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Chapter 1

	The house harbored a casual suburban quiet that Sean found both familiar and fresh. After Vegas and even the Bahamas, the state of the home he'd grown up in was more of a change of pace than he'd expected it to be.

	He walked slowly downstairs into the basement, water bottle and towel in hand. In the weeks following his and his small family's return to Pinecross, a few changes had been made, additions still settling into place. Namely… they now had weights and a lifting bench.

	Beatrice, in her usual maternal wisdom, had suggested that Sean start working out if he needed a way to burn off his aimless energy. Her secondary objective had undoubtedly been to flail around for any distraction that might take his mind off the less pure direction their relationship had been moving in.

	He'd made all the noises of a reluctant teenager at first, grumbling and groaning, dismissing the idea outright. That is, until he'd actually tried it out, committed to lifting for a few days, fallen down the extensive online rabbit hole of physical fitness content.

	His normal routine was to bang out a workout every other day, sometimes two days in a row when the urge arose in body or mind, and this morning was no different. He gripped the barbell, knuckles white. 

	It was harder to think about the things that haunted the quiet corners of his mind when every muscle screamed for attention. The ghosts in his head were ever so slightly quieter than the fire spreading through his chest and shoulders.

	He pushed the weight up. One rep. The image of Benny Ramirez, smug and confident in that dusty warehouse, flickered behind his eyes. The scent of bear spray. The cold metal of the pistol in his hand. Sean grunted, forcing the bar up again. Two reps. The strain in his arms was a physical wall, a levee against the crash of memory.

	He racked the weight, the clang echoing in the concrete room. He sat up, chest heaving, sweat dripping from his hair onto the vinyl bench. His gaze drifted to the corner where a punching bag hung, a recent addition. 

	He thought of Jaewon, the wild look in his eyes, Dolly crumpling to the floor. He thought of the tiger, powerful and untamed, pacing his penthouse. Those memories were a different kind of chaos, a storm of panic and adrenaline that he'd weathered rather than cultivated. But here, the pain was his. Controlled. A simple transaction of effort for exhaustion.

	He thought of Ace, last but not least. The bobbing boat on a black, churning sea. The rain, cold as death. Ace’s face, not angry, but resolved, raising the gun to a helpless Dolly. A betrayal born from a twisted sense of duty. 

	Sean squeezed his eyes shut, the memory of pulling the trigger on his father’s oldest friend a fresh, sharp wound. He leaned back and started another set. The barbell in his hands was a solid, grounding reality. It didn’t judge. It didn't betray. It just was.

	Few feelings beat taking a hot shower after pushing his muscles to the limit. He again found himself reveling in the familiar happiness of home as he adjusted the familiar shower nobs, let the water pelt down on his skin, everything seeming like it was in just the right place.

	He collapsed into bed as soon as he'd dried off, only pulling his boxers on. Given how loose his schedule had been since arriving home, more often than not he'd go back to bed for a while after working out, treating it as something of an early morning ritual that took place in the lost hours between the depths of night and the brink of dawn. He was busy wondering if that was the move for today when a soft knock sounded at his door.

	The door creaked open, and Dolly poked her head inside, her blonde hair a chaotic halo from sleep. She was clad in a familiar set of pajama shorts and a baggy t-shirt, looking every bit the girl he’d first found in the penthouse guest room.

	“Did I wake you up?” she whispered, stepping into the room.

	“Nah,” Sean said, propping himself up on his elbows. “Been up for a while. Had a workout, took a shower.”

	Dolly’s eyes did a slow, appreciative scan of his bare chest and shoulders. A playful smile tugged at her lips. “I should have guessed. You’re looking all… bulgy.”

	He couldn’t help but laugh, the word sounding so perfectly, ridiculously Dolly. “All bulgy, huh?”

	“Yeah.” She padded over to the bed and sat on the edge, her hand coming to rest on his bicep. Her fingers squeezed gently. “Your muscles must be sore. I could give you a massage. Help you relax.”

	The offer was tempting, too tempting. He glanced toward the closed door, his mind immediately jumping to the one person who could turn the innocent offer into a household incident. 

	“My mom will be up any second,” he muttered.

	Dolly leaned in, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that tickled his ear. “What’s the big deal? What are cousins for if not to rub each other’s backs?”

	“You make an excellent point.” Sean grinned at her and rolled onto his back, feeling bulgier by the second. “Rub away.”

	Dolly climbed onto the bed, straddling Sean's back with a playful grin. Her hands found their way to his shoulders, fingers kneading the tense muscles with surprising skill.

	“Wow,” she murmured, working out a particularly stubborn knot. “You've been working hard. Your shoulders are getting huge.”

	Sean closed his eyes, letting out a low groan of pleasure as she dug her thumbs into the base of his neck. “Feels good.”

	“You plan on getting even bigger?” Her voice was a mixture of curiosity and admiration. “I mean, you already look amazing.”

	He chuckled, feeling her hands move down to his upper back, her touch both intimate and comforting. “We'll see. I only started working out to clear my head. But I guess I wouldn't mind putting on a bit more muscle.”

	“I like how your arms are starting to look.” Dolly's hands drifted to his biceps, squeezing gently. “So strong and defined.”

	Sean felt a familiar stirring of heat spread through him and turned his head slightly to catch her eye. “Yeah?”

	“Oh yeah.” She leaned in closer, her breath warm against his ear. “You're like my own personal superhero.”

	He laughed again, the sound mingling with the steady rhythm of her hands on his back. “I don't know about that.”

	“Trust me,” she whispered, her fingers trailing down his spine in a slow, deliberate caress. “You are.”

	For a moment, the world outside his room ceased to exist. There was only Dolly's touch, her voice, and the intoxicating blend of comfort and desire that her presence brought.

	Her hands slid lower, pressing into the small of his back with just enough pressure to elicit another groan from him. 

	“You're so tense,” she whispered.

	“Not as tense as I used to be,” he said. “But I've still got a lot on my mind.”

	“I know.” Her voice was soothing now, almost tender. “But you don't have to carry it all alone.”

	Sean turned his head further, catching her eye again. The sincerity in her gaze took him by surprise, stirring something deep inside him.

	“Thanks,” he said simply.

	Dolly's smile was gentle as she leaned in to press a kiss to his cheek before continuing the massage with slow, intimate strokes.

	“How's that?” she asked him.

	He smiled, feeling dangerous words stirring on his lips. “It's good. But you know… most of the tension is in my chest.”

	“Really?” Dolly let out an amused giggle. “Then maybe… you should roll over.”

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 2

	The pretense of Dolly massaging Sean's chest held for about as long as an early snowflake in October. She bit her lip as she stared into his eyes, straddling his bulgy boxers, fingers moving softly and sensually across his pectoral muscles.

	“That's the spot,” whispered Sean.

	“Oh yeah?” Dolly made a tiny rocking motion with her glorious hips, the movement languid and luxurious across his stiffening cock. “Knew it was what you needed, Mr. C.”

	“My mom keeps telling you that you can't call me that anymore, Caitlyn,” he said, with emphasis.

	“She's not here to stop me.” Dolly grinned and then frowned, glancing over one shoulder. “Is she?”

	He shook his head, grabbed a fistful of her t-shirt just around the collar, and pulled her down to kiss him.

	Sean's lips met Dolly's, a collision of pent-up desire and simmering tension. The kiss deepened immediately, their mouths moving against each other with an urgency that had been building since their return to Pinecross. Sean's hands slid up to cradle her face, his fingers threading through her messy blonde hair. Dolly let out a soft moan, her body melting into his touch.

	“I like feeling your strong hands on me,” she whispered against his lips. “Makes me feel safe.”

	“Safe?” Sean's smile turned dangerous, his grip tightening possessively on her waist. He pulled her closer, his fingers digging into the fabric of her t-shirt.

	Dolly let out an indulgent breath, her eyes fluttering shut as she rocked her hips against him, the friction sending sparks through both their bodies. 

	“Yeah,” she whispered, the word barely audible but heavy with meaning.

	The intensity of their kissing and touching escalated, Sean's hands exploring every inch of her body with a newfound curiosity. Dolly responded in kind, her fingers tracing the contours of his chest and shoulders, savoring the hard-earned muscle beneath his skin.

	Sean shifted beneath her, rolling them over so that he was on top, his weight pressing down on her in a way that felt both protective and dominant. Dolly's legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer as their bodies moved together in perfect rhythm.

	He leaned down to capture her lips again, the kiss growing hungrier and more desperate with each passing second. Dolly's hands roamed over his back, nails digging into his skin as she clung to him.

	“Sean,” she gasped between kisses. “I need you.”

	Her words were a catalyst, igniting something primal within him. He kissed her harder, his movements more urgent as he pushed up the hem of her t-shirt to reveal the smooth skin beneath. He let his thumb trace a tiny circle around Dolly's navel and she sucked in a breath, stomach wavering with anticipation.

	She kissed him more deeply, pulling her shirt up and over her head. Her bra-clad breasts jiggled as the fabric brushed by them, a sight that still mesmerized Sean every time, familiar as it was.

	She wriggled out of her boy shorts and resumed her position, rocking her panty-clad crotch on his growing manhood with delicious friction. Sean breathed out and then in again, taking both air and the moment into his body as he fondled her tits and grinned at his own luck.

	“Caitlyn,” he muttered, shaking his head.

	“Sean,” she replied, leaning forward. “Who would have thought my cousin was a total perv? I guess all the video games should have been a hint that there were dirty things going on in your little boy brain…”

	“My little boy brain?” Sean shot her an exaggerated scowl as he flipped her sideways, drawing a delightful mixture of a squeal and a laugh from her. “You still need to learn the rules of your cousin's house.”

	“My aunt's house, I think you mean,” she whispered. “I really doubt your name is on the deed.” 

	“It's going to be all over this deed, though.” He let his breath tickle her neck before planting a trail of kisses down to her shoulder, rocking into her with lewd intention. “This… dirty, dirty deed.”

	He slid his hand down into her panties. Dolly gave him a ditzy smile, eyes half lidded, and let out a sultry moan.

	“Oh Sean!” she whispered. “Make it dirty. Mmm…”

	He stripped her panties downward and took his boxers off with similar haste, kicking them loose from where they caught around one ankle. Dolly grabbed his cock and all but pulled it into place as shifted back onto her. 

	Sean had taken up the habit of keeping a box of condoms underneath his bedside table. It was convenient, if slightly brazen and trashy, but that wasn't the only reason he'd put them there. It was, in many ways, a way of pushing his mom's buttons, a fact he always silently acknowledged every time he pulled one out, every time he hurriedly tore open the wrapper, every time he prepared to fuck Dolly.

	He wanted his mother to know that he was having sex, often and with enthusiasm. Their relationship had only grown weirder since arriving back in Pinecross, with Beatrice doubling down on redrawing boundaries and Sean tripling down on testing them for gaps and cracks.

	Dolly reached her hands out to fondle his abs as he rolled the condom on, smiling in a mischievous and hungry way. She nodded, blinked, and rolled her hips up ever so slightly.

	“Sean…” she whispered.

	He let the head of his cock part the lips of her womanhood, sliding into her hot, tight wetness as though it were purpose-built for his personal usage. Dolly shuddered, mouth rising to meet his as he began to thrust.

	Dolly's inner walls clenched around him like a velvet trap, hot and insistent. Sean thrust deeper, hips slamming forward with raw force that shook the bed frame. She arched beneath him, moaning theatrically in a way that only fueled his hunger.

	“Harder,” she gasped, legs locking around his waist, pulling him in like she owned every inch of him.

	He obliged, pounding into her with a rhythm that blurred the line between pleasure and punishment. Sweat slicked their bodies, the room filling with the slap of skin on skin and her breathless moans. 

	Sean's mind raced from flashes of Vegas chaos to the Bahamas storm, all dissolving back into the perfect chaos of the moment. Dolly, the betrayer, the lover, the girl who twisted him up inside. He gripped her thighs, spreading them wider, claiming more.

	“Sean!” Her voice broke into a cry, hands fisting the sheets as she bucked up to meet him. “Yes! Just like that!”

	He flipped her onto her stomach without warning, yanking her hips back. She laughed, wild and breathless, pushing against him as he drove in from behind. The angle hit deeper, her ass pressing against his pelvis with each brutal thrust. Sean leaned over her, one hand tangling in her messy bun, pulling just enough to arch her neck. She whimpered, but her body betrayed her thrill, grinding back greedily.

	“You're mine,” he growled, breath hot against her ear. “All mine.”

	“Yours,” she echoed, voice muffled in the pillow, then louder, defiant. “Prove it. Fuck me like you mean it.”

	That sparked something primal. Sean surged forward, thrusts turning frantic, the bed creaking under the assault. Her breasts bounced with the force, and he reached around to pinch a nipple, twisting until she broke off into a pleasured yelp. The heat built inside him, tensing tight as a spring, coal in the furnace. Dolly's moans escalated, body trembling, her tightness pulsing around him like a heartbeat.

	“Fuck, Dolly…” He sucked on her shoulder, leaving a little mark as his pace quickened, relentless.

	She twisted to look back at him, eyes glazed with lust. “Don't stop. Make me scream.”

	He didn't. The world narrowed to her body, her sounds, the electric friction building toward explosion. His muscles burned from the effort, but he pushed harder, lost in the wild storm of them.

	Out of nowhere, the door to his room swung open. He was too lost, too close, to stop the autopilot of his hips. He didn't stop thrusting, even as he lifted his gaze to match that of his mother's.

	Beatrice froze in the doorway, her mouth slack, eyes wide as they locked on Sean's. She was freshly awake, probably from their noise, their disruption. Her dark hair was messy and unwashed, and her nightgown hung loose on her frame, one strap slipping off her shoulder.

