation of her body trembling against his was distinct, a subtle vibration that mirrored the tremor running through his own limbs. 

	The silence felt heavy, pregnant with unspoken fear and a strange, forbidden intimacy. He could smell her perfume, feel the heat radiating off her skin, the soft press of her breasts against his chest. The closet was its own world, charged and electric.

	A tense silence descended, broken only by the frantic pounding of Sean's heart and the muffled sounds of Reyes and his men moving about in the living room. He could feel Lilian’s breath, warm and humid, her body still trembling slightly, a testament to the near miss.

	He waited, counting the seconds in his head, a slow, deliberate rhythm. Sixty seconds. One minute. Time stretched, each moment feeling like an eternity. Finally, when he was certain Reyes and his men were gone, he slowly, carefully, reached for the closet door handle.

	He eased the door open, peering out into the dimly lit study. Empty. The tension remained, a palpable weight in the air, but the immediate threat had passed.

	“Coast is clear,” he whispered to Lilian, his voice rough, a little unsteady. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 24

	Sean and Lilian made no excuses for themselves as they hurried from the party. Sean urged her into a sprint as soon as they were outside and mostly out of view. Climbing into the rental car, he hurriedly started it up and almost forgot which side of the road he needed to drive on as he pulled onto the street.

	He jammed his foot down on the accelerator and shot into the night, tires humming against asphalt. He glanced in the rearview mirror, tense and scowling. Headlights. Too close, too bright, filling his mirrors and obscuring the road behind him.

	A car was tailgating them, riding their bumper with an aggressive insistence that sent a fresh wave of adrenaline roiling through him. Reyes’s men? It had to be. He was making good on his vague threats, escalating the game with terrifying speed.

	“What the hell?” Lilian twisted in her seat, staring back at the pursuing vehicle, her hand gripping Sean’s arm like a vise. “Sean, they’re right behind us!”

	“I see them,” he snapped, his gaze flicking between the road ahead and the rearview mirror. He pressed harder on the gas pedal, the rented sedan straining to obey, but the car behind them stayed glued to their tail, the blinding headlights unwavering.

	A stop sign loomed ahead, a red octagon reflecting in the side mirror like a warning omen. Sean hesitated, foot hovering over the brake pedal. If he stopped, they'd be sitting ducks. But running a stop sign, especially with a tailgating car that was almost certainly hostile, felt like an even worse idea.

	He tried for a middle ground of slowing down just enough to sense the road. His pursuer had other ideas, and a sudden, jarring impact slammed into the back of their car. Metal crunched and the force of the collision threw Sean forward against his seatbelt. Lilian screamed, a sharp, piercing cry that echoed in the confined space of the car.

	“Christ!” snapped Sean. “They fucking hit us!” 

	He glanced in the rearview mirror, bracing for the inevitable. The other car, a dark SUV, was still right behind them, headlights blazing, its front bumper practically kissing their rear.

	This wasn't just tailgating anymore. This was an attack. They were prey, cornered in the middle of the street, with Reyes’s men closing in. He heard a car door open and close and didn't wait to greet the enemy face to face.

	“Hold on!” he yelled, slamming his foot back down on the accelerator. The tires spun again, spitting gravel and dirt as the sedan lurched forward. He whipped the car into a sharp right turn, ignoring the stop sign entirely, aiming for the first side street he could find, hoping to lose their pursuers in the maze of narrow Bahamian streets.

	He couldn't risk heading straight back to the hotel, not with someone on their tail. They’d be caught out on their way inside, exposed and vulnerable. He needed to lose them, needed to create some distance, some breathing room, before they could even think about safety.

	A series of heavy pops suddenly cut through the din of the engine. Gunshots. Sean’s ears rang, but not as much as they would have if the shots landed true, which was only a miniscule comfort. He heard Lilian yell something frantic, a jumble of panicked syllables that he barely registered as words.

	“I’ll call for help!” she shouted.

	He risked a glance sideways and saw her fumbling for her phone. It wasn’t the worst idea. He needed help, needed backup, needed… something more than just speed and luck to get them out of this.

	Gunshots cracked through the night air again, closer this time, and something pinged off the sedan’s trunk. Lilian gasped, her phone clattering from her hand and sliding under the seat.

	“Just keep your head down!” shouted Sean.

	He gritted his teeth, ignoring the near misses and the rising tide of panic in his own chest. He needed to focus, needed to drive, needed to get them out of this goddamn mess. Another nudge came from the SUV, this time at an angle that set his course veering off at a dangerous angle.

	He whipped the wheel back and forth, the sedan fishtailing wildly as he careened down the narrow side street. The car behind him stayed on his tail, relentless, the engine roaring like a hungry beast. He felt wired, hyper-aware of every sound, every movement, every twitch of the steering wheel.

	Another intersection loomed ahead, a crossroads in the maze of Bahamian streets. Sean didn't hesitate. He floored it, ignoring the traffic light, slamming through the intersection just as the light shifted to red. Horns blared, tires screeched, and he risked another glance in the rearview mirror. The pursuing SUV was still back there, but further behind now, momentarily stalled by the cross traffic.

	It was a chance, a sliver of an opening. Sean seized it, his mind racing, desperately seeking an escape route. A drive-through. Yeah, that might work. Crazy enough to be unexpected.

	He spotted the bright, familiar sign of a Bahamian fast-food chain a block ahead and made a snap decision. He jerked the wheel hard to the right, tires squealing again, and plunged into the drive-through lane, pulling up behind a beat-up pickup truck that was taking an eternity to order.

	The confused Bahamian teenager in the drive-through window blinked at him, face slack with bewilderment. He gestured for them to order, but his eyes kept drifting to the back of Sean's rental car. Sean glanced in his rearview mirror and saw the extent of the damage for the first time. The trunk was crumpled like tin foil, the bumper hanging off at an angle, the taillights shattered.

	“Uh… can I help you, man?” asked the fast food worker, his accent thick, his gaze still fixed on the damage.

	Sean leaned forward toward the drive-through window, a dark chuckle escaping him amidst the absurdity of the situation. “You know what? Yeah, actually, I could go for some fries. Maybe some chicken nuggets too.”

	Before he could actually place the order, Lilian’s hand clamped down on his forearm, her grip surprisingly strong. “Sean! Behind us!”

	Her voice was sharp with urgency, cutting through the relative calm of the drive-through lane. He followed her gaze, his eyes darting back to the rearview mirror. The dark SUV, relentless as a shark, was pulling into the drive-through lane right behind them. Headlights, still too close, still too bright.

	“Scratch that,” said Sean.

	He slammed his foot down on the accelerator again, the tires squealing as the rented sedan lurched forward, leaving the drive-through worker gaping in their wake. The Bahamian teenager yelled something after them, a confused string of syllables lost to the roar of the engine and the screech of tires.

	Sean gripped the wheel, knuckles white, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. Another intersection loomed, a four-way stop this time, and he braced himself for another close call. Traffic was lighter here, thankfully, and he saw his opportunity.

	He slammed on the brakes, the sedan skidding slightly as he whipped the wheel hard to the left, cutting across the intersection against the flow of traffic, ignoring the blare of horns and the screech of tires behind them. He checked the rearview mirror and saw the pursuing SUV hesitate, momentarily blocked by the startled drivers at the intersection, before veering off in pursuit.

	It was enough. He kept his foot down, pushing the rented sedan to its limit, weaving through the narrow streets, winding further and further away from the core of Nassau, deeper into the dark of the night. The city lights began to thin, replaced by the inky blackness of the Bahamian countryside, the road ahead illuminated only by the sedan’s headlights.

	Finally, after what felt like an eternity of white-knuckle driving, he spotted a tiny pull-off on the side of the road, barely more than a widened patch of dirt. He jerked the wheel again, pulling into the space, cutting the engine and plunging them into near silence, broken only by the chirping of crickets and the distant crash of waves.

	Sean let out a long, shuddering breath, his body trembling with residual adrenaline. He leaned his head back against the headrest, closing his eyes for a moment, finally free from pursuit.

	He wiped sweat off his forehead with an equally sweaty palm. Pushing open the car door, he stumbled out, legs shaky beneath him, and surveyed the damage.

	The rear end of the rental sedan was a mangled mess, the trunk lid buckled and warped, the taillights spider-webbed into useless shards of red plastic. He let out a sigh and tried not to think about the rental company's reaction.

	Lilian got out of the car alongside him, her movements slow, almost hesitant. Her face was pale in the darkness, illuminated only by the faint glow of the dashboard lights, and her breath came in shallow gasps.

	He gently touched her shoulder, his fingers brushing against the strap of her bikini top. “You alright? It’s okay to be shaken up after something like that, Lilian. That was way too close.”

	He was about to add that they could head straight back to the hotel, back to the relative safety of the Nassau Nights Inn and away from the sudden, brutal reality of Reyes’s pursuit.

	He didn't get the chance.

	Lilian turned to face him, her blue eyes wide and dark in the dim light. She didn't speak, didn't offer any words of reassurance or explanation. Instead, she reached up, her hands framing his face, her fingers cool against his heated skin. And then, she kissed him.

	It wasn’t a gentle kiss, not a comforting gesture meant to soothe his frayed nerves. It was deep, sudden, insistent, a full-bodied press of lips against lips that stole his breath and sent a fresh wave of heat surging through him. Her body moved against his, a full embrace, her arms wrapping tightly around his neck, pulling him closer still.

	“Backseat,” she whispered, voice husky. “Now.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 25

	The car's interior was unaffected by the exterior damage and relatively spacious, but Sean wouldn't have slowed down even if that hadn't been the case. Lilian all but pulled him into the backseat by the shirt, kissing his neck and breathing heavily.

	Sean slammed the car door shut, the sound echoing in the confined space, sealing them off from the outside world, from the chaos of the pursuit, from everything except the raw, immediate pull between them. The rush of the chase still roared through him, a wild energy rapidly refocusing itself onto Lilian.

	She was already on him, her mouth finding his again, a desperate, hungry press of lips against lips. He met her urgency, his hands finding purchase on her waist, pulling her closer until there was no space left between their bodies. 

	The leather of the car seat pressed into his back, but he barely registered the discomfort. All his attention was on Lilian, on the taste of her mouth, the frantic rhythm of her breathing, the heat radiating off her skin.

	Their kiss deepened, becoming less about comfort and more about a raw, primal need. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, her body shifting against his with a restless energy that mirrored his own. He could feel her heart pounding against his chest, a frantic drumbeat that echoed his own racing pulse.

	He broke the kiss, gasping for breath, his gaze locking onto Lilian’s. Her eyes were dark, pupils dilated, reflecting back his own hunger with an unsettling intensity. He saw a flicker of something else there, too, something wild and reckless that mirrored the course of their night.

	“Goddamn, Lilian,” he muttered, his voice rough, a little unsteady.

	She laughed, a low, breathy sound that sent a shiver down his spine. “Adrenaline is a hell of a drug, isn’t it?”

	Her hands moved to his shirt, fingers fumbling with the bottom hem, her touch surprisingly clumsy, almost frantic. Sean’s own hands were just as eager, reaching for the beach wrap, pulling the sheer fabric aside like a candy wrapper bound for the trash. He felt the smooth skin of her thighs beneath his fingers, the heat radiating off her body a tangible thing in the cool night air.

	Their clothes came off in a tangle of hurried movements, fabric sliding against skin. The confined space of the backseat amplified every touch, every breath, every rustle of clothing. The car grew thick with the scent of their mingled sweat and perfume, a heady mix that fueled their already simmering desire.

	He pulled her closer, sliding his hands up her back, tracing the delicate curve of her spine. He slid her swimsuit off completely, revealing the pale skin of her breasts, the peaks of her taut and hard nipples. 

	He leaned in, his lips finding the curve of her neck, tasting the salt on her skin. He pulled her flush against him, leaving no space between them. He wanted her, suddenly, urgently, all the fear and excitement and forbidden desire coalescing into a single, overwhelming need.

	“Lilian,” he groaned, his voice thick with lust.

	He pushed her back against the plush leather of the car seat, his mouth finding hers again, his kiss deepening, becoming more insistent. Her body shifted beneath him, arching upwards, a quiet invitation.

	He was already hard, and his cock pressed urgently against her, a stark reminder of the raw, primal need that was driving them both. The cramped backseat of the car only intensified the sensations, every movement, every breath, every touch magnified. 

	He pressed into her, the wrongness of it all only fueling his desire. He knew it would only complicate everything, knew he should stop, but the thrill of the forbidden was too strong. It drew him in, a dark magnetism that he couldn't resist.

	Lilian's moan broke through the haze of his thoughts, a sound that was both plea and encouragement. 

	“We shouldn't,” she gasped, even as her legs wrapped around him, pulling him closer, deeper. 

	Her words were a whisper against the roar of his own need, a contradiction that only heightened the intensity. He shifted his hips forward, feeling her wetness with the tip of his cock as he slowly, finally, entered her. The rush of feeling her from the inside out was unreal, a mixture of wrongness and power, rightness and pleasure.

	He moved against her, driven by the undeniable pull of her body. The leather seat creaked beneath them, a rhythmic counterpoint to their frantic movements. Lilian's hands clutched at his shoulders, nails digging into his skin, a mix of pleasure and pain that blurred all the most important lines.

	Sean's mind raced, but his body was in control now, guided by instinct and the raw, primal desire that surged within him. He didn't want to stop, couldn't stop, even as the voice in the back of his head whispered warnings. The wrongness of it all was intoxicating, a dangerous edge that he willingly teetered on.

	Lilian's moans grew louder, her body responding to his, urging him on. They were lost in the moment, the world outside the car forgotten, their actions driven by a need that neither could deny.

	Sean thrust into Lilian with increasing urgency, the leather seat creaking beneath them as their bodies moved in a desperate rhythm. Lilian's moans filled the car, a mixture of pleasure and need that spurred him on. 

	“Uh-huh, uh-huh, oh god, Sean,” she gasped, her voice a husky whisper that made his pulse race even faster.

	He took her faster, harder, the intensity of the moment blurring the lines between right and wrong. 

	“You like that?” he whispered, his voice rough with desire. Her response was a breathy moan, her nails digging into his back again, urging him deeper.

	As he moved, the reality of who she was swirled through his mind. She was his father's former wife, a fact that should have made this moment impossible. But was that still who she was? The woman beneath him now, wrapped around him in the throes of passion, seemed so different. Was she his illicit lover? His slut? All questions and no answers, the vague lines merely adding to the exhilaration.

	He thrust into her harder, faster, the partially wrecked car rocking with the force of their movements. Lilian's moans grew louder, her body arching against his, matching his rhythm with a desperation that mirrored his own.

	“Sean, Sean...” Her voice became a crescendo of pleasure, fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer. 

	Her body humped against his with an urgency that matched his own. The intensity of her grip, the way her nails dug into his scalp, sent shivers down his spine, pushing him closer to the edge. Her breaths came in shorter gasps, sharper gasps, until her body finally tensed beneath him as she reached a wild climax. 

	“Oh God!” she cried out, her voice a mix of ecstasy and desperate release. 

	He felt her shudder, her muscles contracting around him. His mind was a blur, the raw, primal need overwhelming any lingering thoughts of right or wrong. The sensation of Lilian coming, the way her body moved under his, it was simply too much. He thrust into her harder, the rhythm of his movements frantic and uncoordinated, driven by the same desperate need that had brought him to this point.

	Lilian's moans continued, a soft, satisfied sound that echoed in the confined space of the car, mingling with the leathery creaks and their heavy breathing. Sean felt the tension building within him, a tight coil ready to snap.

	With one final thrust, he finally let go, his body shuddering as he came. The peak was intense, a wave of pleasure that washed over him, leaving him breathless and spent. He collapsed against Lilian, their bodies slick with sweat, the heat between them a tangible thing in the cool night air.

	Her fingers gently stroked his hair, a distinct shift from the urgency of moments before. Sean's heart pounded in his chest, arousal slowly ebbing away, replaced by a strange sense of calm.

	“That was… wow,” muttered Sean.

	“That shouldn't have happened,” whispered Lilian.

	“Maybe.” He kissed her cheek and gently stroked his hand along her shoulder. “But I'm glad it did.”

	“I bet you are,” said Lilian, her voice still husky with the aftermath of their encounter. 

	She sighed, a soft sound in the confined space of the car, and sat up, pulling her bikini top back into place. The movement was casual, almost perfunctory, but Sean couldn't miss the subtle flush still warming her cheeks.

	“You absolutely cannot tell your mother about this, Sean,” she said, her tone turning serious, all hints of playfulness gone. “She’d have both our heads, and then some.”

	Sean chuckled, a low, humorless sound. “Don’t worry. I’m not that crazy.”

	He wasn't. He knew better than to reveal this particular brand of madness to his mother. Beatrice would likely have a conniption, or worse, start crying, maybe. He sighed, leaning his head back against the headrest, the weight of everything pressing down on him again.

	“She’ll probably be more concerned about the car anyway,” he muttered, gesturing to the mangled trunk visible in the rearview mirror. “And the fact that we were just shot at. All of this… for nothing.”

	He let the last words linger in the following silence, a bitter taste in his mouth. All the chaos, all the reckless abandon, all the forbidden thrill with Lilian — and for what? They were still no closer to finding the money, still facing lawsuits and financial ruin, still targets for Reyes and God knew who else. It all felt increasingly pointless.

	Lilian gave him a tiny smile, a subtle curve of her lips that hinted at a secret knowledge. 

	“Not quite,” she said, her voice soft, a conspiratorial whisper in the dimly lit car.

	 

	


Chapter 26

	It was late when Sean and Lilian arrived back at the hotel, but somewhat expectedly, no one had gone to sleep. Dolly wrapped him in a hug at the door, and Beatrice came through the open double doors of the shared bathroom.

	He called Ace up, as well, knowing he would need his old and crusty opinion on the situation he was about to unveil. Everyone found seats and he took a breath to break the news.

	“Lilian may have overheard something useful tonight,” said Sean. “From one of the people at the party. A rumor, mostly.”

	He paused, gauging their reactions. He was still waiting on the details himself, as Lilian had insisted on waiting until they were back to reveal her newfound secrets. Beatrice seemed tired but calculating, her gaze sharp and assessing. Dolly, ever eager, leaned forward, her eyes wide with anticipation.

	“About what?” asked Beatrice, her voice carefully neutral.

	Lilian leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with a newfound energy. “A few things. Two rumors, to be exact. And they might just fit together in a rather… interesting way.”

	She paused, letting the suspense build, a theatrical flourish that Sean was beginning to recognize as distinctly Lilian.

	“The first rumor,” Lilian began, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “is about Alistair Finch. Apparently, he's not exactly… in touch with the office because he's been out of town. Out of Nassau, even.”

	Beatrice arched an eyebrow. “And?”

	“And,” said Lilian, “the rumor is that he's not exactly on a tropical vacation. More like… a gilded cage situation. On a remote island. Not far off the coast of New Providence, where we are now, from the sounds of it.”

	Sean blinked, the import of her revelation chasing away his weariness. “A remote island? Reyes owns a remote island?”

	“Apparently so,” said Lilian, nodding slowly. “From what I gathered, it's not much more than a mansion estate. Reyes uses it for… discreet gatherings. Private parties. The kind of place where secrets are kept and business is handled far from prying eyes.”

	“You think Finch is there?” asked Dolly.

	“The rumor has it that he is,” said Lilian, with a shrug. “It could be just idle talk, but I have a good feeling about it. And frankly, it's better than any other lead we've had so far, isn't it?”

	Beatrice remained silent, her gaze fixed on Lilian as though still coming to a conclusion. Sean, however, was already caught up in the momentum of the idea. A remote island. A mansion. Reyes. It all felt like something out of a movie, a Bond film perhaps, a world away from his old reality but par for the course for his new one.

	“And the second rumor?” he asked, eager to hear the rest of Lilian's plan.

	“Ah, yes, the second rumor. This one might be even more pertinent to our little treasure hunt.” Lilian smiled, letting the anticipation build. “Apparently, Mr. Carlos Reyes, The Shark himself, is going to be rather… distracted starting tomorrow. For most of the week, in fact.”

	“Distracted how?” asked Sean.

	“Wedding preparations,” she said, with a flourish. “He is apparently throwing a rather lavish affair for his cousin, who is marrying into a prominent family. Starting tomorrow, the mansion will likely be mostly abandoned. And Reyes himself, well… let’s just say his attention will be focused elsewhere.”

	“Then we have to move fast,” he said, the words coming out with a newfound urgency. “If Reyes is distracted, that’s our window. And if he’s already sending goons after us, we most definitely need to get to Finch before Reyes realizes what we’re onto.”

	Beatrice frowned, her gaze sharp. “Fast is good, but reckless is not. We don’t even know for sure if Finch is on this island, or if we have a way to reach it.”

	“We can find out by showing up,” said Sean, conviction hardening his voice. “We have to try, Mom. This might be our only chance.”

	Lilian nodded. “Sean is right. Opportunity and urgency both. We need to move quickly, while Reyes’s attention is elsewhere.”

	Dolly blinked, looking from Sean to Lilian and back again, her expression a mixture of excitement and apprehension. “So… we’re going to this island? Like, right now?”

	“Not right now,” said Sean, glancing out the window at the dark sky. “Tomorrow. We need to plan, get supplies, figure out how to even get to there in the first place.”

	Ace chuckled, a low rumble that cut through the rising tension. “That part’s easy, Captain. We rent a boat.”

	Sean blinked, surprised by the simplicity of the suggestion. “Won't we also need someone willing to bring us there? Someone who won't ask questions?”

	“Yeah, kid. Me.” Ace shrugged and made a waggling gesture with the fingers of one hand. “Figured I might as well let you know. I have my boating license. Always been a man of depth and secrets.”