	She just stood there, frozen… mesmerized. The seconds stretched, electric and forbidden, the air thick with the slap of skin and Dolly's mounting cries. Sean held her gaze, thrusting harder, the thrill of her watching twisting deep in his gut like a live wire.

	Dolly's body clenched around him, her back arching as she shattered with a sharp, breathless scream.

	“Fuck,” Sean groaned, burying himself deep as his release tore through him, hot pulses flooding the condom while he spilled into her.

	Beatrice's jaw tightened, her deep blue eyes narrowing to slits of ice. The shock melted into something sharper, darker, her lips pressing into a thin line. She spun on her heel and slammed the door shut, the sound echoing like a gunshot.

	

	


Chapter 3

	Sean stayed in his room long after his mother slammed the door, after Dolly got done cringing and burying her face in her hands and crept down to make her own apology. The kitchen felt like a warzone in the midst of a tenuous cease fire when he finally made his way downstairs.

	In some ways, he was of the opinion that Dolly had it easy, despite his mother's often frosty and occasionally catty demeanor toward her. Beatrice had few complicated emotions aimed in Dolly's direction, a relationship that, while often strained, was usually straightforward.

	He hadn't bothered changing out of his pajamas and tried to channel an air of casual unguardedness that matched his clothing. Dolly was in the living room, watching TV at a volume loud enough to be heard without risking any chance of annoying the matriarch of the house, who was busy making breakfast.

	“Morning Mom,” he muttered. “I, uh… hope Dolly and I didn't wake you.”

	Beatrice’s whisking didn’t miss a beat. The bowl of eggs she was mixing rattled against the counter with vigorous intent. 

	“I was already awake,” she said, her tone flat.

	“Still,” he said, his voice softer now, “we could have been quieter.”

	Beatrice’s whisking grew more aggressive, metallic scrapes and hisses filling the kitchen. She turned to face him, her expression a mix of frustration and something deeper. 

	“It’s not about loud or quiet, Sean,” she snapped. “It’s about right or wrong. You shouldn’t be doing that at all.”

	Sean met her gaze, feeling the weight of her words press down on him. The kitchen felt smaller suddenly, the air thick with unspoken tension. He knew there was more to her anger than just that morning. It was the crux of everything they had become since Vegas.

	“Dolly was just looking for some company,” he muttered, but it sounded weak even to his own ears.

	“Company?” Beatrice let out a short, bitter laugh. “The last place she should be finding it is in the person who, as far as everyone in town knows, is her cousin. Did you forget how serious this situation is?”

	He looked down at the tiled floor, unable to find a rebuttal that didn’t sound petty or hollow. He knew she was right in a very real way, about the risk, about how taking one liberty might lead to taking another. The silence stretched between them until Beatrice resumed her whisking, each lap of the utensil echoing like a gavel in the makeshift courtroom of their kitchen.

	“We're not actually related…” He glanced away, knowing how weak of a defense it was, groping for something more. “And it shouldn't matter behind closed doors.”

	“It does.” Beatrice tapped the whisk off on the side of the bowl with three quick hits. “Especially when it's my closed doors that we're referring to.”

	The words hung in the air, sharp and possessive. My closed doors. It wasn’t about the risk of someone in town finding out. It wasn’t even entirely about her finding them. It was about the violation of her domain, her authority. The raw edge in her voice told him that.

	He took a step closer, crossing the invisible line she had drawn on the linoleum floor. “Why are you really mad, Mom?”

	She flinched, a barely perceptible tightening of her shoulders. Her gaze darted away from his, landing back on the bowl of eggs as if it held the answer. For the first time, she seemed flustered, her usual iron composure showing hairline cracks.

	“My concern for you is reason enough,” she said, her voice a little too high, a little too defensive. “What you do with your… cousin Caitlyn… when my back is turned is my business.”

	“She only has to be Caitlyn outside,” replied Sean, his voice low, closing the space between them until only a foot of air remained. “In this house, why can't we just… relax a little?”

	The air thickened, the tension between them taking on a life of its own. It was a dense, humming thing that vibrated from the floorboards up through the soles of his feet. A strange heat stirred in his stomach, a perverse thrill at this confrontation, at the way her breath lost its steadiness as he invaded her space.

	Beatrice’s voice was strained, trembling on the edge of breaking. “By that standard, Sean, anything is permissible behind closed doors, as long as no one ever finds out.”

	The accusation hung there, charged and dangerous. A direct line drawn from his bed to every forbidden moment they had shared. Sean met her intense, unwavering gaze and gave a slow, deliberate nod. He didn't know if she was building a wall or unlocking a door.

	“I don't want to make you upset, Mom.” He reached out and touched her shoulder, a safe bit of contact that made the air ring as though he'd grabbed her ass, regardless. “I'll try to cool it for a while. I'll talk to Dolly.”

	“Oh, Sean…” Beatrice let out a sigh and shook her head, both relief and pride shining in her eyes. “After everything we've been through, I suppose I can't begrudge you entirely for having a little bit of… extra energy to burn off.”

	“My workouts have been helping,” he said, slipping past her to grab plates to set the table, hand slipping down along her arm ever so briefly. “Pumping iron. Working up a sweat. I just need an outlet.”

	“An outlet,” repeated Beatrice. “I suppose we all do… sometimes. Let's just try to aim for the healthiest ones we can find, alright?”

	“Sure, Mom.”

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 4

	Breakfast was hardy and substantial. Beatrice had prepared a small feast of French toast, fluffy scrambled eggs, and browned sausage links. The smell filled the house, a warm, comforting aroma at odds with the morning drama.

	They ate at the small kitchen table, the three of them navigating a fragile, unspoken armistice. Dolly, who had crept out of the living room at the clatter of plates, picked at her food with the focus of a bomb disposal technician. She kept her eyes fixed on her French toast, carefully cutting it into tiny, perfect squares she never seemed to actually eat.

	Beatrice ate with a precise, almost regal calm. She poured syrup in efficient little spirals, fork and knife moving with quiet efficiency. She didn’t look at Sean, nor did she look at Dolly. Her focus was entirely on her plate, but the set of her jaw betrayed the lingering tension. It was the silence of a held breath, a peace treaty drafted but not yet signed.

	Sean cut into his sausage, the sounds of his cutlery overloud against his plate. He felt caught in the middle, a buffer between two opposing magnetic fields.

	“This is good, Mom,” he said, his voice sounding too loud.

	Beatrice gave a slight nod, a flicker of acknowledgement.

	“Yeah, it’s… it’s really delicious, Beatrice,” said Dolly, her voice small.

	Another nod from Beatrice. The silence reclaimed the air, thick and heavy. A fragile peace. Sean finished his plate first, pushing it away with a soft scrape that felt like an intrusion into the space. He stood, carrying his dishes to the sink. 

	“Thanks for breakfast,” he said. “I’m gonna go… hop on Scope Knight for a bit. See what Serge is up to.”

	He didn’t wait for a reply, just rinsed his plate and escaped upstairs. The familiar hum of his gaming PC was a welcome sound. He slipped on his headset, the world of his family’s quiet war dissolving into the digital calm of a pre-game lobby. The click of his mouse was comforting, no subtext or hidden meaning. He sent an invite to Serge, leaning back in his chair, finally able to breathe.

	A familiar crackle of static preceded Serge’s voice in his headset.

	“Yo.”

	“Yo,” Sean replied, his fingers already dancing across the keyboard, queueing them for a duo match.

	They dropped into the familiar, war-torn landscape of a map called Rusthaven. The muscle memory took over. Sean moved with a fluid precision he hadn’t felt in months. A flick of the wrist. A clean headshot. 

	The kill-feed lit up with his name. The second target went down an instant later, a burst of controlled fire to the chest. It was effortless. His mind was clear, unburdened by the weight of a failing casino or the threat of a cartel. Here, the rules were simple. The objectives were clear.

	“Damn, Captain.” Serge’s voice crackled with appreciation. “Where the hell did that come from?”

	Sean didn’t answer, already flanking another pair of opponents, catching them as they tried to push through a chokepoint. Two more kills. The rhythm was hypnotic, a violent ballet of clicks and keystrokes. The match ended in a decisive victory, Sean’s score towering over everyone else’s in the lobby.

	They queued again. Same story. His reflexes were sharp, his aim unshakable. He anticipated enemy movements before they happened, his in-game avatar a phantom of death gliding through the map.

	“Okay, seriously.” Serge let out a low whistle after their third straight win. “You’re back, man. Like, back to your old form. Maybe even better.”

	Sean leaned back in his chair, a small, genuine smile touching his lips. “I’ve had a lot of time to focus on the game since getting home.”

	It was true. The chaos of Vegas, the constant hum of threat and responsibility, had faded to a distant echo. He could trust Ash to run the operation. She was more than capable, her ambition a sharpened tool that was now working for him, not against him. 

	Even Ace was back, in a limited capacity, his recovery slow but steady. The old bodyguard’s weathered presence would be enough to keep the sharks at bay. The casino was stable. The money was flowing. He could breathe. Here, in this room, the only thing that mattered was the next headshot.

	“Well, it's clearly paid off,” said Serge. “Looking to find a new team or start one from scratch?”

	“Nah, I'm still focused on the other project,” said Sean.

	“The computer charity thing?”

	“Yeah.” He landed two perfect head shots in a row, almost pulling off what would have been an epic one vs four victory before going down in a hail of assault rifle fire.

	“How's it been going?” asked Serge.

	“It’s stalled,” Sean admitted, his in-game avatar ducking behind the rusted-out husk of a bus as the next round began. 

	“That's too bad,” muttered Serge.

	“Yeah.” Sean peeked, lined up a shot, and took down an enemy player scrambling for cover. “The idea is solid, though. We’d buy up old computer parts in bulk. You know, last-gen GPUs, old CPUs, whatever we can get our hands on for cheap.”

	He moved from cover, his character model sprinting across a collapsed highway overpass.

	“And sell them for a profit?” Serge asked, providing covering fire from a sniper’s nest.

	“Refurbish them, clean them up, and build them into entry-level gaming PCs, for kids that need them.” He slid into cover behind a concrete barrier, the sound of bullets pinging off the stone. “For free, as a nonprofit. Give them to underprivileged kids. A way for them gaming even if they come from an environment where it's out of reach.”

	A moment of silence on the line, punctuated by the staccato burst of Serge’s rifle fire.

	“Damn, Captain,” said Serge, voice a bit crackly through the mic. “That’s… actually a pretty noble idea.”

	“It’s something.” He spotted another enemy moving on their flank. “Left side, shipping container.”

	The digital firefight resumed, a flurry of clicks and commands. They moved in sync, a familiar dance of aggression and defense. After another clean victory, Sean leaned back in his chair, the adrenaline of the match fading as he stared at the victory screen.

	“Any chance you'd be open to moving to Pinecross to be my first hire?” asked Sean.

	Serge's laugh was amused, but not unkind. “Tempting, not gonna lie. But I think it would be a little much to uproot my life for the sake of computer parts.”

	“That's a shame.”

	“Why not just put up a help wanted ad for a certified nerd?” asked Serge.

	“Already taken care of,” said Sean. “I'll be interviewing the candidates tomorrow. I just have a strong preference toward working with people I already know and trust.”

	“Probably for good reason, given… everything,” muttered Serge.

	Sean nodded, even though his friend couldn't see him, as the weight of his recent choices fluttered in the back of his mind.

	

	

	


Chapter 5

	The interviews began the next day. Sean woke up late, somewhat disappointed that Dolly appeared to be taking his mother's warning seriously. There was no attempt from his pretend cousin to sneak into his room, but he decided that it might be better for his mindset to go into what amounted to his first day running a nonprofit without any sneaky morning transgressions.

	He dressed up for the first real time since leaving Vegas, putting on a suit that had been tailored for him with a level of attention that only limitless money can buy. He was still fiddling with the tie as he came downstairs and his mother furrowed her brow as he entered the kitchen.

	“Someone is dressed for success,” she said, flashing a proud smile. “Are you looking at potential offices today or potential hires?”

	“The latter,” he said. “Need to make a good impression on my potential employees.”

	He grimaced slightly, knowing what he really meant was seem like less of a teenager to his potential employees. All of the pushback and dismissals related to his age and Vegas were still fairly fresh in his mind. He reminded himself that money was usually a rather efficient way of smoothing over people's doubts, and he would certainly be pouring plenty of it into this new endeavor.

	“Here,” said Beatrice. “Let me.”

	Beatrice stepped in close, her fingers deftly taking over the task of tying his tie. The scent and presence of her stole his attention, clean and warm from the shower.

	“You need to project confidence,” she said, her voice soft yet firm. “These interviews are your first real test as a leader. You need to show them you're in control and you know what you want.”

	Sean smiled, but it was tight, slightly rebellious. “I know, Mom. I got this.”

	Her fingers worked the fabric with practiced ease, the tie forming a perfect Windsor knot. She met his eyes, the intensity in her gaze making his pulse quicken.

	“Look for someone reliable,” she continued. “Someone who understands the vision and is willing to work hard to make it a reality.”

	“I will.” He swallowed, feeling an odd weight.

	“And if any cute young women apply,” she added, her tone sharpening slightly, “look past their appearance. Focus on their skills and qualifications.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” He rolled his eyes playfully. “I'm not hiring based on looks.”

	Her eyes narrowed, a flicker of warning in their depths. “This is serious, Sean. Don't let yourself get distracted.”

	He nodded, the smile lingering on his lips. “Enough distractions around already.”