	 “Let's get some sleep for tonight,” said Beatrice. “The only way we can move on this tomorrow is if we're well rested.”

	“Agreed,” said Sean.

	Sean nodded slowly, feeling a strange mix of exhaustion and anticipation. He was tired, bone-deep tired, but sleep seemed a distant, almost unattainable luxury. His mind was still racing, replaying the near-miss in the alley, the weight of the gun in his pocket, the unsettlingly intimate encounter with Lilian.

	Lilian touched his hand as she went back to her and Beatrice's shared room. Dolly climbed into bed, his bed, which made him smile. Ace was already taking out a cigarette as he hurried off into the hall. Sean stood at the door of the shared bathroom, as did Beatrice, her expression tired and concerned.

	“Goodnight, Mom,” he said.

	“Goodnight, Sean,” she whispered.

	He stepped toward Beatrice, pulling her into a hug. Her body was warm and familiar against his, but tonight, the familiarity felt different, charged with a new, dangerous undercurrent. He let his arms linger around her, holding her close.

	Beatrice’s arms tightened around his back, her embrace possessive, almost clinging. He could feel the soft curve of her breasts pressed against his chest, the warmth of her body radiating through the thin fabric of her robe. A shiver ran down his spine, a mix of comfort and something else, something darker, more thrilling.

	“I'm glad you're safe,” she whispered, her voice a soft murmur against his ear, the words a familiar comfort that now carried an entirely new, fascinating weight.

	“I know, Mom.” He pulled back slightly, just enough to meet her gaze, his hands still resting lightly on her waist. “You don't need to worry so much. We're almost there. Almost at the end of this.”

	He leaned in, his lips finding hers, a soft, lingering press of skin against skin. It wasn't meant to be a passionate kiss, not initially, just a brief, reassuring gesture. But something shifted, a spark igniting between them, and the moment took on a life of its own.

	Her lips softened under his, parting slightly, and he deepened the kiss, his tongue pressing outward. Beatrice didn’t resist, her lips opening wider, inviting him in. The kiss deepened, becoming heated, urgent, a silent conversation spoken in tongues and touch.

	Sean felt his pulse quicken, his body responding instantly to the forbidden intimacy. He could taste the lingering sweetness of wine on her breath, a heady, intoxicating flavor that mingled with her own scent.

	Beatrice pulled back, breaking the kiss, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She stepped back, putting a sliver of space between them, her eyes dark, pupils dilated. 

	“Sean,” she whispered, her voice a husky plea.

	“Yeah, Mom?” he murmured back, his own voice a low growl, laced with a desire he no longer tried to hide.

	“You need to get some sleep, sweetie,” she said, her voice a little shaky, but firm. “We both do. We have a big day tomorrow.”

	He nodded slowly, his gaze still locked on hers, quiet acknowledgment of the unspoken tension that hung between them. 

	“Yeah,” he said, his voice barely audible. “Sleep.”

	 

	


Chapter 27

	Sean slept fitfully through the night, which would have been more of a problem had the same not been true for Dolly. The first time he woke up, he felt her almost immediately notice and slide her fingers along his. 

	“Hey,” she whispered.

	“Hey,” he said.

	His heart fluttered at Dolly's touch, her fingers tracing a gentle path along his. The dim light filtering through the curtains cast a soft glow over her face, highlighting the warmth in her eyes. 

	He leaned in, his lips meeting hers in a sleepy, tender kiss. The world seemed to fade away, leaving only the sensation of her lips against his, the slow rhythm of their breathing syncing in the quiet of the night.

	As the kiss deepened, Sean felt a familiar heat stir within him. He shifted closer, his body pressing against hers, the thin fabric of their pajamas doing little to separate them. Dolly responded with a soft moan, her arms wrapping around his neck, pulling him closer. The kiss grew more urgent, more hungry, and Sean found himself rolling on top of her, his movements slow and deliberate.

	He felt the contours of her body beneath him, the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed, the softness of her curves yielding to his weight. Dolly's hands roamed over his back, her touch igniting a trail of fire along his skin. Sean's mind was hazy with sleep and desire, the lines between them blurring as he nestled between her legs, the intimacy of the moment enveloping them like a warm blanket.

	Their kisses were slow, languid, each one sleepy statement of longing and need. Sean's hands found the hem of Dolly's baggy t-shirt, his fingers brushing against the skin of her waist, eliciting another soft sigh from her lips. He felt her hips shift beneath him, a subtle invitation that sent a shiver of anticipation through him.

	As he positioned himself and slid her panties out of the way, the warmth of her body against his was intoxicating. He wanted her in the simplest of terms, a basic, masculine need for her soft and nubile femininity.

	Sean's hands moved with gentle urgency, lifting Dolly's shirt further as he kissed her more deeply. The heat between them intensified, a sleepy haze giving way to a more fervent lust. Her skin was warm under his touch, her body arching slightly as he explored her with his fingers and lips.

	He felt a flush of almost dreamlike pleasure as he slowly eased his cock into her tight pussy. Sean felt Dolly's legs wrap around him, pulling him closer, her breath hot against his ear. The intimacy of the moment was palpable, the quiet of the night amplifying every sigh and whisper.

	As their bodies moved together, the sleepy lethargy transformed into a more heated rhythm. Dolly's moans grew louder, her fingers tangling in his hair, urging him on. Sean matched her rising eagerness, his own need building as they moved in sync, the world outside their shared warmth forgotten.

	The climax approached with mutual, unspoken agreement, their bodies tensing in unison. Sean felt the wave of pleasure crash over him as he blew his load inside her, and he knew Dolly was right there with him, her body shuddering beneath his. They came together, a shared moment of release that felt almost too perfect.

	As the afterglow settled, Sean noticed the wetness on Dolly's cheeks. He reached up, brushing a tear away with his thumb.

	“Hey, what's wrong?” he asked softly, his voice laced with concern.

	“Nothing,” Dolly whispered, turning her face away.

	Sean prodded her cheek gently, trying to coax out a smile. “Come on, tell me. You know you can.”

	Dolly shook her head, her eyes avoiding his. Sean sighed, pulling her closer into his embrace, his arms wrapping around her protectively. He held her, feeling her body relax against his, but she held her tongue.

	

	Dolly waited until she was absolutely sure Sean was asleep before sliding out of bed as gently and quietly as she could and slipping into the bathroom… with her phone. It felt heavy in her hand, heavier than it had before Sean had confronted her, before the truth had come out.

	The bathroom door clicked shut as she closed it. Dolly stared at her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror — messy blonde tangles, swollen lips, tear tracks cutting through the glow of recent sex. The phone in her hand buzzed again. 

	Four missed calls. Two voicemails. All from Shandra, her FBI handler.

	Dolly's hand trembled as she stared at her phone. Each notification felt like a hammer blow to her chest. She could practically hear Shandra's impatient, clipped voice in those voicemails, demanding answers, demanding results.

	Her reflection in the mirror looked back at her with wide, uncertain eyes. She could feel the tightness in her throat, the dread pooling in her stomach. She knew instinctively that if she didn't call back soon, the consequences would be severe. Jail loomed like a dark cloud over her thoughts, an ever-present threat.

	It would be so easy to just make the call, to give minimal details, to keep the facade going. She could still go along with Sean's plan to fake her death, play both sides without losing anything. 

	Her mind raced with the possibilities. A quick call, a few carefully chosen words, and she could buy herself more time. She could even make it convincing enough that Shandra wouldn't suspect a thing. She'd done it before, after all. She'd played this dangerous game of deception and survival, balancing on the knife's edge between Sean and the FBI.

	But more than anything, Dolly was scared. The fear gnawed at her, an inescapable reality, the real life boogeyman. Yet, she knew that scared didn't mean weak. Scared meant aware, alert, ready to act.

	Her fingers tightened around the phone as she took a deep breath. The thought of hearing Shandra's voice right now made her stomach rebel against her body. Instead of calling back, Dolly held the power button on her phone until the screen went dark. It took a little while. Why did it always take so long? Stupid phone.

	The silence in the bathroom felt almost oppressive, but there was a strange comfort in it too. For a moment, Dolly allowed herself to simply breathe, to feel the weight lift just a little with the decision made. She looked back at her reflection in the mirror, seeing not fear anymore, but courage, and a complete decision.

	She could do this. She had to do this.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 28

	Sean eyed the boat Ace had found with them with a mixture of curiosity and skepticism. It looked small, certainly large enough to carry their group, but on the shorter side of ocean faring crafts, at least according to his gut and intuition.

	“You sure about this?” asked Sean, his voice a low murmur against the backdrop of the lapping waves. “Any other options? Something… bigger?”

	Ace shook his head, his weathered face grim. “Not on such short notice, Captain. And not without drawing attention. It’ll have to do.”

	Sean sighed, letting his gaze drift over the boat again. It’ll have to do. That phrase seemed to sum up his entire life lately. He glanced up at the sky, a fresh wave of uncertainty washing over him. Ominous clouds were gathering on the horizon, dark and heavy, swallowing the last vestiges of the sun. The air, once balmy and inviting, now carried a hint of a coming storm.

	He looked back at Beatrice, Lilian, and Dolly, who were waiting for him near the dock, a small cluster of vibrant color against the muted tones of the harbor.

	His mother, as per usual, managed to project an air of quiet parental authority. Her sundress, pale yellow and flowing, moved gently in the sea breeze, hinting at the curves beneath. 

	Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but he knew the sharp, assessing gaze she directed his way even without seeing it. He felt a familiar pang of emotions, a childish urge to both rebel and seek her approval. His feelings for his mother were a tangled mess, affection and resentment warring for dominance.

	Lilian, in contrast, was all bold confidence and cultured allure. Her black swimsuit, barely-there and undeniably sexy, showcased her curvaceous physique, daring him to look, daring him to take her as he had last night. 

	Her auburn hair, usually so sleek and controlled, was slightly tousled by the wind, lending her an air of casual recklessness that was both intriguing and unsettling. He felt a dangerous pull towards her, a forbidden thrill that warred with a nagging voice of caution in his mind. She was a walking temptation, a siren song promising pleasure and peril in equal measure.

	Dolly, petite and vibrant, stood slightly apart from the other two women, the bright pink lifesaver once more clutched in her hands. Her skirt, a riot of tropical flowers, seemed almost too cheerful for the circumstances, a hopeful shield against the gathering storm. 

	Her gaze was fixed on him, her expression a mixture of concern and something else… something softer, more vulnerable. He felt a pang of protectiveness for her, a fierce, almost possessive urge to shield her from the dangers that loomed. 

	But beneath the protective impulse, a cold knot of doubt remained, an inescapable awareness of her complicated loyalties. He was taking her with them, into the teeth of whatever was coming, and he couldn't shake the feeling that he might just be setting himself up for disaster.

	He pushed his doubts aside, forcing a smile he didn't completely feel. He had a job to do, and he couldn't afford to be distracted. He had to focus, had to be strong. For them, if not for himself.

	“So, Captain,” said Lilian, in a playful tone. “What’s the plan?”

	“We head out to the island, circle around once, see if it looks as abandoned as your information implies it will be.” He shrugged, making it sound as though it was no big deal. “All we need is to reach Finch and essentially have him email me the details we need to start unpacking the shell company. Should be in and out in a few hours, tops, if things go smoothly.”

	He absently thought that it almost seemed like a simple task, when framed like that. Drive a boat to an island, get some information, come home. Easy peasy. Except for Reyes, the storm, the wild card that was Alistair Finch, and the general feeling that everything was about to fall apart at any moment.

	“We're all with you, Sean,” said his mother. She, for once, seemed to be in full agreement with him, her expression softening into a rare display of open support. She reached out, her hand finding his, and squeezed his fingers reassuringly. 

	Sean nodded slowly, feeling a flicker of warmth at her touch. “Yeah. Thanks, Mom.”

	He let go of her hand and absently touched the pistol in his pocket, the cold steel a dark reminder of the danger that still lurked beneath the surface of their hastily assembled plan. He glanced at Ace, the bodyguard’s face a mask of grim determination. Then, without another word, Sean turned and climbed into the boat.

	Sean settled into the boat, the small craft rocking gently beneath his weight. Ace took the helm, his movements economical and practiced as he started the engine. The motor sputtered to life, a low rumble that vibrated through the hull, chasing away the quiet lapping of waves against the dock.

	Lilian, Beatrice, and Dolly followed him onboard, finding their seats and sea legs. The small vessel felt even smaller with all of them aboard. He watched as Ace expertly navigated them away from the dock, the coastline of Nassau receding behind them with surprising speed.

	The boat sliced through the turquoise water, spray kicking up in their wake. The day was thick with the smell of salt and diesel, the sun beating down mercilessly despite the gathering storm clouds. Sean squinted, adjusting his eyes to the glare, watching as the island slowly materialized on the horizon.

	It was tiny, even smaller than he’d imagined, a mere speck of land against the vast blue expanse of the ocean. As they drew closer, the island’s singular feature became clear — a sprawling estate, perched almost at the island's dead center, its white walls gleaming starkly against sparse tropical foliage. It looked isolated, almost desolate, a lonely outpost in the middle of nowhere. Like something from an Agatha Christie novel, a place ripe for secrets and hidden dangers.

	The storm clouds overhead had grown more prominent during their journey, no longer just distant puffs of grey but a solid, ominous mass that swallowed up more and more of the sky. The once bright Bahamian sun was now obscured, casting the water in a darker, more menacing hue. The air, still humid, now carried a chill, a premonition of the coming downpour.

	“Looks… inviting,” muttered Sean, his voice barely audible above the engine’s roar.

	Ace glanced at him, face impassive. “Best we be quick about this, Captain. Wasn't supposed to start raining until later this evening.”

	“Quick is the word of the hour,” said Sean.

	Ace cut the engine as they neared the tiny dock, letting the boat drift the last few yards. Sean squinted, shielding his eyes against the glare of the water, but even with the sun obscured, the white dock stood out starkly against the dark foliage of the island.

	“Huh,” muttered Ace, his voice low.

	Sean followed his gaze, brow furrowing. The dock was undeniably deserted. No boats bobbed against the pilings, no signs of recent use, no activity at all. Just weathered wood and empty space, a quiet welcome that felt anything but inviting.

	“No boats,” Ace stated the obvious, his tone flat, devoid of any inflection.

	Sean nodded slowly, absorbing the information. It was a small detail, almost insignificant in the grand scheme of things, but it resonated with a chilling certainty. No boats at the dock. On a remote island, a place accessible only by sea. It wasn't exactly a welcome mat.

	“Suggests Finch really is something of a prisoner,” Sean said, his voice quiet, thoughtful. “Assuming he’s even here at all.”

	The sentiment hung in the air, a heavy weight settling over the small boat. If Finch was on the island, and if he was being held against his will, then getting him on board with helping them might be easier than they’d anticipated. A prisoner desperate for escape was a desperate man.

	A small, almost unwelcome flicker of hope sparked within Sean’s chest. Maybe, just maybe, this wasn't a wild goose chase after all. Maybe this desolate island, this empty dock, held the key to everything.

	Beatrice touched his shoulder, her hand warm and grounding against the chill of his apprehension. He glanced at her, meeting her gaze, searching for reassurance in her deep blue eyes.

	“We made it here,” Beatrice said, her voice soft, barely audible above the lapping waves. “Let's get this over with.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 29

	The situation felt eerily calm as Sean helped Ace tie the boat off to the dock. He gave his mother, Lilian, and Dolly a hand crossing the gap off the boat, watching the way the increasingly perky wind stirred their clothing.

	“So, what do we do now?” asked Dolly, her voice echoing slightly in the sudden quiet now that the boat’s engine was cut. “Just… walk up to the house and ring the bell?”

	Sean eyed the estate. A wrought-iron gate, ornate and unnecessary, stood just beyond the end of the dock, and a high stone wall encircled the property beyond that. Redundant security for a place that already required a deliberate sea crossing to reach. Still, Dolly's question was valid.

	“I don’t see why not,” said Sean, shrugging. He gestured to the gate and the wall. “Breaking and entering certainly won’t get us off to a good start.”

	Sean led the way toward the gate, his footsteps crunching on the gravel path. The closer they got, the more imposing the estate seemed, the white walls stark and unwelcoming against the darkening sky. He reached the gate and saw a small, tarnished brass call box mounted on one of the stone pylons.

	He pressed the buzzer, his finger lingering against the cold metal. Nothing happened. A faint hum of electricity filled the air, but there was no answering voice, no click of a release. He waited, giving it about a solid thirty seconds before trying again.

	Another press of the button, a longer wait. Still nothing. He pressed it a third time, holding it down for a few beats, frustration starting to bubble up. Silence.

	“Maybe Finch isn't here after all,” said Beatrice, her voice carrying over the growing wind.

	Just as the words left her lips, the speaker next to the buzzer crackled to life, spitting out static and a sound that might have been someone clearing their throat. Then, a voice, thick with a British accent and slurred as though the speaker was drunk or just woken up, cut through the air.

	“What?” the voice mumbled, words running together in a sleepy cadence. “Who’s there?”

	“Alistair Finch?” guessed Sean.

	“What? How did you…” A groaning noise came from the speaker, followed by what sounded like someone taking a swig from a bottle. “Did Reyes send you?”

	“You don't work for Reyes,” said Sean. “You work for me.”

	“And just who the fuck are you?” snapped the voice.

	Sean glanced at Ace, who gave a micro nod, seemingly on the same page.

	“Sean Costello,” he said, a touch of probably unneeded anger entering his tone. “Terrence Costello's son. The owner of a certain shell company you've been fucking around with.”

	“Costello?” The voice from the speaker spluttered, annoyance suddenly gone, replaced by a sharp intake of breath. “Sean Costello? Nobody said anything about… I wasn't expecting…”

	Finch’s words devolved into panicked mumbling, a stream of disjointed syllables that suggested he was more than a little rattled. Sean waited, letting the moment stretch, letting Finch stew in his surprise.

	“Wait there,” said Finch, his voice now trembling with a raw, almost childlike emotion that didn't fit the image of a hardened criminal. “Please. Just… wait there.”

	The speaker clicked off, leaving Sean staring at the tarnished brass call box in uneasy silence. He glanced at Ace, who merely shrugged, his weathered face still grimly impassive.

	“Sounds like we found our guy,” muttered Sean.

	The wrought iron gate groaned and began to swing inward, revealing a long, tree-lined driveway leading up to the mansion. Beyond the gates, the estate seemed even more imposing, its white walls gleaming in the fading light, windows dark and unreadable like empty eyes.

	Ace stepped closer, his voice a low whisper in Sean’s ear. “Still be on guard, Captain. Could be a trap. Reyes could be playing games with us, leading us right into a kill box.”

	Sean nodded slowly, his hand instinctively drifting to his pocket, fingers brushing against the cold steel of the revolver. “I know. I’m ready.”

	Lilian, ever the socialite, let out a low, appreciative whistle, her gaze fixed on the mansion. “If this is a trap, then Mr. Finch is clearly a method actor of fabulous skill. I’m almost inclined to give him an Oscar.”

	Sean didn't reply, his attention fixed on the mansion looming ahead. The gate swung fully open, an invitation or a threat, depending on how he chose to read it. He took a breath and started walking, leading the way toward the stairs and the expensive-looking front door.

	He noted the way his mother’s gaze narrowed as she surveyed the mansion, a flicker of suspicion in her deep blue eyes. Lilian, however, seemed amused, a wry smile playing on her lips as though she was already in on some private joke. Dolly, bless her heart, was simply looking around in wide-eyed wonder, taking in the sheer scale of the place as though it were a tourist attraction.

	The front door, predictably ornate and heavy, swung inward before he even reached the steps. A man stood silhouetted in the doorway, and Sean instantly recognized the voice from the call box. Alistair Finch.

	He was older than Sean expected, older even than Ace, a wisp of a man with a face etched with wrinkles and exhaustion. Thick glasses magnified his eyes to an almost comical degree, making him look like a startled owl. 

	His thin frame was swallowed by an oversized dressing gown, which was itself stained and rumpled, suggesting a lack of self-care that matched the slurred cadence of his voice. He looked less like a financial manager and more like a man who'd seen better days, and those days had been a long, long time ago.

	Finch’s gaze darted between them, landing on Sean with a flicker of something that might have been recognition, or just confusion. He blinked rapidly, his thin frame trembling slightly.

	“Costello?” Finch mumbled, his British accent thick, the word slurring at the edges. “You’re… Costello's son?”

	“Sean Costello,” he confirmed, extending a hand. “Sorry to drop in unannounced, Mr. Finch, but we really need to talk.”

	Finch didn't seem to notice the hand, or if he did, he ignored it. He simply blinked again, his gaze drifting around to take in Beatrice, Lilian, Dolly, and Ace.

	“You brought… an entourage?” Finch’s voice wavered, a breathy, almost panicked whisper. “I wasn't expecting… visitors.”

	“These are my associates,” said Sean, with a firm nod. “They’ll be joining us.”

	Finch swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing visibly in his thin neck. “Right, yes, of course. Come in, come in. Don't just stand out there in the in the open.”

	He turned and hurried back inside, his dressing gown billowing behind him like a ghostly shroud. Sean exchanged a glance with Ace, whose expression matched his own. This guy for real? Ace just shrugged, his weathered face impassive, and followed Sean through the doorway.

	The front door opened directly into a cavernous foyer, mirroring the opulence of the exterior, but the interior was an unfortunate contrast to the carefully manicured grounds. The mansion, while undeniably expensive, was a mess. 

	Discarded food plates, some half-eaten, littered side tables and the edges of the massive, ornate desk. Mud was tracked across the gleaming marble floors, like a parade of dirty boots had recently passed through. Little bits of tin foil, crinkled and tarnished, poked out from under the furniture and lay scattered across the floor like illicit Easter eggs.