	For a moment, they stood there in stillness, their faces inches apart. The tension between them rose upward, gradually and then all at once, a charge that neither could deny. Her fingers lingered on his chest, the contact burning through the fabric of his shirt.

	“Sean…” she began, her voice a whisper.

	“Good morning!” Dolly's voice rang out from the stairs, shattering the moment.

	Sean stepped back abruptly, breaking eye contact with Beatrice as he turned to face Dolly. She bounced down the steps with a bright smile, her presence an oblivious contrast to the charged atmosphere that had just filled the kitchen.

	“Morning,” he replied, forcing a casual tone into his voice.

	Dolly's eyes flicked between them, sensing the lingering tension but choosing to ignore it. “What's for breakfast?”

	Beatrice turned back to the counter, her movements precise as she resumed preparing food. “Eggs, croissants, and orange slices.” 

	Dolly nodded cheerfully and joined Sean at the table. She shot him a quick grin before turning her attention to Beatrice.

	“So,” Dolly began brightly. “Big day today?”

	Sean exhaled slowly and nodded again. “Yeah… big day.”

	Beatrice glanced over her shoulder at him one more time before returning to her task, as though she'd had one more thing to say, but for his ears only. She brought the food over and Sean immediately dug in. Despite how hungry he was, the food tasted like nothing, a classic sign that forced him to reluctantly acknowledge how nervous he was.

	His mood did not go unnoticed. His mother and Dolly, for all their issues and tension with one another, seemed to form a united front as he finished his food and got ready to leave. Two beautiful women dotingly walked him to the door, seemingly inviting themselves along for the outing.

	“I'm not about to conduct interviews for my first employee with my mother and, uh… cousin hovering over my shoulder,” he said, stiffly.

	“We won't be hovering,” said Beatrice. “At least I won't be. I'll do some shopping, maybe check in after half an hour or so to get some coffee of my own.”

	“I want to see who you end up picking,” said Dolly. “Make sure it's not secretly some goon from Vegas trying to shmooze their way into some of your money.”

	“There are probably more direct routes to said money than a job that pays five bucks above minimum wage,” he muttered. “But I hear what you're saying.”

	Sean arrived at the coffee shop a few minutes later, feeling a mix of nerves and determination. Beatrice and Dolly still flanked him, their presence as much a comfort as a distraction. He ordered a large coffee, black, and turned to them.

	“Alright,” he said. “I need you both to let me handle this on my own. Go do some shopping or whatever.”

	Beatrice raised an eyebrow, her expression skeptical. “We'll give you space, but we'll be nearby if you need us.”

	“Promise,” added Dolly, flashing a supportive smile.

	He sighed, nodding as he carried his coffee to a quiet table in the corner. He pulled out his list of candidates and rifled through the sheets, each one meticulously prepared with questions and space for notes. He took a deep breath, trying to focus as he saw his mom and Dolly head off down the sidewalk through the window.

	Just as he began reviewing his notes, the door chimed. An elderly woman entered, moving slowly toward him. She wore thick glasses and clutched a handbag that seemed to weigh her down.

	“Jessica Smalls?” Sean asked, standing to greet her.

	She nodded vigorously. “That's me, dear.”

	Sean helped her into the chair across from him. “Thanks for coming in today.”

	Jessica smiled warmly, adjusting her glasses. “Thank you for having me. It's not every day someone my age gets an interview!”

	Sean returned the smile, trying to hide his uncertainty. “Let's get started then. So, tell me about your experience with computers.”

	Jessica leaned in closer, cupping her hand around her ear. “What was that, dear?”

	Sean repeated the question louder, feeling his cheeks heat up as other patrons glanced their way.

	“Oh,” she said brightly. “I don't have much experience with those contraptions, to be honest! My grandson showed me how to send an email once.”

	Sean's heart sank slightly as he forced a polite nod. “I see... And why are you interested in this position?”

	Jessica beamed at him, eyes twinkling with genuine warmth. “Well, I just love kids! And I thought it would be nice to keep busy and help out where I can.”

	He scribbled a note on her sheet: great attitude but no relevant skills. 

	He continued through his questions, though he needn't have bothered, quickly confirming Jessica's complete lack of technical knowledge within two more inquiries.

	“Thank you for your time,” Sean said finally, rising from his chair.

	Jessica patted his hand with surprising strength for her age. “Thank you for considering me! Good luck with your project.”

	

	

	

	


Chapter 6

	The next few candidates were better, but not by much. Sean hadn't considered the possibility that Pinecross might be uniquely lacking in people knowledgeable in basic computer hardware assembly, but it was now staring him in the face.

	A pretty twenty-year-old woman walked in next, her bright smile disarming. She introduced herself as Lana, and Sean quickly noticed the way she played with her hair and laughed a little too easily at his jokes. She couldn't tell a CPU from a GPU, and ultimately, she was exactly the kind of potential hire his mother had warned him about.

	Then came another retiree, this one a proud veteran named Harold. He stood tall and saluted Sean, making a point of his service to America. When it came to discussing anything technical, he was as lost as the grandmother had been. Sean struggled to steer the conversation off the glory of their fair country and back to relevant skills.

	A guy around his own age was up next and seemed like a nice prospect. He was sharp enough at first glance, rattling off technical terms with ease. But as the interview progressed, it became clear he was more interested in free parts than in contributing to the nonprofit's mission. His questions about component availability and build quality were a bit too obvious, and Sean marked them as thinly veiled attempts to see what he could get out of the role as perks.

	By the end of the morning, Sean was exhausted and frustrated. He glanced out the window, spotting Beatrice and Dolly returning with shopping bags. He rubbed his temples, wondering if he'd find anyone who fit the bill.

	Beatrice raised an eyebrow as she approached. “Rough morning?”

	“You have no idea,” Sean muttered. “I've got one more to do and then we can head home. I may need to… reevaluate my business model, so to speak.”

	Sean sighed, glancing at the door as it opened. A man in a wheelchair rolled in, sporting thick glasses, long dark hair, and a pale complexion. Sean realized it was likely his last job candidate as the man maneuvered his wheelchair toward the table with ease and confidence.

	Sean stood, quickly moving the seat the other candidates had used out of the way. “Hi, you must be Julian Thorne.”

	“That's right,” said Julian, extending a hand with a firm grip. “Thanks for seeing me today.”

	“Of course,” Sean replied, taking a seat across from him. “So, tell me about yourself.”

	Julian adjusted his glasses and folded his hands into his lap. “Well, I'm a retired psychologist with a passion for computers and social work. I've worked with nonprofits before. I saw your ad and thought this job might suit my abilities well.”

	Sean leaned forward, intrigued. “Psychologist? That’s an interesting background for tech work.”

	Julian nodded. “I spent years helping kids navigate their mental health issues. It gave me a lot of insight into the challenges they face, especially those from underprivileged backgrounds. When I retired after my accident, I found solace in computers and gaming. It's a great way to connect with others and escape reality for a bit. Easy to dismiss as a childish hobby, but it certainly got me through some difficult times.”

	Sean scribbled some notes, trying not to seem too eager. “That’s really interesting. What kind of experience do you have with computer hardware?”

	Julian's eyes lit up. “Quite a bit, actually. I've built several gaming PCs from scratch, upgraded hardware for friends, and even volunteered at a community center where we taught kids how to build their own machines. Though I spent as much time teaching them the basics as I did blowing their heads off in Scope Knight.”

	Sean cleared his throat, masking his excitement behind a casual tone. “You play Scope Knight?”

	“Top 1% globally,” Julian said nonchalantly.

	Sean blinked in surprise but kept his cool. “Not bad.”

	Julian shrugged modestly. “It's just a hobby that keeps my mind sharp.”

	Sean glanced at his notes again, struggling with the urge to offer him the job right then and there. He could barely hide his smile. This was the kind of candidate he hadn’t dared hope for.

	“I’m impressed,” Sean said finally, setting down his pen. “I think you’d bring a lot to the table here.”

	Julian’s expression softened into one of genuine gratitude. “Thank you, Sean. I'm excited about the possibility of working with you, though I'm sure you have plenty of other people to consider.”

	“A few, but I honestly think you might be the best fit.” Sean stood and extended his hand again, this time feeling an undeniable sense of relief as Julian shook it firmly. “Welcome aboard.”

	They chatted for a few more minutes, mainly about when the work would start and where. Sean hadn't been expecting to come to a decision so quickly, and most of his answers amounted to I'll be in touch.

	Beatrice and Dolly approached as Sean finished up, their eyes passing over Julian with curiosity as he rolled his way out of the coffee shop with a wave.

	“Is he the one?” asked Beatrice.

	“He's the one,” said Sean. “A certified Scope Knight playing computer nerd. I seriously lucked out given how bad the rest of the applicants were.”

	“Do you have anything else to do?” asked Dolly.

	Sean chuckled. “Go home, breathe a sigh of relief. Start thinking about how I'm going to set up a website to start taking donations and slinging out gaming rigs.”

	

	

	


Chapter 7

	His mind was still racing as he arrived back home with his mother and Dolly. He'd need to find a dedicated space eventually, but it wasn't as though he needed special equipment beyond a table and tools he already had. For the time being, he could easily set up in the garage and start working with Julian, putting together some of the cases and parts he'd already acquired.

	He went downstairs for another workout once he'd changed out of his suit, sensing his own need to burn off some of his newly stoked energy. The basement welcomed him with its familiar scent of sweat and dust, an increasingly grounding mix. Sean lay on the bench, gripping the barbell, his mind already in the zone. 

	The weights clanked as he pushed them up, his muscles straining under the effort. His focus was drawn from his reps right as he found his rhythm, the creak of the basement door stealing his attention. Beatrice descended the stairs, her eyes locking onto him with a mix of maternal concern and something more complex.

	“I'm glad you found such a good candidate,” she said, her voice cutting through the rhythmic clink of metal. “But you should have learned a little more about him before offering him the job.”

	“Yeah, that's probably true,” he said between breaths, muscles still tight with exertion. “I got a little excited when I realized Julian played Scope Knight.”

	“Let me spot you,” said Beatrice, her hands already moving into position.

	Sean adjusted his grip, feeling a surge of adrenaline as her body hovered close to his. The intimacy of their proximity was almost suffocating. He pushed the barbell up again, his mother's hands brushing against his shoulders as she took up her position.

	“You're strong, Sean,” she murmured, her voice low and deliberate. “But you need to be smart, too. Think through every decision you make.”

	He grunted in response, lowering the barbell slowly. “I know, Mom.”

	“You have to go slow with this,” she said, her breath warm against his ear. “Take it seriously. Keep your expectations in line with reality.”

	Sean's annoyance flared and he pushed the weight up with more force than necessary, feeling a strange thrill from her closeness and her attempt at keeping control over him. “I'm aware of that, mother dearest.”

	Beatrice's eyes locked onto his, her gaze piercing and intense. The subtext between them was heavy and unspoken. She wanted him dependent, safe… hers.

	“You need to understand,” she whispered, leaning closer until her lips were almost brushing his ear. “This is going to be about doing actual work rather than playing Scope Knight.”

	Sean felt a strange mix of frustration and arousal at her words. He racked the barbell with a loud clang and sat up abruptly, his chest heaving.

	“I get it,” he said tersely, meeting her gaze head-on.

	Beatrice took a step back but kept her eyes on him. Her fingers brushed against his arm again, as if testing the boundaries of her maternal concern, calibrating her intimacy.

	“You're strong enough for this,” she said softly, almost to herself. “But strength isn't everything.”

	The moment stretched into something that felt both loving and confrontational until Sean's phone buzzed loudly from its place on a nearby table.

	He reached for it with relief that morphed into a bit of a wince as he glanced at the screen. Lilian Costello, his father's widow, was calling him.

	“I should take this,” he muttered under his breath before answering.

	Beatrice stepped back further but didn’t leave, her eyes still fixed on him as if waiting for whatever came next in their charged standoff.

	“Lilian,” Sean said into the phone, forcing casualness into his tone despite everything roiling beneath it all. “Hey.”

	“Sean, darling!” Lilian’s voice was a warm purr, a stark contrast to the charged silence in the basement. “I was just thinking about you. How are you holding up in that quaint little hometown of yours? Utterly bored, I imagine.”

	Sean felt Beatrice’s gaze on him, direct and probing. “It’s been an adjustment, but I'm managing well enough. How are things in Vegas?”

	“Oh, well enough.” Her tone carried the effect of a dismissive wave. “Ash has everything running like a well-oiled machine, as expected. Which, frankly, leaves me with an obscene amount of free time. I was thinking I might just fly out for a visit. See the sights and sounds of Pinecross.”

	Beatrice’s posture stiffened. Sean felt a reckless thrill bubble up inside him, a direct counterpunch to his mother’s suffocating concern. The idea of Lilian’s chaotic, seductive energy crashing into the quiet order of Pinecross was dangerously intriguing.

	“Yeah? When were you thinking?”

	“Immediately,” said Lilian, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Soon as I can book a flight. I could be there by tomorrow afternoon, if I hurry.”

	“Sure, why not?” said Sean. “Sounds good to me.”

	The words tumbled out before he could second-guess them. The look on his mother’s face was a thundercloud of disapproval, a scowl that pulled her features into a tight knot. She was practically shaking her head and wagging her finger. He didn’t care. 

	“You're sure?” asked Lilian. “It's a good time for you right now?”

	“Yeah, definitely. Come on out.”

	Lilian let out a low, musical laugh, a sound that seemed to hum with victory. “Wonderful. Oh, and you can tell your mother not to worry. I wouldn’t dream of imposing on her hospitality. I’ll get a room at whatever passes for a hotel in that charming little town.”

	“Great,” said Sean. “Let me know your ETA and I'll scoop you up from the airport.”