	The interior was dense with a strange mix of scents — stale food, dust, and something else, something vaguely chemical and acrid that hinted at more illicit activities than just slovenly housekeeping. Sean wrinkled his nose, a fresh wave of unease washing over him. This place wasn't just messy. It was… off.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 30

	Finch stood in the center of the foyer, wringing his hands, his gaze darting nervously around the room as though expecting someone to jump out from behind the shadows. He gestured vaguely toward the rest of the mansion as he forced a smile for Sean and the others, his voice a near-whisper.

	“Please,” said Finch. “Make yourselves… at home. Such as it is.”

	Sean smiled wanly. He glanced at his companions, but none of them seemed inclined to make themselves at home. Beatrice remained near the door, her posture rigid, scanning the foyer with a distrustful eye. Lilian, despite her earlier playful demeanor, stood just as stiffly, her gaze sharp and assessing, missing nothing. Dolly just looked confused, twisting her fingers together, clearly unsure what was expected of her in a mansion foyer that smelled faintly of mildew and something else unidentifiable.

	“We’re not here for tea and crumpets, Finch,” said Sean, cutting to the chase. “We need details. Access. Everything you have on TC Holdings. All the documents. Emailed to me. Now.”

	Finch spluttered, his thin frame seeming to shrink further into the oversized dressing gown. “Now? I… I don’t know, Mr. Costello. That’s a lot to ask. I’d have to check with Mr. Reyes first. He’s the one who really handles those sorts of decisions. I’m just… I’m just the treasurer.”

	Before Sean could even sigh in frustration, Ace moved, a blur of motion. He drew his pistol, the click of the hammer cocking back echoed in the suddenly silent foyer, sharp and final. Ace aimed the weapon at Finch’s head, the gesture casual, almost bored, yet undeniably lethal.

	“Mr. Reyes isn’t here, Finch,” said Ace, his voice eerily low and calm compared to the sudden violence of his action. “We are.”

	“I… I see,” said Finch. “Let me just, um… collect my computer and see about getting you gentleman what you need.”

	“Go with him, Ace,” said Sean. “Make sure he doesn't touch his phone.”

	Sean watched Ace and Finch disappear up the grand, curving staircase, the silence in the foyer amplifying the sound of their footsteps receding overhead. He glanced out the massive front windows, noticing the sky had darkened further, the gathering clouds now more than just a distant threat. A few fat raindrops splattered against the glass, a soft drumming that hinted at the downpour to come.

	“Looks like the weather is turning.” Beatrice joined Sean by the window, her gaze fixed on the darkening horizon. “Do you think it will be safe to take the boat back right away, or should we consider waiting out the storm?”

	Sean frowned, his gaze drifting from the darkening sky back to the closed doors of the mansion. He hadn’t even considered the weather as a factor in their hastily assembled plan, his focus solely on reaching Finch and securing the documents. Now, with the rain starting to fall, everything would be just a little bit more complicated.

	“Waiting it out might make the most sense,” said Sean, more to himself than to his mother. “But we'll see what Ace says.” 

	He didn't want to be stuck on a small boat in the middle of a Bahamian storm. It felt far too much like tempting fate. 

	A few minutes stretched into an eternity, the silence in the foyer broken only by the now steadily increasing drumming of rain against the windows. The storm wasn’t holding off after all. He glanced at the staircase again, his impatience rapidly growing. What was taking them so long?

	Finally, footsteps echoed from above, heavier and more purposeful than Finch’s earlier nervous shuffle. Ace reappeared at the top of the staircase, his weathered face impassive, followed by Finch, who was clutching a laptop to his chest like a lifeline. Sean let out a long breath. They had the documents. Or at least, they were about to.

	Ace and Finch descended the stairs and approached them, Ace’s gaze flicking over to Sean inquisitively. Finch, still clearly uncomfortable, thrust the laptop toward Sean with a jerky, almost desperate motion.

	“Here,” said Finch, his voice barely audible above the rising wind and rain. “It's all typed up. Just… put your email in and send it to yourself. Everything is there. TC Holdings. All of it.”

	Sean took the laptop, the plastic surprisingly warm to the touch. He opened it, his fingers fumbling slightly on the unfamiliar keys, and navigated to the email client. Finch hovered nearby, muttering instructions in a low, anxious voice, guiding him through the process.

	A new email popped into Sean's inbox no more than a minute later. Subject line: TC Holdings - Full Financial Records and Access Keys. He stared at the screen, at the mundane email subject and the even more mundane speed at which the attached pdf file downloaded to his phone, a strange sense of anticlimax washing over him. After all the danger, all the tension, all the impossible choices and near-death experiences, it was… this easy?

	“Got what you need?” asked Ace.

	“I do.” Sean felt a smile sneaking onto his face as he slid his phone back into his pocket. “We can go. Or rather, we would be able to if not for the weather.”

	“Not sure if the weather is still our most pressing concern, Captain,” muttered Ace.

	He gestured out one of the east facing windows. A new speedboat was clearly visible in the distance even through the drizzle and rising spray.

	Sean squinted, trying to make out details of the approaching speedboat through the rain-streaked windows of the mansion foyer. His breath caught in his throat. Even from this distance, even through the drizzle and spray, the figure at the helm was unmistakable. That crisp white suit, a beacon of ostentatious elegance against the grey backdrop of the storm, could only belong to one man.

	“Reyes,” muttered Sean under his breath, the word a low hiss of weariness and frustration. His hand instinctively went to his pocket, fingers closing around the cold, reassuring weight of the revolver. He glanced at Ace, watching for the old bodyguard’s reaction.

	Ace’s weathered face was grim, his gaze fixed on the approaching speedboat. He didn't need words to articulate the gravity of the situation. Reyes wasn't here for a friendly chat. He was here to collect, to control, to assert his dominance. And they were trapped, caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, or rather, between The Shark and a rapidly worsening Bahamian storm.

	“We need to decide, Captain,” said Ace, voice low and urgent. “Right now. We stay, we fight. We leave, we face that storm. Your call.”

	Sean hissed his frustration out through his teeth, weighing the impossible choices. A shootout in the mansion, against Reyes and god only knew how many of his men, felt like a suicide mission. But venturing out into the storm in their small, barely seaworthy boat felt equally perilous. Either way, death was knocking at the door, and it was a choice between the front or the back.

	A soft touch on his hand from his mother seemed to underline the seriousness of the moment. Her fingers curled around his, a silent offering of support. Her blue eyes locked onto his as he looked her way, a depth of unspoken emotion in their depths.

	“Sean,” she whispered. “It’s your decision. Whatever you think is best. We’re with you.”

	Her words, meant to reassure, only amplified the weight of responsibility pressing down on him. His decision. But what decision was there to make? Stay and face Reyes’s wrath, armed with a couple of pistols and Ace’s aging expertise? Or brave the storm, a gamble against the elements, a desperate roll of the dice against nature itself?

	He looked at Beatrice, at Lilian, at Dolly, their faces etched with a mixture of fear and trust, their fates hanging in the balance, contingent on his next move. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the rain drumming against the windows wash over him, a cold, steady rhythm that mirrored the frantic pounding of his heart.

	“We’re leaving.” Sean pulled his hand away from Beatrice’s, his fingers tightening around the revolver in his pocket. “We’ll risk the storm.”

	 

	


Chapter 31

	They raced out of the mansion, moving from a fast walk, to a jog, to an outright sprint as the speedboat's eminent arrival primed their haste.

	Sean scrambled down the dock toward the small boat, his breath as quick as his steps. He fumbled with the mooring lines, fingers clumsy with haste amid the growing urgency of the moment. The rain was picking up, fat drops splattering against the dock and the water, turning the air thick and heavy.

	“Hurry, Captain!” Ace yelled, his voice barely audible above the wind and the rising roar of the approaching speedboat.

	He worked frantically, his fingers finally managing to loosen the knots. He tossed the lines haphazardly into the boat, not bothering to coil them neatly, every second feeling precious. He glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting see to Finch following after them in a drugged stupor, but the estate remained ominously still. For now.

	Beatrice, Lilian, and Dolly hurried down the dock, their footsteps echoing sharply on the weathered wood. Beatrice, surprisingly nimble when she wanted to be, was the first to reach the boat, followed by Lilian, her gauzy sun skirt billowing in the wind. Dolly, blonde hair bobbing wildly, scrambled in last, her eyes wide with a mixture of fear and excitement.

	Ace was already at the helm, hands flying over the controls, the engine sputtering and then roaring to life. The small boat vibrated beneath Sean’s feet, a fragile island of wood and fiberglass amidst the churning water.

	“Captain, get aboard!” yelled Ace, his voice strained against the rising wind. “Now! And hold on!”

	Sean didn't need to be told twice. He leaped onto the boat, landing heavily, the small craft rocking violently. He grabbed onto the nearest railing, bracing himself against the sudden lurch and pull of the boat as Ace gunned the engine.

	The boat shot forward, leaving the dock behind with jarring speed, the mansion shrinking rapidly in the distance. The wind whipped at Sean’s face, stinging his eyes and tearing at his hair. Rain lashed down in sheets now, blurring his vision, turning the world into a grey, indistinct smear.

	He glanced back, his stomach plummeting. Reyes’s speedboat was already in pursuit, a long, menacing shape cutting through the waves, growing larger with frightening speed. The polished white of its hull gleamed even through the rain and growing darkness, a predator focused on its prey.

	“They’re coming!” Sean yelled, his voice barely audible against the roar of their own engine and the rising wind. “Faster, Ace!”

	Ace didn't reply. His weathered face was set in a grim line, hands firm on the task. He simply gave the engine more juice, the boat straining, shuddering, desperately trying to outrun the storm and the shark that was hot on their tail.

	The ocean turned choppy with discomforting swiftness. Waves slammed against the small boat, throwing it from side to side. Sean gripped the railing until his knuckles went white. Rain lashed down, soaking him to the bone in seconds. He blinked, trying to clear the water from his eyes, but the drops just kept coming, blurring his vision.

	The sky overhead was black as pitch, even though it was barely past noon. Ominous clouds swallowed the light, turning the late afternoon into a premature night. The wind howled, a banshee wail that threatened to tear the small boat apart. Waves grew taller, darker, crashing over the bow and soaking them all anew.

	The boat bucked and shuddered, a fragile toy in the ocean's sudden rage. Sean tasted salt spray and fear, a bitter mix that was near acidic on his tongue. He glanced back at Reyes’s speedboat, barely visible now through the driving rain and spray. They were still gaining.

	He tightened his grip on the railing, bracing for another wave. The little craft pitched violently again, and Dolly screamed, a sharp, terrified sound that was almost lost in the wind’s roar.

	She stumbled, coming loose from the railing she was hanging onto. Sean reached for her immediately, but had to also abandon his grip to do it. The boat suddenly seemed like a bucking bronco underneath them, not content with any single passenger getting a free ride.

	He reached out blindly, his hand closing around Dolly’s arm just as her feet lost purchase. She cried out again, a mix of terror and surprise, and then her weight was crashing against him, throwing him off balance as well.