	“Fabulous! Oh, we're going to have so much fun!”

	They said their goodbyes. Sean hung up his phone, still smiling even as Beatrice crossed her arms and leveled the full weight of her ire on him.

	“You could have asked me first,” said Beatrice.

	“She isn't planning on staying with us,” he said. “It's not like we have much going on. Besides, she's family.”

	“She's your father's widow,” said Beatrice, as though that was a sufficient counterpoint.

	“To be honest, I miss her energy,” he said, knowing how it would needle her. “She was so… enthusiastic.”

	“Yes,” said Beatrice, through gritted teeth. “I'm sure her enthusiasm is exactly what your life needs right now.”

	


Chapter 8

	“Why would you invite her here?” asked Dolly.

	It was just after dinner. Sean was winding down on the couch, half watching a Netflix show and half staring at his phone. Dolly leaned over the back of the couch, still wearing the sundress she'd had on for their outing earlier in the day.

	He shifted to look at her more directly, setting his phone aside. The TV's glow painted her face in shifting blues and reds, her messy bun spilling blonde strands like unraveling secrets.

	“I didn't invite her,” he said. “She offered to come out. Figured what the hell.”

	“It's the same thing! You could have said you're busy, or that you have a cousin staying with you. Something. Anything.”

	He sighed, catching the edge in her voice, that possessive spark he craved. Sean sat up, cupped her cheek, and pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips tasted like the strawberry gum she'd chewed after dinner, vibrant and sweet. 

	“My mom reacted more or less the same way,” he said.

	Dolly pulled back, scowling, her brows knitting into a fierce line that only made her look more adorable. “And that should set off every warning alarm in your head, not be something you just brush off like lint on your shirt.”

	“Come here.”

	He grabbed her wrist and tugged her over the couch with a playful yank. She tumbled onto him, legs tangling, her sundress hiking up to expose smooth thighs. 

	Reluctant laughter bubbled from her as she straddled his lap, hands planting on his chest. Sean gripped her hips, fingers digging into the fabric, pulling her flush against him. Their mouths pressed together, hungry and unrestrained, tongues dueling in a rhythm that drowned out the TV's murmur.

	Dolly ground herself downward, her breath fluttering against his lips. Sean's hands roamed up her sides, thumbs brushing the swell of her breasts through thin cotton. She moaned into the kiss, nails scraping his shoulders, urging him on. He slid a palm under her dress, tracing the curve of her ass, squeezing until she arched, pressing harder against his growing hardness.

	The heat built fast, her body a perfect weight astride him, every shift ratcheting up the excitement to a new level. Sean nipped her lower lip, drawing a gasp, then trailed kisses down her neck, tasting salt and skin. Dolly's fingers twisted in his hair, pulling him back to her mouth, the kiss turning frantic, messy.

	A sharp throat-clearing sliced through the air. Beatrice stood in the doorway, arms crossed, her stare like a cold front rolling in.

	“Sean,” she said, simply. “Caitlyn.”

	“I was… trying to convince him to disinvite the wicked witch of the west,” muttered Dolly.

	“Oh…” Beatrice almost seemed to relent momentarily. “Well, there are likely more wholesome approaches to take.”

	“If you say so…” muttered Dolly.

	“I'm heading to bed, and I'd appreciate it if at least one of you did too, given the current state of our household,” said Beatrice.

	“So stupid…” Dolly pushed off him in a huff and gave him a wave as she retreated to the kitchen.

	“I have to write an email to Julian to give him all the details of his new employment, anyway,” said Sean. “I'll probably crash out after that.”

	He stood up from the couch, still feeling all sorts of hot and bothered from his couch escapades with Dolly. Beatrice lingered in the doorway, her arms folded tight across her chest, her nightgown clinging to her curves with as much invitation as accusation. 

	He knew he should just head upstairs, fire off that email to Julian, crash out. But his feet carried him toward her instead, drawn by an impulse that felt as inexorable as a yawn, laced with a darker craving, a filthy itch his body refused to ignore.

	The space between them shrank. Her deep blue eyes flicked up, watchful, a storm brewing behind the calm. Sean's skin prickled, every step amplifying the wrongness, the thrill of it twisting low in his gut. This was his mom, for fuck's sake. But the way her presence pulled at him, that insidious gravity, made his cock twitch in betrayal.

	“Good night, Mom.”

	He reached for her, arms opening, and drew her in. Beatrice's body met his, soft and feminine, her breasts pressing into his chest as he wrapped around her. She exhaled sharp, a whisper slicing the air.

	“Oh...”

	The word hung, breathy and surprised, her hands hesitating before settling on his back. Sean held her there a little tighter than necessary, their forms melding in the dim hallway light. His hips shifted, subtle but deliberate, rubbing against her in slow friction that sent sparks racing up his spine. Delicious pressure built where their bodies connected, her curves yielding just enough to tease the edge of sin, his hardness brushing her thigh in wicked little grazes.

	“Good night, Sean.”

	Her voice came low, a murmur against his neck, lips grazing his skin. She didn't pull away. Instead, her fingers dug in, nails biting through his shirt as she leaned into the contact, their torsos sliding in a forbidden rhythm. 

	Sean's breath caught, the hug stretching into something feral, her warmth seeping through fabric, stirring urges he fought to contain. Evil tendrils of want coiled tighter, his hands sliding down her sides, thumbs tracing the dip of her waist while their pelvises ground in hushed, illicit pulses. The air thickened with unspoken heat, her scent and presence flooding his senses.

	“Didn't you just say you were heading to bed, Aunt Beatrice?” called Dolly, from where she'd meandered into the kitchen.

	“Yes…” Beatrice finally pulled back, patting Sean on the chest, cheeks flushed with arousal and shame. “We all are.”

	“Of course, Mom.” 

	Sean tried not to look as frustrated as he felt. There was something more underneath it, however, something a little unexpected. He could sense the effect he was having on her, the back and forth power play of testing the line, stirring that evil excitement.

	It made him miss Vegas, the power, the danger, the unwritten promise of each new day. He took a breath and breathed out slowly, body still electrified with excitement.

	

	


Chapter 9

	THE FALCON'S REPORT

	Julian’s apartment was a study in contrast, sterile and orderly to the point of being almost clinical. The walls were a muted gray, the furniture sparse and utilitarian. A single, sleek desk dominated one corner, with a state-of-the-art computer setup and multiple monitors casting a cold blue glow. 

	He stubbed his cigarette out and lit another, shifting to read the email through the haze of smoke that yet lingered. He'd been unsure of the impression he'd made on Sean Costello, but that was par for the course. The first move in an operation always raised his nerves, an old impulse of anxiety that he'd carried with him from test taking in high school, first dates with old flames.

	The humble, empathetic mask he wore so effectively for Sean was hanging on the wall hook for the time being. He was smiling, but it was a wolf's smile as he met Isabel's gaze through the screen on the other side of the video call.

	“It worked, as I expected it would,” he said. “The Heir is emotionally compromised and desperate for a mentor figure. He practically begged me to take the job.”

	Isabel’s voice came through his earpiece, cool and professional. “And The Asset?”

	“I'm almost sure it's her.” he said. “Official records show Sean Costello has no cousins.” 

	“That was what we assumed, no?” asked Isabel. “It's got to be Dolores. Her handler will be thrilled if we can get confirmation.”

	“It'll come in time, but earning The Heir's full trust takes priority.” He took a long drag from his cigarette, savoring the dry heat before exhaling slowly. “There’s also still the matter of Benny Ramirez. He disappears days after Sean Costello's arrival in Vegas. The timing is incredibly suspect. The Heir is more capable than his file suggests.”

	“Any progress on physical surveillance?” Isabel asked.

	Julian sighed. “Might be tricky. The living situation is a nightmare. The Matriarch is ever-present and shrewder than she looks. It complicates any attempt at placing basic bugs. But it’s unnecessary. The Heir is about to invite me directly into the nest. Socially engineered surveillance will be far more effective.”

	“That's always been your favorite approach,” said Isabel, her voice taking on a low and playful lilt.

	He held his cigarette to the side, a smirk touching his lips. “Speaking of which, did you solve my riddle?”

	“The answer is ‘a secret’,” said Isabel.

	“Wrong again,” Julian said, his smirk widening. “You know the penalty. Send the selfie.” 

	He ended the call. A moment later, his phone buzzed with a new notification. He glanced at the screen, a flicker of private satisfaction crossing his face as he saw Isabel's picture, a playful pout paired with a single finger pulling her blouse and bra open to reveal a delicious hint of nipple.

	Julian tapped out his cigarette and turned back to his notes, his mind already shifting gears as he considered his next move in Pinecross. Sean Costello might be more capable than expected, but that only made the game more interesting.

	He tapped a few keys on his keyboard, bringing up surveillance footage he'd managed to snag from outside the coffee shop. Sean interacting with his “cousin” in what seemed like an innocent moment but carried undertones of deeper connection and hidden agendas.

	“What are you really hiding…” he murmured to himself.

	Sean's attachments could be leveraged. He'd done more with less many times in the past. A little bit of information on what was really going on would likely be enough to uncover vulnerabilities in their tight-knit circle or manipulated to sow discord between him and Beatrice. The Matriarch was the true X factor, the one who seemed to hold the most significant sway over Sean's actions.

	Julian leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled beneath his chin as he watched the footage loop again. His mind worked through scenarios and strategies like pieces on a chessboard, each move calculated for maximum impact.

	“Let’s see how well you play this game, Sean Costello,” he muttered under his breath before reaching for another cigarette.

	

	

	

	“You can't keep doing this every morning,” muttered Sean.

	“Says who?” Dolly had arrived wearing one of his own baggy shirts this time around, girlish pink panties peeking out underneath. 

	“You know who,” said Sean. “She'll poke her head in on the merest suspicion. I wouldn't be surprised if a stiff breeze against her window would be enough to set off her alarm bells.”

	“Hmmm…” Dolly smirked and lifted his sheet up, slipping under from the bottom of his bed rather than rolling on alongside him. “A stiff breeze, huh?”

	Sean glanced at his phone on the nightstand, the screen glowing with a new email notification. Dolly's breath ghosted hot across his thighs from under the sheet, her fingers already dancing along the waistband of his boxers. He did his best to at least pretend to ignore her as he swiped open a message from his new hire. 

	I'm more than willing to start immediately if it suits your timeline. And no issue with the garage setup. I've worked in worse spaces. Let's get those PCs built and out to the kids.

	Julian

	The relief he felt at finally getting that reply landed on him like a cool wave crashing over fevered skin. He exhaled sharply, the knot in his chest unraveling. Hell, he hadn't even scouted a proper office yet, just vague plans scribbled in a notebook. Julian's flexibility bought him time, a buffer against the chaos of launching this nonprofit from scratch.

	The thought was fleeting in the face of the more immediate developments of the morning. Dolly's warm exhale brushed his hardening length, her fingertips teasing the fabric, light as a whisper but insistent.

	“Still want me to leave?” Her voice floated up, muffled but laced with challenge, her nails scraping a deliberate path up his inner thigh.

	He set the phone down, pulse quickening from more than just the good news. “Never said I wanted you to leave. Just that we can't make this… a habit.”

	“Good.” The sheet shifted as she tugged his boxers down, freeing him into the cool air. Her tongue flicked out, a slick, deliberate lick across the tip that sent fire racing up his spine.

	Footsteps echoed down the hallway, deliberate and unhurried. Sean froze, Dolly's tongue circling him in lazy, torturous swirls under the sheet. Her mouth paused, hot and wet around his tip, humid breath filling the void, as the sound grew closer.

	“Shit,” he whispered, yanking the sheet higher. 

	Dolly squirmed downward, her body curling into a lumpy outline against his legs, barely hidden by the thin fabric. Her hair poked out near his knee, a blonde tangle that he quickly swept into hiding like he might stash a porn mag under his bed.

	The door creaked open. Beatrice leaned against the frame, her nightgown clinging to curves that pulled his gaze despite everything. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, sweeping the room before settling on him, propped up in bed.

	“Morning, Sean.” Her voice carried that familiar edge, probing without accusation. “You're up early.”

	Dolly's lips sealed around him then, sucking with evil, insistent pressure. A jolt ripped through Sean, his hips twitching involuntarily. He gripped the sheet, forcing a casual nod.

	“Morning, Mom.” 

	The words came out steady, but his pulse hammered in his ears. Dolly's tongue flattened against him, sliding down his length in one bold stroke.

	Beatrice crossed her arms, the nightgown shifting to reveal a sliver of collarbone. “What are your plans today? Still meeting that new employee of yours?”

	Dolly bobbed her head with slow movements now, her mouth taking him deeper, throat working around him in tight, rhythmic pulls. Sean struggled to keep his breath steady, enduring the wildly hot pleasure that seemed to only be refined by blatant risk. He locked eyes with Beatrice, fighting the urge to thrust.

	Breathe, he thought. Just breathe.

	“Yeah... Julian.” His voice cracked on the name as Dolly's hands gripped his thighs, nails digging in as she sucked harder, her movements hidden but relentless. “Starting work in the garage. Building PCs.”

	Beatrice tilted her head, a faint frown creasing her brow. “And after? I expect you'll have to plan around Lilian's flight. You'll need to pick her up from the airport, as I don't intend to take that on.”

	Dolly swirled her tongue, hollowing her cheeks in a way that dragged a muffled groan from his chest. He disguised it as a cough, pleasure spiking through him like electric current. His fingers twisted in the sheet, knuckles white.

	“Right...” he muttered. “Airport.” 

	Sweat beaded on his forehead. Dolly picked up speed, her head moving in subtle shifts under the covers, lips sliding up and down with wet, obscene precision. The pressure built, his body tensing against the onslaught.