	They tumbled, a tangle of limbs and panicked cries, falling away from the railing and into the narrow space between the boat’s seats. The world flipped sideways, a dizzying blur of grey sky and churning water. He instinctively tightened his grip on Dolly, pulling her close, trying to shield her from the impact.

	The small space between the seats was cramped, barely wide enough for one person, let alone two. They were pressed together, limbs tangled, breath knocked out of them both. Dolly gasped for air, her body a warm, trembling weight against his.

	The boat bucked again, a violent shudder that threw them against the side of the hull. Sean instinctively tightened his hold on Dolly, his arms wrapping around her protectively. The boat pitched and rolled, a chaotic dance against the rising waves, and they were tossed from side to side, tumbling within the confined space like dice in a cup.

	It was a struggle just to hold on to one another, let alone attempt to get back to their feet. The narrow space offered little purchase, and the boat seemed intent on dislodging them, throwing them around with a reckless abandon that bordered on violent. He tightened his grip on Dolly, his body instinctively shifting to protect her, shielding her from the worst of the jostling.

	And then, he noticed it. Amidst the chaos, amidst the fear and adrenaline, a new sensation cut through the fray. Friction. An unexpected, almost jarring friction between their bodies as they were bounced around within the cramped space.

	Dolly was pressed flush against him, her body molding itself to his with each violent lurch of the boat. Her hips rubbed against his groin with each roll, a slow, insistent grind that sent a jolt of heat through him. Her breasts pressed against his chest, soft and yielding, yet undeniably present, the friction of her clothing against his skin raising goosebumps despite the cold rain.

	He was aware, suddenly, acutely aware, of the intimate press of her body against his, the way their limbs were tangled together, the way their breath mingled in the confined space. In any other moment, in any other context, the closeness, the friction, the sheer physicality of it all… It would have been enjoyable. Undeniably so. The kind of friction that could ignite a different kind of fire, a different kind of storm.

	There was a sharp crack. It took Sean longer than it should have to realize they'd just been fired upon. He finally found a grip of something that wasn't Dolly's hip and raised his head high enough to get a sense of the situation.

	Reyes was closing on him in his boat, the distance separating their craft from their pursuer's less than half what it was before Sean had taken his little tumble. 

	“Mind returning fire, Captain?” Ace yelled over the engine's roar, a grin splitting his weathered face even as the rain plastered his long grey hair to his skull.

	Sean blinked, the question taking a second to register through the pounding in his ears. Return fire? On a speedboat chasing them through a chaotic storm? 

	He grinned back, feeling wild and reckless and very much ready to shoot his gun. “I can do that.”

	He scrambled to a slightly less exposed position, bracing himself against the pitching boat, doing his best to aim his pistol with one hand while clutching the railing with the other. The world was a blur of grey and white and churning water, the rain stinging his eyes, the wind tearing at his clothing. 

	It was chaotic, it was dangerous, it was scary, but Sean would have been lying to say that it wasn't really fucking exhilarating at the same time. He lined up the pursuing speedboat in his sights, the small pistol feeling almost comically inadequate against the larger, faster vessel. 

	He squeezed the trigger, the recoil surprisingly sharp, the sound of the gunshot swallowed by the wind and waves. He fired again, and again, spitting bullets into the storm-tossed ocean, knowing, even as he did it, that he was unlikely to hit anything beyond the water.

	His mother was suddenly beside him, impossibly calm amidst the chaos, her face set in a grimly determined expression that sent a jolt of something electric through Sean. She was holding a pistol, Ace’s pistol, aiming it with practiced posture. Her sundress was plastered to her body, offering a lewd view of cleavage and curves that under normal circumstances… under any circumstances other than a high-speed boat chase firefight… would have been strangely arousing.

	To see his mother like this, face set, eyes narrowed, a gun held in her hands like she knew how to use it… it was like seeing Trixie step into full view, like watching some dangerous, erotic prophecy finally come to fruition.

	Beatrice moved with a practiced ease that belied her dainty clothing and bare legs. She braced herself against the pitching boat, her stance surprisingly steady, and raised the pistol, sighting carefully along the barrel. Her gaze was fixed, unwavering, focused on Reyes’s speedboat closing fast behind them.

	She fired.

	The sound of Ace’s pistol was louder, deeper, than the muted snaps of Sean’s .22, cutting through the wind and engine roar with a sharp, decisive crack. Beatrice didn't flinch, didn't even blink. She simply fired again, and again, handling the task in a way that spoke volumes about her familiarity with firearms.

	Sean snapped out of his awe. Trixie in the flesh with a gun was certainly something, but it wasn't what he needed to be focusing on. He raised his own pistol again. Two shots left. That was it.

	He lined up the speedboat once more, the distance closing with terrifying speed. He squeezed the trigger, the recoil snapping his wrist back, the muted pop of the small caliber pistol lost in the wind’s howl and engine’s roar.

	Nothing. The speedboat kept coming, relentless, the white hull cutting through the waves, ominous and unwavering. He cursed under his breath, frustration and a fresh wave of fear tightening his grip on the gun. One shot left.

	He took a deeper breath, ignoring the spray stinging his face, ignoring the frantic pounding of his heart. He focused, narrowed his vision, lined up the speedboat one last time, aiming for the engine this time, a desperate shot in the dark.

	He squeezed the trigger, the recoil familiar now, but no less insignificant. The speedboat gave an unexpected shudder. Not a violent shudder, certainly not the fabled explosion he’d been hoping for with half a percent of his mind, but a subtle shift in its momentum, a barely perceptible change in direction.

	It veered off course, just a fraction, a deviation so slight that he somewhat doubted his shot was responsible for it. But then, quite suddenly, the speedboat hit a wave wrong, at an odd angle, the hull catching the crest of the swell instead of slicing through it.

	The reaction was immediate and brutal. The speedboat lurched violently sideways, tilting at a sickening angle, water spraying up in a white plume. For a heartbeat, it hung suspended at an impossible slant, before capsizing with a slow, agonizing roll.

	Sean stared, disbelief warring with a surge of triumph. He’d hit it. He’d actually hit it, goddamn it, and he stared in awe at the result. 

	The speedboat disappeared beneath the waves with a final, desperate churning of its engine, swallowed by the storm-tossed ocean. For a fleeting second, he caught a glimpse of the white hull, now upside down, bobbing like a discarded toy in the churning water. Then, it was gone, lost in the grey haze of the storm.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 32

	Sean harbored the question of whether to call out for Ace to turn back to pick up survivors from the capsized boat for all of five seconds before realizing that they were still on the verge of ending up in a similar situation. The ocean ahead no longer looked like what his conception of an ocean, a relatively flat plane of water, should be.

	He stared ahead, no longer seeing a body of water, but a series of dark blue and grey hills rearing up in front of them. They were mountainous, liquid slopes, the kind of thing he’d imagined seeing in nature documentaries of rogue waves or tsunamis. Waves, yes, but waves the size of buildings.

	He grabbed for the railing again, his knuckles rapping hard against the cold metal, a futile attempt to secure himself against the ocean’s sudden shift in temperament. The little boat bucked and shifted beneath him, no longer slicing through the water, but fighting it, struggling against the relentless onslaught of the storm.

	A wave, bigger than the rest, loomed ahead. Sean watched it rise, a dark wall of water, impossibly tall, impossibly wide, and then it crashed down on them. It wasn't just spray this time. It was a solid mass of water, a cold, heavy fist slamming into the boat.

	He gasped as the wave landed over them, a deluge that stole his breath and momentarily blinded him. Water poured over the bow, cascading over the windshield, a solid sheet that obscured everything. He felt the boat shudder, a violent tremor that went straight through his bones.

	The engine sputtered, a choked cough in the wind’s roar. The sound faltered, then died, a sudden, sickening silence in the midst of the storm's chaos. The boat slowed, the forward momentum bleeding away like air from a punctured tire. The ocean, however, continued to pitch them about. 

	Sean fought to steady himself, legs braced against the slick, shifting deck, hands clamped white-knuckled on the railing. The boat became a plaything of the waves, tossed and turned with brutal indifference. His stomach churned, a nauseous lurch mirroring the boat’s violent sway.

	A scream pierced through the wind’s howl and the crashing waves. Dolly.

	Sean’s head snapped around, vision blurred by the rain and spray. Dolly wasn’t there. The spot where she’d been clinging to the railing was empty, replaced by a churning expanse of grey water.

	“Dolly!” Sean yelled, his voice ripped away by the wind, likely swallowed by the storm before it even reached her.

	Panic seized him, cold fingers clenching around his heart. He scanned the waves, desperate, searching for a flash of blonde hair or white t-shirt, a bobbing head, anything. Nothing but grey water, churning and endless.

	Then, he remembered. The floatie. The cotton candy pink lifesaver that Dolly had insisted on bringing with her, a childish splash of color against the grim backdrop of their predicament. And Dolly, her earlier words echoing in his mind, a casual confession amidst the lighthearted banter and fun in the sun. 

	You know I’m not the best swimmer, Mr. C.

	He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t think, didn’t plan, didn’t even fully register the cold, brutal reality of the storm raging around him. He just acted. His concern for Dolly took control, overriding fear, overriding reason, a singular, desperate impulse driving him forward.

	Sean kicked off his boots, shedding weight, shedding thought. He scrambled onto the railing, the boat bucking violently beneath his feet, the wind threatening to tear him from his precarious perch. He took a breath, the salt air stinging his lungs, and then, without looking back, without a single word of warning or farewell, he jumped.

	He hit the water, and the cold was the first shock, a brutal slap that stole both his breath and his warmth. It wasn't just cold, it was fucking freezing, an icy plunge that went right through him, numbing his skin and stealing the air from his lungs. He gasped, the shock inducing a moment of paralysis, making it impossible to even think about swimming.

	Then came the force of the ocean. He’d expected waves, had seen them looming large and menacing, but he hadn't grasped their true power until they were upon him. The water wasn't just water anymore. It was a true force of nature, a heavy, relentless whirl that grabbed him and tossed him around like a rag doll.

	He was weightless and powerless all at once, spun in a dizzying tumble that ripped away his sense of direction. Which way was up? He couldn't tell. The world was a chaotic rush of grey and blue, the churning water a constant, disorienting assault on his senses. He thrashed his arms and legs, a frantic, futile effort to regain control, to find some purchase in the liquid chaos.

	He tried to open his eyes, desperate to see, to find Dolly, to get some sense of where he was, but the salt water stung them shut. He gasped again, swallowing a mouthful of sea, coughing and choking, the taste of salt bitter on his tongue. 

	Panic flared, a cold, sharp spike of terror that threatened to undercut anything resembling true effort. He was lost, blind, freezing, and completely at the mercy of the storm-tossed ocean. Where was Dolly? Was she even still alive? He had to find her.

	But his limbs felt heavy, sluggish, and it was a struggle just to keep his head above the surface. He kicked and flailed, trying to orient himself, trying to see through the rain and spray, but it was like swimming in a washing machine, blindfolded and disoriented. He spun again, another wave crashing over him, and he swallowed more water, coughing and choking again, the acrid taste of salt and fear mingling in his throat.