	Beatrice stepped closer, her gaze sharpening. “Are you feeling alright, honey? You look flushed.”

	The question hit just as Dolly took him to the hilt, her throat constricting in a perfect, vise-like grip. Sean's vision blurred, ecstasy crashing over him in waves. He exploded into her mouth, stilling his hips through sheer force of will against the urge to thrust, spilling his hot and seemingly endless seed while he held his mother's stare, unblinking.

	“I'm fine.” The words rasped out, strained but clear.

	Beatrice's mouth twitched, a slow curl at the corners like she'd pieced together the puzzle. “Well then. I'll get started on breakfast for you and your cousin.”

	“Thanks, Mom,” he muttered.

	

	


Chapter 10

	Sean went down to breakfast first and had nearly finished eating by the time Dolly joined him and his mother at the table. The mood was amicable, a somewhat tenuous and relaxed truce seeming to have been reached between all present. He wondered how much of that was due to a shared anticipation of Lilian's arrival, the knowledge of how his father's mischievous widow might newly skew the balance.

	He headed to the garage as soon as he'd finished eating. Julian arrived at the stroke of ten. An attractive tanned woman drove the van that dropped him off, giving him an affectionate kiss after pulling out the side ramp for him. Julian waved to her as she drove off before wheeling himself over to the open garage door.

	“Is that your wife?” Sean asked, stepping aside to let Julian wheel himself in.

	“Girlfriend,” Julian corrected, rolling to a stop beside a pile of unopened boxes. “Isabel. She's a lifeguard, one of the ones that saved me after my accident. Nothing like a near death experience to make a good first impression.”

	Sean chuckled. “I suppose so. She seems nice.”

	Julian's eyes glinted behind his glasses. “She is. Patient too, which is a bonus given how often I get lost in my work.”

	Sean nodded, eyeing the boxes. “Well, today shouldn't be too complicated. We're just opening these up and sorting the parts. Some of them might need cleaning, others might be too busted to salvage.”

	Julian rubbed his hands together, grinning like a kid on Christmas morning. “Sounds perfect. Let's get started.”

	They began tearing into the boxes, the sound of ripping tape and rustling cardboard filling the garage. Sean found himself pleasantly surprised by Julian's efficiency. Despite being confined to a wheelchair, he moved with practiced ease, handling delicate components with care that bespoke a clear familiarity with sensitive hardware.

	“So, how'd you get into building PCs?” Sean asked as he examined a motherboard for any visible damage.

	Julian glanced up from a box of GPUs. “After my accident, I needed something to keep my mind sharp and my hands busy. Computers seemed like the perfect challenge. Complex enough to be engaging but with tangible results.”

	“Must have been tough,” said Sean, placing the motherboard on a clean surface for further inspection.

	“It was.” Julian shrugged. “But… it gave me a new perspective on life and work. Just taking things at a different pace now. Appreciating the small victories and setting myself up for success.”

	Sean smiled at that, liking the sentiment more than he expected to. They worked in companionable silence for a while until Dolly sauntered in, her eyes lighting up when she saw them.

	“Hey there!” she called out cheerfully, her hips swaying as she approached.

	Sean felt a familiar heat rise within him as she drew closer. He cleared his throat and gestured toward Julian, hoping she wouldn't hug or kiss him on reflex.

	“Julian,” he introduced hastily. “This is my cousin Caitlyn.”

	Julian offered her a warm smile and an extended hand. “Nice to meet you, Caitlyn.”

	Dolly took his hand and shook it with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Likewise! What are you guys up to?”

	Sean forced himself to focus on the task at hand rather than Dolly's flirtatious demeanor. “Just sorting through these parts and figuring out what's usable and what needs cleaning or tossing.”

	Dolly leaned over the table where they were working, giving Sean an all-too-familiar view down her shirt as she peered at the components. He cleared his throat and glanced at Julian, who'd been afforded the same peek.

	“This looks fun,” she said playfully, her fingers grazing over one of the motherboards.

	“Look, but don't touch.” Sean shot her a look that he hoped conveyed both his appreciation for her presence and his need for her not to derail things with Julian.

	“We could always explain how to do it safely,” Julian said smoothly, clearly unfazed by Dolly's antics. “Might be nice to have an extra set of hands.”

	“Oh no,” Sean interjected quickly. “Caitlyn's got other things to do today.”

	Dolly pouted dramatically but stepped back from the table. “Fine, I'll leave you boys to your toys.”

	As she turned to leave, she threw Sean a mischievous wink over her shoulder. He sighed inwardly but couldn't help smiling back at her retreating form.

	Julian raised an eyebrow once Dolly was out of earshot. “She's... lively.”

	“You have no idea,” Sean muttered under his breath before refocusing on their task.

	The rest of the morning passed without further interruption, the two men working together seamlessly despite their initial awkwardness. By lunchtime, they'd sorted through most of the boxes and had a decent inventory of what they had on hand.

	“This was productive,” said Julian as they cleaned up their workspace.

	“Yeah.” Sean smiled, feeling genuinely optimistic about their progress for the first time since he'd started this project. “Hey. You should jump on Scope Knight tonight.”

	“I jump on Scope Knight almost every night,” chuckled Julian. “Much to the exasperation of some people in my life.”

	“Let's duo for a bit later today, then,” said Sean. “It'll be fun.”

	“Sure,” said Julian.

	Julian's ride showed up shortly after and Sean waved him off.

	Dolly emerged from the house just as the van pulled away, her bare feet padding across the bare floor. She leaned against the garage door frame, arms crossed under her chest, pushing it up in a way that drew Sean's gaze despite himself.

	“Make much progress today? You and your new buddy seemed deep in it.”

	Sean wiped his hands on a rag, glancing at the sorted stacks of components. “Yeah. We got through most of the boxes. Julian knows his stuff. He was way more efficient than I expected.”

	She sauntered over to the workbench, eyes scanning the array of parts like a kid eyeing candy. Her fingers drifted toward a gleaming high-end GPU, the one he'd splurged on for testing builds, hovering so close the heat from her skin seemed to bridge the gap.

	“Don't touch that,” he said, again.

	Dolly froze, then stuck her tongue out, inching her fingertip nearer without contact. Sean could practically hear the card humming with static potential.

	“I'm not touching it. See? Totally innocent.”

	Sean lunged, snatching her wrist in a firm grip. She yelped, the sound dissolving into laughter as he yanked her against him, her body colliding with his chest. Their chuckles mingled, low and breathless, while his free hand slid down her back, cupping the curve of her ass through the thin fabric of her shorts. He squeezed, pulling her tighter, feeling her hips grind instinctively.

	“You little brat.”

	“Guilty as charged.” She nipped at his bottom lip, her hands roaming up his shirt, nails scraping over the ridges of his abs. “What are you gonna do about it?”

	He pressed his mouth to hers, the kiss fierce and demanding. Dolly moaned into it, her fingers digging into his shoulders as she pressed her breasts against him. Sean groped her thigh, lifting it to hook around his waist, the friction of their bodies sparking fire low in his gut. Laughter bubbled up again between gasps, her playful shove met with his insistent pull, turning the garage into their private chaos.

	“Think your mom might come out here?”

	“Let her.” He kissed her harder, one hand reaching over to hit the button to close the garage door. 

	There was nothing all that comfortable to lay Dolly down on, or even prop her up against, really, with the table he'd brought out now filled with computer parts. It didn't matter in the end. His cellphone began vibrating incessantly, and he realized who it must be as he took it out of his pocket.

	“Lilian,” he said, with confirmation and a chagrined smile.

	“Let her walk,” muttered Dolly.

	“It's an hour drive each way,” he said. “She'd be walking for an entire day.”

	“So?”

	

	

	

	


Chapter 11

	“I'll just be grabbing her and bringing her to her hotel,” said Sean. “Or maybe the car rental place. Not sure what she's planning.”

	Beatrice crossed her arms, her blue eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Are you sure you don’t want us to come with you?”

	Dolly, who had been lounging on the couch with a magazine, perked up. “Yeah, Sean. You know how Lilian can be. She might need... supervision.”

	Sean sighed, feeling the weight of their combined scrutiny. “I can handle it. It's just a pick-up.”

	Beatrice's lips pressed into a thin line, the maternal concern in her eyes sharpening. “It's not you that I don't trust, Sean. It's her.”

	Dolly chimed in, flipping a page of her magazine with deliberate nonchalance. “Lilian has a way of getting under people's skin. She's manipulative.”

	Sean rubbed his temples, the tension in the room thickening like smoke. “Look, I appreciate the concern, but I don’t need backup for this. It’s a simple errand.”

	Beatrice took a step closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Just promise me you'll be careful around her. She might not have been completely honest about why she's coming out here.”

	Dolly's eyes flicked up from her magazine, catching Sean’s gaze with an intensity that belied her casual demeanor. “And remember what happened last time she was around.”

	Sean couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran down his spine at Dolly’s words. The last encounter with Lilian had been a whirlwind of temptation and danger, emotions running high and lines blurring beyond recognition.

	“I know,” he said firmly. “I haven’t forgotten.”

	Beatrice's hand reached out to touch his arm, a gesture both tender and insistent. “You’re important to us, Sean. Just... don’t let your guard down.”

	Sean met her gaze, feeling the weight of unspoken emotions between them. He nodded slowly, trying to convey reassurance through his eyes alone.

	“I’ll be fine,” he promised. “What are you imagining she'll do, anyway?”

	Beatrice and Dolly exchanged a glance rather than answering. Sean smiled and gave them a wave of departure, grabbing the keys from the counter as he headed towards the door.

	As he drove towards the airport, his mind was a whirl of thoughts and conflicting emotions. The tension between Beatrice and Dolly was palpable even when they were aligned on a point, two competing influences tugging at him from different directions.

	He had no interest in inheriting their paranoia but did acknowledge that the objective was to pick up Lilian without getting ensnared in whatever web she might be spinning this time. Pick up in a figurative sense. Literal sense?

	It was late in the afternoon when he arrived at the airport. His timing, for once, was perfect. Lilian texted him that she was headed to the bag check right as he pulled in and started toward the pickup area of her gate. A second text followed a few minutes later, as he was waiting for her to come out.

	They appear to have lost my luggage…

	Sean winced and called her, but she didn't pick up. He pocketed his phone, the engine a low hum beneath him as he scanned the stream of people flowing from the terminal. A minute passed. Then another. Finally, the automatic doors hissed open, and Lilian strode through, a vision of annoyed elegance.

	Even travel-worn and without her luggage, she commanded attention. Her auburn hair was piled into a sleek, immaculate bun, not a single strand out of place. 

	She wore a simple but expensive-looking white sundress that hugged her figure, the fabric accentuating the graceful line of her long legs. Her only luggage was a small, black leather carry-on that she pulled behind her with short, sharp tugs, the wheels clicking an irritable rhythm against the polished floor.

	Her lips were pressed into a thin, irritated line, a muscle clenching and releasing her jaw. The cool, piercing blue of her eyes had narrowed into something sharp and dangerous. She looked less like a woman who had lost her luggage and more like a predator who had just missed a kill.

	Sean got out of the car as she approached, leaning against the door with a practiced nonchalance. “Hey. No luck finding your luggage?”

	“None whatsoever,” sighed Lilian. “Though I should have expected as much. It's amazing that this podunk little runway even qualifies as an airport to begin with.”

	“It's serviceable enough,” said Sean, surprised at his own defensiveness. “Not as large as what I'm sure you're used to in Vegas, but not as crowded and hectic, either.”

	“I suppose…” Lilian sighed and accepted his help in loading her carry-on into the car's backseat. “Mind bringing me by whatever passes for a fashion boutique around here? I need clothes and I'd prefer to get them now so I don't have to wear yesterday's leftovers tomorrow.”

	“You want me to… take you shopping?” Sean smiled, but underneath it was a bit of a wince as he imagined his mother and Dolly impatiently waiting back home. “It's getting late…”

	“Which is why we must hurry.” She tapped a finger on his nose, mouth curling into a mischievous smile that was nigh impossible to say no to. “You'll have fun. I'll be getting your opinion on just about everything I try on… and I will, of course, also need some new underwear.”

	“Shopping, yeah, absolutely,” said Sean, nodding with new enthusiasm.

	“Are you sure?” The mischief spread to Lilian's eyes, an evil little twinkle that promised everything and nothing. “We could always head back to your mother's house for family dinner if you need to be back by bedtime?”

	Sean set a hand on her hip and drew her to him, giving her a second to blink as he turned his head a bit on the diagonal and leaned in to kiss her. Lilian watched him curiously as their lips parted several long seconds later.

	“I'll take that as a yes.” She let her fingers trail up his arm, pausing to squeeze his bicep. “Have you been working out?”

	


Chapter 12

	THE MATRIARCH'S WATCH

	Beatrice was, once more, in a frustrating situation familiar to mothers since time immemorial. It was time to begin cooking dinner, but she had no idea if her son and his guest would be arriving back in time with their appetites intact.

	She stared into the open refrigerator, the cold air washing over her face, doing nothing to cool the simmering heat of her irritation. A lasagna would keep. It would even taste better tomorrow. 

	But the thought of assembling layers of pasta and cheese for a meal that might go uneaten felt like a monumental waste of effort. A pot of chili, maybe. Something simple that could be reheated without complaint.

	The soft thud of socked feet on the stairs announced Dolly’s arrival. The younger woman padded into the kitchen, pulling her oversized sweatshirt down over her pajama shorts. She drifted to the refrigerator, peering inside as if looking for an answer Beatrice couldn't find.

	“Plans for dinner?” asked Dolly, her voice small. 

	She pulled out a carton of orange juice and took a swig directly from it, a habit Beatrice found endlessly irritating.

	Beatrice shut the fridge door with a quiet click. “I haven’t decided what to make.”

	Dolly capped the juice, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Should I… wait for them to eat? Or do I have time for a snack?”

	The question, so innocently asked, landed like a lit match on dry tinder. Beatrice’s jaw tightened.

	“How would I know, Dolly?” The words came out sharper than she intended, clipped and cold. “I have no idea what my son is doing.”

	Dolly took a step back, blinking a bit too fast as she set the carton down. “…Sorry.”

	“It's not your fault,” said Beatrice, breathing out heavily. She cut off the second part after seeing Dolly's expression. 

	It's not your fault… but you are part of the problem.

	So was her son. So was she, the mother who'd lost all sense of where the line was, how and when to stop. She ran a hand through her hair and took a seat at the counter. Dolly lingered, glancing out the window as she leaned against the counter a bit further down.

	“I thought everything would be different coming here,” muttered Dolly. “It has been, for me, at least. In both good and bad ways… mostly good. But just because we ran away from Vegas doesn't mean everyone still back there stopped existing.”

	“If only…” muttered Beatrice.

	She pushed herself off the stool and opened the refrigerator again, staring blankly at the neat rows of condiments and cartons. The same naïve hope Dolly voiced had been her own guiding star for eighteen years. 

	Just get away. Just start over. Things will be normal.

	She’d thought she could do it. She had packed a bag, taken her baby boy, and fled Las Vegas like it was Chernobyl. She left Trixie behind in the smoke-filled backrooms and neon-drenched nights, burying her under layers of PTA meetings and quiet suburban motherhood. Beatrice had built a fortress of normalcy, and for a long, peaceful stretch of time, she’d almost believed the walls were impenetrable.

	But you can’t outrun a ghost when it’s your own. Terrance’s death wasn’t just an ending, it was a chapter break. Ace’s Firebird pulling up to their curb might as well have been the sound of the past kicking down the door.

	Sean wasn't the boy who left Pinecross anymore. He was a man who had killed, a man who navigated a world of sharks and shadows. And just as she had tried to shed Trixie, he was now grappling with his own inherited demons. There was no going back. Not for him. And not for her.

	“There's someone outside,” whispered Dolly.

	“…What?” Beatrice shook her head, feeling a bit like she was stuck in a loop as she shut the fridge again. “What do you mean?”

	“Someone just pulled up in a car and is looking at the house through binoculars…”

	Beatrice's heart skipped a beat. Her first impulse was to immediately go to the street facing window and peer out alongside Dolly, who was trying to be surreptitious in her act of watching the watcher. Her second impulse was better.

	“Walk by the window like you haven't seen anything and then go upstairs,” said Beatrice. “I'll meet you up there.”

	Dolly didn't ask questions, moving immediately, though not rushing. Beatrice pulled out a few ingredients for lasagna as though finally coming to a decision, brushed her hands together, and then made her way up to examine the threat.

	She used the zoom function on her phone, peering through the merest sliver in between the blinds of her bedroom window, Dolly at her side trying to see over her shoulder. A large bald man in a leather jacket sat in the driver's side seat of a rental car, peering at the house and scribbling in a notebook.

	“Does it look like an FBI agent to you?” whispered Dolly.

	Beatrice snorted. “Far from it.”

	“How can you tell?”

	Beatrice sighed and stepped back from the blinds. 

	Just get away. Just start over. Things will be normal.

	“That's Tony Ramirez,” she muttered. “Benny's uncle.”

	

	

	


Chapter 13

	Sean found parking in the lot of a strip mall that had a few halfway decent fashion boutiques, though he knew he'd have to move Lilian along quickly if she wanted to shop before they closed. He smiled at her in the passenger seat, looking ravishing in the colors of the sunset, just as his phone began vibrating in his pocket.

	“Let me guess,” said Lilian. “Your mother?”

	“Yeah.” Sean smiled and shook his head. “I'll call her back in a little bit. She was a little bit overbearing when I left.”

	“Are you sure?” Lilian reached over, patting his leg in a manner that might plausibly be reassuring but stirred a far more interesting reaction within his body. “You wouldn't want her worrying about you, twiddling her thumbs back home.”

	“She'll survive,” said Sean. “Let's get you some cute new outfits.”

	Sean parked the car and walked around to open Lilian's door. She looped her arm through his, leaning in close as they made their way into one of the boutiques. The store was empty except for a cashier who seemed more interested in her phone than greeting customers.

	Lilian's fingers brushed lightly against his bicep, a subtle reminder of their earlier conversation. “So, darling, what do you think I should try on first?”

	Sean chuckled, feeling the warmth of her body against his. “Anything you like. I'm just here for moral support.”

	She smiled up at him, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And to give your opinion on how everything looks, of course.”

	They wandered through the racks, Lilian picking out a few dresses and skirts with practiced ease. Sean couldn't help but admire her confidence and poise as she moved through the store. He tried to ignore the steady buzz of his phone in his pocket, anticipating another message from his mother.

	“Wait here,” said Lilian, handing him her selections before disappearing into the dressing room.

	He leaned against a nearby wall, a small smile playing on his lips as he waited. The cashier glanced up briefly but quickly returned to her phone, clearly still uninterested in the world outside her screen.

	Lilian emerged from the dressing room in a sleek black dress that hugged her curves perfectly. She struck a pose, one hand on her hip as she turned to face him.

	“Well? What do you think?” Her tone was teasing, but there was an edge of genuine curiosity in her eyes.

	Sean nodded appreciatively but kept his reaction measured. “Looks good.”

	Lilian's brow furrowed slightly at his response. “Just 'good'? Not 'amazing' or 'stunning'?”

	He shrugged, unable to suppress a grin. “You look great in anything. But maybe this store doesn't have what you're really looking for.”

	She sighed dramatically, crossing her arms over her chest. “In a town like this, I have to wonder if any store will have the styles required for me to get rave reviews.”

	Sean pushed off the wall and stepped closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “You have to work with what you have available and take risks if you really want to impress.”

	Lilian's eyes sparkled, feeding off his suggestive tone. “Alright then.”

	She turned on her heel and disappeared back into the dressing room. Sean waited, anticipation building as he heard the rustle of fabric from behind the door. When Lilian emerged again, she wore a deep red dress that clung to her body in all the right places.

	“Not bad,” he said with genuine admiration in his voice. “Not bad at all.”

	Lilian's smile was just short of triumphant as she did a slow twirl, letting the dress flare out around her legs. “I still think I can do better. Just wait.”

	She moved toward a different section of the store. Sean's phone buzzed again. A text from his mother that read Call me NOW. He frowned, sensing he would at the very least need to text her back, if not ruin the mood with an outright phone call, and began choosing his words carefully.

	Lilian brushed by him, her arm grazing his chest with deliberate slowness, the scent of her perfume, vanilla and spice, lingering like a challenge. She vanished behind the dressing room curtain, leaving Sean staring at his phone, thumbs hovering over the screen. Heading home soon, he typed to his mom, but deleted it. Too vague. Stuck in traffic, another lie, erased just as quick. The words wouldn't settle, his mind fumbling through excuses.

	“Sean.” Lilian's voice purred out from behind the curtain, low and inviting, curling around his name like smoke.

	He leaned back, pulse kicking up. The store's fluorescent hum filled the silence, broken only by the distant click of the cashier's nails tapping a bored rhythm on the counter.

	“You need to come to me this time.” Lilian's words dripped with temptation, pulling him like a tether.

	Sean glanced at the cashier. She still had her head down, scrolling endlessly, oblivious to the world. He slipped through the curtain, the fabric whispering against his skin as it fell shut behind him.

	Lilian stood there, facing the mirror, clad in black lingerie that clung to her curves like a second skin. Lace edged the bra and panties, delicate patterns weaving over her breasts and hips, while the sheer mesh in the middle revealed tantalizing glimpses of porcelain skin dotted with freckles. Her auburn hair cascaded loose now, framing her shoulders, and those piercing blue eyes locked onto his reflection, calculating yet warm.

	She turned slowly, the fabric shifting with her movement, accentuating the swell of her chest and the dip of her waist. His breath caught, heat flooding his veins as he drank in the sight. Every inch of her seductive attire was designed to tease, to demand his attention.

	“See something you like?” Her lips curved into a sly smile, fingers tracing the lace along her collarbone, drawing his gaze downward. 

	Sean slid his phone into his pocket, the changing stall shrinking around them, charged with the thrill of her exposure. Lilian blinked, head tilting a bit to the side, all but daring him with her eyes.

	He closed the distance, lips brushing Lilian's in a swift, exploratory press, kindling the spark. Her mouth was exquisitely soft, warm and reactive. He pulled her closer, the kiss stretching dangerously long, his hands grounding her at the waist, sliding up to trace the lace over her ribs.

	Her body arched into his touch, lace rough under his palms as he explored the swell of her breasts, thumbs circling peaks that hardened instantly. The thrill surged through him, blood roaring, drowning out the distant hum of the store. He pinned her against the mirror, hips grinding, her heat pressing back with equal fire.

	Lilian broke away with a breathless laugh, eyes dancing. “You're so bold. But really, Sean? Sure you want to risk making a scene in your sleepy little hometown?”

	He growled low, fingers digging into her hips, pulling her tighter. “We won't if you stay quiet.”

	She gasped as he kissed her again, fiercer now, hands yanking at the lace panties, shoving them down her thighs. Her laugh muffled into a moan, legs parting as he freed himself, cock throbbing against the smooth silk of her panties. The store's panties, technically, until she finished her purchase. 

	The risk fueled him, every rustle of fabric electric, her fingertips sliding and digging in, uncertain and aroused. He started pulling her panties in, ready to drive in, ready to take her right there in the tiny stall against the mirror's cool glass.

	The store door chimed, voices filtering in. A woman's laugh, footsteps clacking toward the racks. Sean's pulse hammered, freezing him mid-movement. Lilian tensed, eyes wide, a wicked grin forming even as she pulled him back.

	“Fuck,” he muttered, yanking up his pants, the moment collapsing irredeemably like a precarious house of cards. Lilian stifled a giggle, adjusting her lingerie with hurried tugs.

	“Guess we'll continue this later,” she whispered, eyes gleaming with promise.

	Sean nodded, frustration simmering in his gut, the interruption like ice water on heated skin. He slipped out first, heart pounding, the new customer's chatter a distant buzz as he fought to compose himself.

	

	

	

	


Chapter 14

	“You're going to have to respond to her eventually,” said Lilian.

	Sean was looking at his phone, still in the car, having just parked in the hotel's lot. Beatrice hadn't actually pinged him again, but he was harboring similar thoughts about the storm he'd be returning home to if he didn't check in soon.

	“I should probably just get home,” he said.

	Lilian's palm glided along Sean's thigh, fingers pressing in with deliberate pressure.

	“You really should…” Her voice was playful, teasing, a velvet drawl that stirred a certain kind of heat.

	The touch shifted, her hand settling onto his lap. She traced the outline of his cock through the fabric, slow circles that instantly drew him to hardness, the friction igniting sparks under his skin.

	“You were so helpful, picking me up, taking me shopping.” She leaned in, lips brushing his ear, breath hot and scented with mint gum. “There should always be some type of reward for being so helpful, don't you think, Sean?”

	Her mouth dipped low, pressing a kiss first to his neck, then leaning forward to place a second on his crotch through his pants. The warmth seeped in, her lips parting slightly, teasing the stiffening ridge of his member.

	Sean groaned, hips bucking as his phone vibrated in his pocket around the same spot, an insistent buzz that felt both oddly good and uniquely annoying.

	“Can you hold that thought until tomorrow?”

	She let out an annoyed huff, nipping at his stiffening member through the denim, not hard, just enough to sting with playful promise.

	“Fine.” She pulled back, door clicking open as she slipped out into the cooling evening air. “Goodnight.”

	A certain, rather opinionated part of him insisted that he was making a horrible mistake as Lilian grabbed her bag and sauntered off. She still waved to him before disappearing through the hotel's glass doors. Sean took a deep breath that didn't really help his multifaceted frustration and started the car.

	

	

	

	“Where the hell have you been?”

	Beatrice met him in the garage, as soon as he pulled the car in. Sean shut the garage door as he got out, sensing a depth to his mother's ire that outstripped mere annoyance at him arriving home slightly later than he should have.

	“I was… picking up Lilian,” he said, struggling a bit to meet her gaze. “The airline lost her bag. She needed clothes. I was just helping her out.”

	“While ignoring my calls and texts?” asked Beatrice, eyes narrowed.

	The words hung between them, thin and brittle. Sean could feel the heat radiating from her, an anger that went far beyond unanswered texts. This wasn’t just a worried mother. This was a woman scorned, the fury in her eyes a raw, possessive thing that had nothing to do with curfews. It was the same look she’d given him in the hallway last night, a current of desire and jealousy that chafed against the simple architecture of their garage.

	“I was busy helping Lilian,” he said, the excuse sounding lame even to his own ears.

	“Busy helping her.” Beatrice hissed the words like they were poison on her tongue, arms crossed tight under her breasts, chest pushed forward. “I’m sure she needed a lot of help from you, and I'm also sure you enjoyed giving it to her. Did you help her with everything she needed, Sean?”

	The accusation was so plain, so stripped of its maternal disguise, that it almost made him laugh. He was being chastised not as a son, but as an unfaithful partner.

	“It wasn’t like that.”

	“Wasn't it?” She took a step closer, invading his space, her scent, a mix of cooking spices and something floral, clouding his senses. “You have no idea what's going on, and you default to… ignoring me? After everything we’ve been through? You think this place is some kind of fortress where the past can’t touch us?”