	The cold, the waves, the sheer, overwhelming power of the ocean – it was all too much. He was just a tiny, insignificant speck in the face of the Atlantic’s indifferent fury, and Dolly was out there somewhere, just as lost and just as vulnerable.

	He kicked, limbs flailing, the water churning around him, and then, out of nowhere, she was just there. A pale shape in the murky water, drifting limply, impossibly close. Dolly.

	He reached for her, yanking on her t-shirt to pull her close, fabric stretchy and cold against his fingers. Dolly was limp in his arms, unresponsive, her head lolling back against his shoulder. Her face was ashen, eyes closed, lashes clumping wet against her pale skin. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing.

	He tightened his grip around her, his arm looped under chest, desperately trying to keep her head above the waves. Her body was dead weight, dragging him down, but he kicked with a renewed spike of adrenaline, legs burning, lungs aching, fighting against the relentless pull of the ocean.

	“Dolly!” he yelled, his voice cracking, the sound swallowed by the wind and spray. “Dolly, come on! Swim!”

	No response. Her head lolled sideways again, her hair drifting across his face, cold and wet and lifeless. He shook her gently, his voice rising to a shout, raw with fear.

	“Dolly! Please, Dolly!”

	He had to get her head above water. He had to keep her afloat. He kicked harder, legs churning, muscles screaming in protest. The waves were relentless, each one a fresh assault, pushing them down, threatening to pull them under. He swallowed more salt water, coughing and choking, his vision blurring.

	“Help!” he screamed, voice cracking, a desperate, futile cry ripped away by the wind. “Ace! Mom! Over here!”

	But the storm answered with only wind and waves, a deafening roar that swallowed his cries whole. He was alone, with Dolly limp in his arms, lost in the heart of the storm. What could anyone do for them now?

	Sean’s cries were answered, however. Or maybe not answered so much as replaced. He heard it, a low rumble that grew steadily louder, cutting through the wind’s howl and the crashing waves. The boat. The engine. It sputtered, coughed, then roared to life, the sound a lifeline in the storm’s chaotic symphony.

	“Help!” he screamed again, though it was even harder to be heard over both the storm and the motor now. 

	But somehow, he was heard. He felt it, a sudden tug on his arm, strong arms pulling him, hauling him up and out of the churning water. Ace. He was against the boat’s, coughing and sputtering, but almost to safety. He clung to Dolly, his arms still wrapped tightly around her, unwilling to let go, even for a second.

	Beatrice was suddenly there, her hands gentle but insistent as she helped pull him and Dolly the rest of the way into the boat. Lilian was right behind her, her usual composure momentarily cracking, replaced by a raw worry that mirrored his own fear.

	“Dolly! Dolly, are you alright?” Beatrice’s voice was tight with concern as she cradled Dolly’s head, brushing wet strands of blonde hair away from her face.

	Lilian, despite her own soaked and shivering state, was already stripping off her gauzy wrap to offer it as a makeshift blanket. Dolly remained limp and unresponsive, her skin ashen against the bright pink of her inflatable lifesaver.

	“That was a mistake, Captain,” said Ace, his voice cutting through the flurry of concern.

	Sean blinked, his attention snapping backwards. “What?”

	Ace gestured with a jerky nod of his head toward the unconscious Dolly, his weathered face set in a grim line. “It would have been simpler to just leave her in the water.”

	The old bodyguard reached over, grabbing something that had fallen to the floor of the boat amidst the chaos. Sean stared, not recognizing what it was at first, eyes unwilling to fit the shape of the dark metal object into the context of the moment.

	Ace lifted his gun slowly, almost reluctantly. He checked the chamber, a practiced flick of his wrist, and then, in a motion as cold as the ice water Sean had just been dragged out of, Ace raised the weapon to take aim.

	The barrel of the gun, dark and ominous, pointed directly at Dolly’s head. Ace’s weathered face was set, eyes cold, his expression quietly, sadly resolved to do what needed to be done. Nothing more. Nothing less.

	Sean stared, his mind reeling, as the situation with Dolly, the FBI, and the stakes for everyone involved suddenly became impossibly real and awful. It wasn't just a suggestion anymore. It was a plan. It was an action. It was about to happen. Vertigo hit him, a dizzying lurch that paradoxically seemed to make the pitching boat suddenly go still. 

	“Ace!” he shouted.

	But he did more than just shout. It was like watching himself from three feet back, like the moment in a video game when gameplay smoothly gives way to a cutscene. He grabbed his own pistol from where he'd set it down when he'd ditched his boots, pulled back the hammer, and did the thing that made sense, the thing that made no sense.

	He fired at Ace. The old bodyguard jerked strangely. He still held the pistol in a solid grip, even as he looked down at the bullet hole in his jacket and chest. Sean wasn’t expecting to see blood given the soaking wet conditions, but if anything, the wound bled even faster.

	Probably, Ace could have still done it if he’d really wanted to. That knowledge, that understanding, cut Sean so deeply that he almost threw up. Ace could still have shot Dolly in that moment, gun held in practiced fingers at such a trivial distance. Ace breathed out, lowered his arm, and collapsed onto one of the boat's benches.

	“Goddammit, Ace!” hissed Sean. 

	He dropped his own gun and hurried to his friend's side. Dolly was retching behind him, alive and tended to by Lilian. Beatrice was frozen like a statue on middeck. Sean squeezed Ace's hand, no longer concerned by the gun in the bodyguard's hand.

	“Knew you couldn't do it yourself, Captain.” Ace coughed, a dribble of blood running down his lip and chin. “Still think… it’s a mistake. On both sides now.”

	“We all make mistakes.” Sean squeezed Ace's hand tighter. “We'll get you back to shore. Then we'll talk.”

	“Just… looking out for you,” said Ace. “It's what your pops would have wanted, Captain.”

	“I know, Ace…” whispered Sean. “You did good. You fucked up, but… you did good.”

	The rain was coming down hard on his face now, hot and salty, even though the sky was clearing up and the sound of droplets hitting the sea had subsided. Sean covered Ace's wound with his free hand and wished everything was different.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 33

	The sun felt nice on Sean's face as he slowly biked through Pinecross, taking his time. It was late winter now or perhaps early spring depending on which side of the divide one preferred, with the last of the snow melting away in patches along the sides of the road. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, hiding nothing.

	Pinecross hadn't changed, not really. Main Street still looked like a postcard, all quaint storefronts and neatly swept sidewalks. The old brick buildings, familiar and comforting, felt like coming home to a warm blanket after weeks spent shivering in the cold. He passed the diner, Pinecone Eats, and saw a few familiar faces through the window, old high school classmates, probably, though he didn't recognize them well enough to wave.

	Pinecross felt small, almost claustrophobically so, after Vegas. Vegas had been a city of endless possibilities, a dizzying, overwhelming expanse of noise and light and temptation. Pinecross was… quiet. Predictable. Safe. He still wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not.

	He arrived back at his house, the same house he'd lived almost all of his life in, and leaned his bike against the porch railing. Opening the front door, he kicked off his shoes as he came inside, two resonant thumps announcing his arrival as they hit the floor. He unshouldered his backpack, letting it slide off his arm and drop with a similarly careless ejection.

	A new scent, welcome and comforting, filled his nostrils. Brownies. Chocolatey, decadent, fresh baked brownies. He hadn't realized how much he’d missed that smell, that specific homey aroma that always seemed to permeate the air whenever his mother caught the baking bug.

	“Hey,” he said, coming into the kitchen. “I'm home.”

	Beatrice stood at the counter, a wooden cutting board positioned in front of her. She was chopping carrots with a practiced rhythm, the knife a silver angle against the orange stub. The pile of diced vegetables beside her was already substantial, a colorful mix of carrots, potatoes, and onions. Beef stew. Another familiar comfort.

	She wore mom jeans and a loose-fitting blouse, practical clothing for a practical task. Her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and she wasn't wearing makeup, not that she needed it at home. She was beautiful, still beautiful, Sean noted, but in a different way than she'd been in Vegas. Less overtly sensual, more… familiar. Maternal.

	She glanced his way as he came into the kitchen, flashing a loving smile. It was a smile he knew all too well, the kind that used to chase away childhood monsters and soothe teenage angst. But there was something else there, too, an acknowledgment of recent events and impulsive decisions. A tension that hadn't existed before Vegas, full of questions and conflicts and heat.

	“Welcome home, sweetie,” she said, her voice soft, gentle. Beatrice, rather than Trixie. “Hungry?”

	“Starving.” Sean leaned against the counter, watching her work. The rhythmic thud of the knife against the cutting board filled the silence, a mundane sound. Grounding. Limiting. 

	He watched her hands, strong and capable, moving with a familiar grace. He remembered how those hands felt at other times, soft, forbidden caresses. His face warmed and he shifted his weight, trying to keep his thoughts where they should be. Grounded. Limited.

	“Brownies are cooling on the counter,” said Beatrice, pulling her attention back to her vegetables. “Dinner won't be ready for a bit longer, but you can have one now if you want.”

	“Thanks, Mom.” He swallowed, the word feeling strange and heavy on his tongue. Mom. It was the right word, by definition, but still felt somehow inadequate to describe the complex, tangled emotions swirling between them.

	He grabbed a brownie from the counter, the chocolatey scent thick and rich in the air, and took a bite that was overwhelmingly delicious as Dolly came downstairs. She was wearing a pair of boy shorts and an oversized t-shirt, pink and fluffy and entirely too cute to be anything other than intentional. Her blonde hair was a mess, sleep tousled and adorable.

	“Brownies!” Dolly exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “Oh, Beatrice, you made brownies again! You're the best, they're so tasty.”

	“Just a little something to start the week off right,” said Beatrice, her tone softening slightly, releasing some of its earlier tension.

	Dolly grabbed a brownie of her own and took a big bite, still talking around a mouthful of chocolate and carbs. “Mmm, these are perfect. Morning Sean.”

	“Morning Dolly,” he replied, his voice a bit more playful than he intended. He watched her approach, a familiar warmth stirring within him.

	Dolly closed the distance, a mischievous glint in her eyes. Before he could fully register her intentions, she was in his space, settling into his lap with a soft sigh of contentment. Her arms looped around his neck, her body pressing close, and he felt the familiar rush of warmth, the electric spark of their physical connection.

	He leaned in, meeting her halfway, their lips meeting in a sweet, lingering kiss. It was a brief, chocolatey kiss, a moment of stolen intimacy that felt increasingly right. She had a tiny smudge of chocolate on one cheek, and it took all of his willpower to keep from licking it off.

	“Mmm,” Dolly murmured against his lips, pulling back just enough to grin at him. “Morning kisses are the best.”

	Before Sean could reply, Beatrice cleared her throat, the sound sharp and pointed, cutting through the sweetness of the moment like a knife.

	“The two of you need to cool it,” said Beatrice, her voice laced with thinly veiled disapproval, “You're supposed to be pretending to be Sean's cousin, in case you forgot.”

	“Cousins kiss sometimes,” muttered Dolly, her voice low enough that Beatrice likely wouldn't hear, but loud enough for Sean to catch. 

	She leaned in and kissed him again, a quick, playful peck to the lips that lingered just a fraction of a second too long, not that a shorter kiss on the lips would have been any more appropriate from one cousin to another.

	“Maybe they did where you grew up,” he whispered back, his tone teasing. He pinched her playfully on the buttock, just hard enough to elicit a gasp and an exaggerated glower.

	“Hey!” she snapped, with mock outrage. “Watch it, Mr. C. Or I'll tell your mom a few of the other ways you've been inappropriate with your cousin.”

	“Please don't,” said Beatrice, with a heavily conflicted sigh.

	He grinned, enjoying the lighthearted banter, the comfortable familiarity that seemed to slot back into place so easily after the tension and chaos of the previous few months. It was good to be home, he had to acknowledge that, even if home was now a more complicated place than it had been before Vegas.

	His gaze drifted to Dolly’s face, lingering on the curve of her cheek, the way her messy blonde hair framed her features. Cousin. The word felt absurdly wrong in his mind when applied to her, especially now, with her warm body pressed against his, her scent filling his senses, her lips still tingling from his kiss.

	Cousins didn't do what they did. Cousins didn't share hotel room beds in the Bahamas and fake deaths to outmaneuver the FBI. The thought reverberated in his head, a cold, sobering reminder of the dangerous game they were still playing. 

	It had worked, somehow. Against all odds, it had actually worked. Dolly was officially dead, a tragic boating accident in the choppy Bahamian waters. As far as the authorities were concerned, she had gone overboard and been swallowed by the ocean, never to be seen again.

	Caitlyn Costello, Sean's long-lost cousin who'd been visiting the Bahamas with them for their family vacation, had flown back with them. The fake passport they'd purchased had been breathtakingly expensive for what seemed like shoddy workmanship, but the airline employee who'd checked it had barely even glanced it over before waving them on.

	It'd been a crazy plan, insane even, and yet… it had worked. For now, at least. The FBI was off their back. Dolly, or Caitlyn as Sean always called her in public, was safe, for the moment. And they were all home.

	He glanced at Beatrice, still chopping carrots with a steady, rhythmic thud of the knife against the cutting board. Home. It was a word that used to mean safety, predictability, comfort. Now, it felt… different. Charged. Complicated. Dangerous, in its own way.

	He slid Dolly off his lap, a little too abruptly, and stood up, needing to move, needing a distraction. 

	“Is that the mail?” he asked, gesturing to the small pile of envelopes on the kitchen table. “Let's see if anything good came today.”

	He shuffled through the envelopes, bills mostly, junk mail, a postcard from Serge. He tossed the junk mail aside, pausing at the postcard with a fond smile before setting it next to the brownies. He picked up the last letter, a plain white envelope with a return address he didn't recognize, but a name he unfortunately did. Felicia Miller. His fingers tensed.

	Dolly, now on one of the counter stools, watched him with a curious tilt of her head. “Who's that from? Felicia Miller?”

	Sean stared at the name, the neat, cursive handwriting somehow loaded with meaning and emotion.

	“Ace's granddaughter,” he said, his voice quiet, almost to himself.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 34

	Sean opened the letter with attention and care, sliding a finger along the edge avoiding tears like he'd once seen his mother do with a Christmas present he'd given her. He pulled out the envelope's contents, a single, folded sheet of lined paper.

	“What's it say?” said Dolly. “Tell me! Tell me!”

	It wasn't a long letter, and Sean's eyes took in the message easily enough with a single scan. He folded it along the original lines, set it down, and looked up at Dolly and his mother.

	“It says…” He swallowed and let out a sad chuckle. “It says Ace finally woke up. He's out of the coma.”

	“Oh, Sean!” Beatrice exhaled with so much emotion and relief that it almost sounded like a sob. “That's such good news! Oh, sweetie!”

	She laughed and hurried over, wrapping him in a tight hug. Dolly joined in from the side, and for a few seconds they just held each other. 

	“She also said that Ace wanted me to know that he still calls me Captain,” said Sean. “And asks if I want to come visit.”

	Beatrice's fingers tightened a touch possessively on his shoulder. “I think it might be nice if Ace comes to visit us instead, once he’s fully healed up, that is. Dolores can't be seen around Vegas. She'd be recognized too easily.”

	Sean leaned back into his mother’s embrace, trying to tamp down the surge of complicated emotions that Ace’s letter had stirred. “He would probably be up for a visit. Might be good for him to get out of Sin City for a while, too.”

	“I don’t really care either way,” said Dolly, with a shrug that didn't quite hide the lingering tension in her shoulders. “I still remember the last time I saw Ace. You know… when he was trying to shoot me in the head.”

	Sean chuckled, a low, humorless sound. “He had his reasons, Dolly. Even if they were leading him to make a bad decision.”

	Dolly pouted, her lower lip jutting out in a way that was both childish and undeniably endearing. “Don't care. He's a jerkwad.”

	Sean leaned in and kissed her, a soft, lingering press of lips against lips. “I'll keep you safe from him.”

	He’d just managed to wrestle his thoughts back to something resembling calm when his phone vibrated against the table, shattering the fragile peace. He glanced at the caller ID, and a sigh escaped him.

	“It's Ash,” he said. 

	He grabbed his phone and took it to the living room, wanting a slightly more private space given how his discussions with Ash so often went. He answered the call and held the phone to his ear, bracing himself for whatever mood Ash might be in. 

	“Hey,” he said. “What's up?”

	“I just got back from a meeting concerning your casino,” Ash said, her voice all business, no warmth. “The financing is approved, but it's contingent on everything running smoothly from here. Vargas is a greedy fuck, through and through.”

	Sean leaned back against the wall, letting out a breath. “Tell me something I don't know.”

	He knew Duncan Vargas would still play hard ball. Though the situation was not nearly as dire as it had been. Finding the missing money had been a game changer.

	The trip to the Bahamas, the search for Finch, the near-death experience in the storm, all of it had paid off in the most literal sense. He’d secured the funds, settled various debts, and Vargas & Holmes had reluctantly agreed to a more sustainable refinancing deal.

	Sean listened to Ash, but the words washed over him, meaningless noise. The financing is approved. The phrase should have been a cause for celebration, a moment of triumph after months of stress. Instead, it felt… hollow.

	He knew, intellectually, that the deal he’d brokered with Vargas & Holmes, combined with the money from the Bahamas, had saved The Pharaoh’s Fortune. Ash would take over day-to-day operations, freeing him from the endless grind of meetings and decisions and threats. He’d even managed to secure a decent cut of the profits for himself, enough to ensure he and his mother wouldn’t have to worry about money for the foreseeable future.

	He’d done it. He’d actually done it. He’d stepped into his father’s shoes, faced down all challengers, navigated the treacherous waters of Vegas and the Bahamas, and somehow, against all odds, he’d come out on top. The Costello legacy, at least the financial part of it, was secure.

	“You're welcome,” Ash said, her voice dry, sarcastic.

	Sean chuckled, a low sound that held a trace of genuine amusement. “See? This is what you wanted all along, isn't it? Me safely back home and you running the show.”

	Ash hesitated and let out an odd murmur of not quite agreement, “Maybe. But I still think I deserved a bigger cut of the profits.”

	Sean laughed again, shaking his head. “You were eager enough to agree to the deal when we drafted it, Ash. Don't go all Benny on me now.”

	“Just saying.” She sounded like she was smiling even though her words were still terse. “How did things go with the Poker Federation lawsuit?”

	“Better than expected,” he said, smiling to himself. “I thought I’d have to pony up for a settlement, but my new lawyer got the judge to dismiss the case with prejudice. They paid my fees.”

	“Money makes the world go round,” said Ash, with a sigh. “Your casino is stable, your legal troubles are gone. What’s your next move?”

	“Still figuring that out,” he said. “College, maybe. Or I could start a nonprofit or a charity or something. Throw some Scope Knight events for a good cause. Not sure what else to do with all that cash.”

	“Well, there's no rush,” said Ash, with a bit of genuine affection.

	“How are your cats doing?”

	“Fine.” She let out a fond sigh. “The little ones are being their usual pain in the asses. Murphy and Marissa… I had to move them to a wildlife reserve, actually.”

	“Oh no.”

	“It's for the best,” said Ash, though he could still detect a thread of sadness underneath her words. “I'm never home anymore. They deserve more space, more attention than I can give them right now.”

	“That's probably true,” said Sean. “Still must be an adjustment.”

	“A bit…” Ash let out a sigh. “Thanks, Sean. For everything.”

	“You're welcome, Ash.” He echoed her sarcasm back at her, but softened it with a hint of genuine gratitude. “Seriously. Miss you.”

	“Love you,” she said, the words coming out somehow both reluctantly and earnestly.

	He blinked, taken aback by the unexpected declaration. “Love you too, sis.”

	 

	

	 

	Beatrice added the last few ingredients into the pot for the beef stew, now alone in the kitchen. Dolly, or rather, Caitlyn, had found a job at Susan's, a clothing store in town that mainly catered to married and plus size women. She took the responsibility seriously, however, and Beatrice had to acknowledge that it was doing her some good, maturity wise. 

	She tensed slightly as Sean came back into the kitchen. They hadn't been alone together much since they'd come home, not really alone. Dolly was always nearby, a buffer, a witness, a third point in their fragile triangle. And Lilian, who was still living in Vegas but visiting constantly, served as a similar counterpoint. She was, if nothing else, quite effective at pulling Sean’s attention in another direction.

	The specter of Vegas still lingered between them, a silent, unseen presence in their familiar kitchen. The blurred lines, the crossed boundaries, the unspoken desires — it all added a tense, loaded quality to their one-on-one interactions, a hum of electricity that Beatrice both craved and dreaded.

	“How's the stew coming along, Mom?” asked Sean, his voice casual, but his eyes held a different kind of question, something deeper and more searching.

	Beatrice stirred the pot absently, the wooden spoon clinking against the ceramic. 

	“I think it'll be tasty,” she said, her voice a little breathier than she intended. “Plans for today?”

	Sean shrugged, his gaze drifting around the kitchen, anywhere but at her. “Probably just hang around the house. If that's alright with you.”

	Alright with her. The words echoed in her mind like some kind of cryptic invitation. It was more than alright. It was everything she wanted, and everything she feared.

	“Of course it's alright,” said Beatrice, swallowing the lump in her throat. She managed a smile, hoping it looked more natural than it felt.

	“Maybe… we could find something to do together.” Sean stepped closer, coming up right behind her, his presence such a shock to her sensitive system that she had to brace herself against the counter.

	“Oh, sweetie.” Beatrice turned around slowly, trying to shackle the impulse, handcuff Trixie, bound and gagged. “Maybe.”

	Maybe was a dangerous word, a dangerous place to be.
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