	“What are you talking about?” he muttered.

	Beatrice sighed, the sound heavy with frustration. “Just come inside.”

	She turned, stepping through the door that led back into the house from the garage. Sean grabbed her hand, pulling her back gently.

	“Sorry,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her in a hug.

	Beatrice's shoulders softened, and she returned the embrace. “Oh sweetie, it's okay.”

	The hug started tender and innocent, but as Sean felt her warmth against him, his earlier excitement resurfaced. His heart pounded as he kissed her cheek, then her mouth. The kiss deepened, a spark igniting between them. Beatrice's hands gripped his shirt, pulling him closer.

	Sean's hands roamed up her back, feeling the curves beneath her blouse. Beatrice responded with a soft moan, their kiss turning more fervent.

	“Sean's home?” Dolly's voice called from deeper within the house.

	They broke apart abruptly, breathless and wide-eyed. Beatrice straightened her blouse with trembling fingers.

	“We should go inside,” she said, voice wavering.

	Sean nodded, leading the way into the living room where Dolly stood waiting.

	“There's… been a development,” said Beatrice, quietly.

	Sean furrowed his brow. He glanced at Dolly, who'd meandered over to the living room window and was sneakily peering out through the blinds.

	“Is there someone outside?” he asked.

	“Uncle Tony…” hissed Dolly, her voice serious to the point of almost sounding theatrical.

	“Uh… What?” Sean shook his head and glanced at his mother.

	“Benny's uncle,” said Beatrice. “Tony Ramirez. He wasn't all that much older than Benny. Used to be heavily involved in your father's business back when I was in Vegas. I was a little surprised he wasn't still around during our time out there, but I suppose I should have guessed he'd show up eventually.”

	“Is he watching the house?” asked Sean.

	He moved to join Dolly at the window, but she shook her head.

	“He just drove off down the street,” she muttered. “Maybe we're safe for tonight.”

	“What the hell does he want?” asked Sean.

	“I'm sure you can make an educated guess,” said his mother, with a sigh. “With both Benny and your father dead and a bit of murkiness around the inheritance, he's undoubtedly here for money.”

	A familiar chill settled over Sean, a sensation he hadn’t felt since the boat ride back in the Bahamas. It wasn’t the cold of fear, the unnerving clenching and trembling. It was the sharp, clean cold of a weapon being drawn, a feeling he now recognized as a part of himself, whether he wanted it to be or not.

	Benny’s face flashed in his mind, twisted in pain in a dusty warehouse. Jaewon’s dead weight collapsing limply in the penthouse. Reyes’s slick, predatory smile that never touched his eyes. This wasn’t his first rodeo with a dangerous bastard. He knew the steps to this dance.

	But this was different. This wasn’t Vegas or some remote island. This was his home. His mother’s home. He could smell the remnants of lasagna in the kitchen, could hear the familiar whisper of the wind against the windows. Tony Ramirez wasn’t just a threat to his inheritance. He was a contamination, a stain from a world he thought he’d left behind, now smeared across his childhood doorstep.

	He felt the muscles in his back and shoulders tighten, the product of weeks spent lifting iron in the basement. He flexed his fingers, a slow clench and release, feeling the ghost of a pistol grip in his palm. This wasn't about pride. Not ego. It was the simple, brutal calculus of the situation. A problem had presented itself, and it required a solution.

	Sean turned from the window, his expression unreadable. His voice was quiet, stripped of the uncertainty that had clung to it for so long. 

	“I'll meet him,” he said. “First chance I get.”

	Beatrice’s eyes widened, a flicker of protest already forming. “Sean, you can't just—”

	“I need to,” he cut her off, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Let him know what he's owed.”

	Dolly looked from Sean to Beatrice, her brow furrowed in confusion.

	“What is he owed?”

	Sean met her gaze, his own eyes holding a cold, flat finality.

	“Not a goddamn thing.”

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 15

	Sean ate a slice of delicious lasagna and watched the street from the living room window for a while before heading down to the basement for a workout. Tony Ramirez had moved on for the night, but he struggled to do the same mentally, despite knowing he needed to consider the nonprofit, Lilian, the various other competing factors for his attention.

	He heard the familiar creak of the old wooden stairs, a sound as ingrained in the house’s memory as his own. He knew the weight of those footsteps, the specific cadence. His mother. 

	He ignored the sound and focused on the burn spreading across his chest, the strain in his arms as he pushed the barbell up one last time. The air hissed from his lungs. He racked the weight with a satisfying clang, the metal echoing in the concrete-walled basement.

	He sat up, sweat trickling down his temples, and only then did he look at her. Beatrice stood beside the bench, a silent observer. She wore a thin, black nightgown, a slip of silk and lace that seemed to belong more to the Vegas penthouse than their quiet Pinecross home. It clung to her curves, the dark fabric practically just inked on against the pale skin of her shoulders and the deep curve of her cleavage.

	Her expression was the strangest part. There was no worry in her eyes, none of the maternal fretting that had defined their recent interactions. Her face was a placid mask, but her deep blue eyes held a cool, appraising quality, a flicker of something knowing and detached. A flash of Trixie.

	A powerful heat coiled deep in his gut at the thought. The memory of his father’s home videos, the one labeled Evil Bitch, was a brand on his mind. He could see it now, the grainy footage playing behind his eyes.

	A younger Beatrice, blonde and wild, her moans echoing from the cheap speakers, her body moving with a reckless abandon that was both disorienting and hypnotic. Trixie. That video was seared into his memory, an illicit secret he couldn't unsee, a dangerous fantasy he now saw standing just a few feet away.

	“We need to talk,” said Beatrice, watching him amidst the fast-rising tension.

	“I'm all ears.” He wiped sweat off his face and slowly caught his breath, resisting the urge to smile appreciatively as he noticed how his t-shirt clung to his newly toned muscles.

	Beatrice leaned against the weight rack, her nightgown shifting like a veil over her skin. “What do you really plan on doing about Tony?”

	Sean breathed out as he toweled off his neck, the damp fabric rough against his pulse. “Try to let him down easy. Give him a chance to back off before things get messy.”

	Her frown deepened, carving lines around those full lips. She stepped closer, the basement air thickening with her nearness, pale and beautiful even under the somewhat harsh overhead light. 

	“Easy?” She shook her head slightly. “I'm worried you'll go too far, Sean. You have a bad habit of pushing the boundary.”

	Heat surged in his chest, not from the workout. He held her gaze, the words twisting between them like a loaded wire. “Sometimes you have to push to get what you want. Backing off isn't always an option.”

	“Pushing is how you end up crossing lines you can't uncross.” Her breath quickened, eyes flicking to his clinging shirt, and he could practically feel her tracing the outlines of every ridge of muscle. “Mistakes that feel right in the moment, but burn everything down.”

	She inched nearer, her chest rising and falling in rhythm with his own. He edged forward similarly, their bodies inches apart now, the heat radiating from her skin mingling with his own post-lift fire. 

	“Burning can feel awfully cathartic sometimes,” he muttered. “You don't always have to fight it.”

	Her hand brushed his arm, fingers lingering on the slick curve of bicep, a touch that sparked like flint on steel. “But once you go too far, there's no coming back. We both know that. The heat… the rush… it consumes you.”

	“Consumes me?” Sean closed the gap, his mouth drawing dangerously near to hers. “Consumes us.”

	She didn't say anything, but there was a twitch of the eye, a tilt of the head, that signaled more than any word ever could. Sean leaned in and kissed her again, feeling as though he'd been waiting for another taste of her mouth since she'd met him in the garage when he'd arrived home.

	They weren't in the garage anymore, and they both knew it. Their bodies snapped together, Beatrice's curves pressing against his hard frame in a collision that sent jolts racing through him. 

	His hands gripped her waist, pulling her flush, her silk nightgown sliding up under his palms as she arched into the kiss, nails digging into his shoulders with fierce hunger. The world narrowed to the press of her breasts against his chest, the desperate tangle of tongues, every inch of contact exquisite fire.

	Beatrice's hand snaked downward, fingers curling around the hard length straining against his shorts. She squeezed, firm and deliberate, drawing a grunt from deep in his throat. Her lips crashed back onto his, wet and demanding, tongue thrusting with a ferocity that stole his breath.

	He could feel her walls cracking and it thrilled him. He sensed it in the way her body melted against him, the tremor in her grip as she stroked him through the fabric. His own restraint had the structural integrity of a wet cardboard box under a bulldozer's tread, every rational thought pulverized by the heat surging between them.

	He slipped a hand under the hem of her nightgown, palm gliding up smooth skin until he found the soft swell of her breast. His thumb flicked her nipple, his mother's nipple, pinching lightly. A violent shudder ripped through her, her whole frame quaking like she'd been struck by lightning.

	She broke the kiss with a breathless laugh, tapping his chest with playful insistence. “You're all sweaty. Go take a shower.”

	Sean nodded, pulse still hammering. She pulled back, the silk whispering against her thighs as she straightened, leaving him adrift in the sudden cool air. More confused than let down. A shower?

	“Hold on,” he said. “I still have to talk to you about…”

	Beatrice didn't wait, and he thought he heard her laughing as she hurried up the stairs. A laugh in the tone of a woman drunk of wine, arousal, or some combination of both. She'd stopped him… but she hadn't said no. She'd simply pointed out that he needed a shower.

	He wiped a bit more sweat off his arms, adjusted his obvious erection, and hurried upstairs.

	


Chapter 16

	Dolly was asleep on the couch, a historical romance Netflix show still playing on the TV to an unconscious audience. The sight of her was almost enough to make Sean redirect, exposed and blonde and sleepily perfect as she was. But he knew his mother was still awake, which presented both obstacle and opportunity.

	He all but rushed upstairs to the shower, but took his time in the actual stall. He half expected Beatrice to knock softly on the door, offer to help him get clean, but that was the stuff of porn plots and B movies. He did get himself clean, however, and kept himself hard from start to finish, keeping his erection primed like a precious campfire on a cloudy day.

	He waited a beat after turning the shower off. No unexpected arrivals. The thought came to him that he may have completely misinterpreted his mom's intention, read innuendo out of a desperate bid at redirection. Maybe. Probably.

	He wondered if he should just go to bed. He looked down at his erection, stubborn and proud, and also wondered which part of him got the final vote. Even as Sean wrapped the towel around himself and stepped into the hallway, he was still far from sure.

	He paused outside Beatrice's bedroom door, the cool hallway air licking his damp skin. His erection strained against the towel, a demanding pulse that drowned out the rational whispers in his head. 

	No more second-guessing. The part of him that craved this madness had won, hands down. His heart pounded like a war drum, body thrumming with electric anticipation, every nerve sizzling with what he was about to unleash.

	He knocked softly, knuckles brushing wood. The door eased open under his push.

	“Mom.”

	Beatrice lay in bed, the reading lamp casting a golden pool over rumpled sheets. Her book sat dog-eared on the nightstand, spine cracked, like she'd set it aside moments ago. Head nestled on the pillow, dark hair fanned out, her deep blue eyes fluttered open.

	She stirred, propping up on an elbow, the nightgown slipping low across her chest.

	“Sean...”

	He slowly walked toward her bed, the delicious humid clean of the shower still feeling like an invisible coat against his bare skin.

	“I took a shower,” he whispered.

	“So I see.” Beatrice reached over to her book and with slow, slightly unsteady movements, replaced the bookmark and closed it. “Though I'm not sure why you…”

	He risked it, undoing the fold of the towel, letting it fall. Or, he tried to… it caught on his erection, opening more like a loose cotton robe than the dramatic curtain reveal he'd been intending. Beatrice's reaction was dazed and intrigued, regardless.

	“Oh…” she whispered.

	He stepped closer, the carpet muffling his bare feet, blood roaring in his ears. The towel hung absurdly from his cock, a ridiculous flag of intent, but he yanked it free with one sharp tug. It pooled at his ankles, forgotten.

	Beatrice's gaze dropped, then snapped back to his face, her chest rising in quick, shallow breaths. The room buzzed with the presence of unspoken, evil truths… family photos on the dresser casting silent judgment from their frames, smiling faces from birthdays and holidays, relics of a simpler life. 

	She shifted on the bed, sheets whispering against her skin, but stayed put, fingers twisting in the fabric like anchors holding her back. She wouldn't budge. 

	Not here, not surrounded by these walls that screamed of her role as mother, her duty, her purpose in life. The realization hit him like a gut punch, stirring a defiant fire. If she needed him to cross it, he'd vault the goddamn line.

	He reached out, fingers grazing her chin, tilting it up with gentle force. Her breath fluttered, warm against his skin as he guided her forward, drawing her face inches from his throbbing erection. The golden lamplight danced on her raven hair, turning strands to ink-black silk.

	“You need your sleep, Sean.” Her whisper ghosted over him, lips brushing the tip in a feather-light kiss that jolted through every nerve. “After pumping so much… iron…”

	The words hung like a confession, a self-dare, and her mouth parted just enough to tease him. She lifted her chin slightly, lower lip sliding against his throbbing manhood. The contact was hot and electric, and she flicked her tongue out in a hesitant dart that practically made his knees buckle. 

	She lingered there, eyes flicking up to meet his, blue depths swirling with conflict and hunger. The question he saw in those eyes didn't need to be voiced aloud.

	Really, Sean? You want me to do this for you? You want… your mother… to do this, of all things?

	He nodded slowly as though she had said it with words, his thumb still on her chin, gently caressing smooth skin. With light but steady pressure, he urged her to keep going, the demands of his arousal overruling any question of right and wrong, not enough vs too much.

	“You have to start listening to me more…” She let out a moan as she paused and gave his member a sucking kiss that rang with pleasure like the crash of a cymbal. “Focusing on getting comfortable… now that you're back home.”

	“Fuck…” he groaned. “Mom… I'll get comfortable. I will.”

	“Yeah?” She gave him a fractional smile, tongue sliding out to press along the underside of his tip.

	“Promise.”

	He would have said anything to get her to keep going, and through the haze of feverish arousal he did at least recognize how much of a trap that was. But Beatrice did keep going, and the pleasure of it very nearly collapsed him.

	Beatrice's lips closed around him, warm velvet enveloping the tip in a slow, deliberate suck. Sean slid his fingers into her hair, knuckles curling, as her tongue swirled lazy circles, tracing veins with filthy precision. She took her time, inching deeper, cheeks hollowing with each pull, her hum vibrating through him like distant thunder.

	“God, Mom...” He took a tighter grip of her dark hair, guiding without force, the strands silky against his palm.

	She bobbed gently, saliva slicking him in glistening trails, her free hand cupping his balls, rolling them with tender, teasing squeezes. The room smelled of her, her perfume, her candles, and the lamp's glow cast shadows that danced across her cleavage. Every slurp echoed, wet and obscene, her blue eyes locking onto his, loving yet devious, as if savoring the taboo.

	He bucked lightly, pressure building fast, her mouth a loving vise that knew exactly how to unravel him. She pulled back, lips popping free, a string of spit connecting them.

	Her smirk curled, eyes narrowing with possessive glee. “I'm glad you came to me, at least… rather than your cousin.”

	The words hit like a spark to dry tinder. Sean groaned, hips jerking as release tore through him, hot ropes erupting across her face, splattering her cheek, her lips, her chin in messy streaks. She froze, eyes widening in surprise, then fluttering shut as she leaned into it, one hand stroking him through the pulses, milking every drop.

	“Fuck...” His body shuddered, vision blurring from the intensity, her skin now marked with his sticky string, glossy under the light.

	“Well…” she said, clearing her throat with both annoyance and amusement. “That was a surprise.”

	Beatrice licked her lips, tasting him with a soft moan, her fingers wiping a trail from her cheek before sucking them clean. The act was raw, intimate, her gaze never leaving his, a silent claim that twisted something deep inside him. She rose slightly, pressing a sticky kiss to his thigh, her breath warm against his spent skin.

	“You should get to sleep,” she whispered.

	He nodded slowly, picking up his previously clean towel and setting it to the new task of wiping up his own mess. The idea came to him that he should simply climb into her bed, see what she'd do if he attempted to hurdle over a second boundary in addition to the first.

	But Beatrice's eyes told him exactly what she'd do. There was a time and a place to pick a fight, and he'd pushed enough for one night.

	

	

	


Chapter 17

	THE FALCON'S REPORT

	“I think that's it up here,” said Julian. “That building on the right.”

	Isabel pulled the van onto the side of the street a bit down from the place he'd indicated, right where he'd easily be able to roll out onto the sidewalk.

	“This area doesn't give me the impression of a place with a bunch of loose computer parts up for donation,” she muttered.

	“This place was a gaming café, apparently,” said Julian. “I think you'd be surprised where gamers and nerds can be found.”

	She smirked at him and shrugged one shoulder. “I certainly have been in the past. Potion.”

	“Nope,” said Julian. “Piece of clothing this time.”

	“Was I even close?” Isabel made a face, but he gave her nothing. “Do I get to pick or…?”

	“Panties,” he said, with a smile of his own.

	Isabel sighed, but it was more affected than genuine. “You are insatiable.”  

	Her fingers disappeared beneath the hem of her sundress, and she shifted in her seat, lifting slightly to slide her panties down her thighs. The cotton made a faintly audible whisper against her skin as she wriggled them free.

	“Why do you make me feel so consistently naughty when we work together, Julian?” She held them up for a moment as though she'd found them in a store and was considering a purchase, and then finally tossed them over.

	He caught them and pocketed them with a grin. “Just wait until you see what I have planned for when I get back.”

	Isabel's eyes sparkled with mischievous delight as Julian maneuvered his wheelchair out of the van and onto the sidewalk. She gave him a lingering look before driving off, leaving him to his mission.

	Julian wheeled his wheelchair up the slight incline of the sidewalk, feeling the rough texture of the concrete beneath his wheels. The gaming café was a nondescript building, its faded sign hinting at better days. 

	Sean had mentioned it had closed recently, but the owner was looking to offload a bunch of old PCs. Julian doubted the young nonprofit director really needed him for this errand, but he sensed his new boss was more interested in building a solid rapport with his first employee.

	Sean stood near the entrance, leaning casually against the doorframe. He spotted Julian and straightened, flashing a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes.

	“Right on time,” said Sean, stepping forward to greet him.

	Julian noted the way Sean's gaze flicked over him, sizing him up. He thought he sensed an odd vibe about it, as though the other man was trying to see a bit beyond the surface. Julian had meticulously crafted his appearance to seem unassuming, non-threatening, but there was a glint in Sean's eyes that suggested he wasn't as naïve as Julian had initially thought.

	“Yeah,” said Julian, offering a warm smile. “From your message it sounds like we're about to get our hands on some old hardware.”

	Sean chuckled, though it sounded slightly forced. “Emphasis on old. But let's see what we've got.”

	They entered the dimly lit café together, the scent of years of what might have been gamer body odor and dust lingering in the air. The space was cluttered with old gaming rigs and monitors stacked haphazardly on tables. Sean led Julian to a corner where several PCs were set up.

	“These are the ones the owner wants to donate,” said Sean, gesturing to the machines. “Figured we should check if they're worth taking.”

	Julian rolled closer, inspecting one of the rigs with practiced ease. “Looks like they haven't been touched in a while. But with some cleaning and a few upgrades, a lot of it should be serviceable.”

	“Good to know,” Sean said, his tone carefully neutral.

	Julian could feel Sean's eyes on him as he continued examining the PCs. It wasn't outright suspicion, but there was a cautiousness there that Julian hadn't expected. He kept his movements steady and unhurried, projecting an aura of calm competence.

	“So,” Julian began conversationally, glancing up at Sean. “How'd you come across this place? Seems like a hidden gem.”

	Sean's expression relaxed slightly at the change in topic. “Used to come here when I was younger.”

	“Must have been chill growing up around here,” said Julian. “It's a very peaceful town.”

	“Yeah,” Sean replied softly.

	The sound of raucous, male voices came from the gaming cafe's open door, of just the right tenor to seem like an objection to Julian's point. It got worse. The men entered the café, looking around with intent similar to their own, if juiced with macho aggression. 

	One of them laughed and made a joke as he pushed over one of the computers that hadn't been up for donation, tipping the rig onto its side atop the table with an ominous thud.

	“Freebies!” shouted a tall teenager at the head of the group. “We're here for the free fucking computers. You two the nerds handing them out?”

	Julian bristled at the interruption, but he understood the situation and had long since mastered his ego. He knew how to play meek. He glanced at Sean, hoping to avoid an incident. Sean had a dangerous look in his eyes, along with an even more dangerous smile.

	Sean stepped forward, hands relaxed but eyes sharp. “Sorry, fellas. All the computers up for donation have already been claimed.”

	The tall teenager laughed, an aggressive, skeptical sound that echoed through the dimly lit café. “Yeah, right. You're just keeping the best ones for yourselves.”

	Julian tried to pull Sean back, his fingers brushing against Sean's arm in a gentle tug. “Forget them, let's just—”

	Sean shrugged him off and stepped closer to the teenager, pulling him in by the shoulder. The instigator's bravado faltered as Sean whispered something in his ear, one hand resting on his shoulder, fingers digging in like a vise.

	The young man's face went pale, and he took a step back, hands raised in a placating gesture. “Hey look, we don't want any trouble.”

	Sean's smile widened, but it was anything but friendly. “Good to hear. Now why don't you and your buddies find somewhere else to hang out?”

	The group of young men exchanged uneasy glances before turning and shuffling out of the café, their earlier shenanigans evaporating like morning mist.

	Julian watched them go, brow furrowed with a mixture of surprise and wariness. He hadn't expected Sean to handle the situation with such cold precision. It was a valuable insight into his target's capabilities, so much so that it underlined him as a threat.

	“Nice work,” said Julian.

	Sean shrugged, the dangerous edge in his eyes fading back into something more neutral. “Sometimes you just have to show them you mean business.”

	Julian nodded, storing away this new information for future use. “Let's get back to work then.”

	They resumed their task of sorting through the old gaming rigs, the earlier tension lingering in the air like a distant thunderstorm.

	As they worked side by side, Julian couldn't help but feel a grudging sense of respect for Sean. He was far from tame, and not the pushover teenager willing to immediately spill his guts that he'd been hoping for.

	“So what did you do before this, Julian?” asked Sean.

	“I was… a psychologist,” said Julian. “I thought I mentioned that during the interview.”

	“You did,” said Sean. “Where and for whom?”

	Julian gave a soft chuckle, recalling the exact details of his well-worn and oft rehearsed cover story. He hesitated, wondering for some odd reason just how sincere it would sound this time around.

	

	

	


Chapter 18

	Sean arrived back home with PC towers stacked precariously high in his backseat. He'd already seen Julian off after they'd performed a cursory, on-site evaluation of their haul. It had certainly been worth the trip out, a prize worthy of defending after all.

	He appreciated the fact that Julian had been present, if only as a mediating factor. Sean was aware enough to silently acknowledge how hard it had been to not see the situation through the same red haze that had been there for Benny, for Jaewon… now for Tony Ramirez. He shook his head, trying to detach from his dark mood as he parked the car in the garage.

	He began to unload the towers, stacking them against one wall where there was a bit of space. The pile grew quickly, a monument to his fledgling nonprofit. He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow, eyeing the clutter. Soon, he’d need to rent a proper workshop. The thought was both daunting and exhilarating. The project was becoming real, tangible, a thing that took up physical space.

	“My, my. What have we here?”

	The voice, a familiar purr of amusement and silk, made him jump. He turned to see Lilian leaning against the doorframe, a vision in one of the new outfits she’d bought. A simple, elegant cream-colored blouse and dark, form-fitting jeans. She looked out of place against the backdrop of oil stains and stacked cardboard boxes, a splash of Vegas glamour in his quiet suburban world.

	“What are you doing here?” He hefted another tower onto the stack. “I was going to call you later. Why didn’t you text?”

	“And spoil the surprise?” She pushed off the doorframe and glided into the garage, her heels clicking softly on the concrete. Her eyes, a piercing, curious blue, scanned the growing collection of computer parts. “Besides, I was already in the neighborhood. I thought I'd drop by and make myself present.”

	Sean paused, a flicker of annoyance passing through him, paired with a hint of intrigue. He was surprised Lilian even knew the address, having never visited before, but he dismissed the thought. Lilian had always been resourceful.

	“Curious about my new little nonprofit startup?”

	“Deeply.” She stopped a few feet from him, a slow, knowing smile spreading across her lips. “I wanted to see it for myself. Get an unfiltered view of your life here in Pinecross. See what the big man is up to when he’s not saving casinos or fighting off tigers.”

	The words hung in the air between them, charged and deliberate. Unfiltered. Sean set down the tower he was holding, the plastic case thudding softly. He wiped his hands on his jeans and took a slow step toward her, then another.

	“Unfiltered, huh?” His voice was a low murmur, the space between them shrinking until he could smell the faint, spicy vanilla of her perfume. “Are you sure that's what you want?” 

	“It's exactly what I want…” She smirked and shifted closer to him. “I wouldn't have flown all the way out here if I wasn't looking to get down and dirty.”

	The air seemed to crackle with tension and possibilities. Sean was already considering that it might be time to clock out for the day, or at least take an extended lunch break, when the door to the garage opened and footsteps heralded the end of his fun.

	Dolly burst out from the house, clad in her usual lazy but adorable pajama attire, her eyes narrowing to slits like a cat spotting a rival on its turf. She latched onto Sean's arm, fingers digging in possessively, her body pressing close enough to squeeze the air from the space between them.

	“I helped your mom with lunch,” she said. “We were looking for you. Didn't realize we'd have another guest.”

	Her lips smashed against his before he could respond, tongue delving in with a fierce claim, messy and unapologetic. Sean gripped her waist, the kiss pulling him under, her blonde hair tickling his cheek as she angled deeper.

	Lilian's gaze burned holes into them, her posture stiffening, cheeks flushing with restrained fire. She crossed her arms, forcing a laugh that sliced the air.

	“How lovely,” said Lilian. “Certainly seems as though you're taking some… creative liberties in the new role you've settled into, Dolores. Quite the family bond.”

	Dolly broke the kiss, lips brushing Sean's jaw as she muttered right against his skin. “Cousins kiss sometimes.”

	“What does your aunt and his mother have to say about that?” countered Lilian.

	More footsteps, followed by the voice of the woman in question. “That it's time for all of us to sit down for lunch. Hello, Lilian.”

	“Beatrice.”

	Sean felt trapped between two opposing magnetic fields, with Dolly clinging to his arm like a static charge. On one side, Lilian, a vision of sharp, invasive glamour in her cream-colored blouse and designer jeans. On the other, his mother, a quiet storm in a simple blue blouse, radiating an authority that felt rooted in the very concrete of the garage.

	This was different from Vegas. There, their rivalry had been a series of skirmishes on neutral ground. Here, Lilian was an invading force, and Beatrice was the land’s rightful ruler.

	“As I said, we were about to have lunch.” Beatrice's voice was as smooth as polished stone. The statement was a placid pond, but Sean saw the stones she dropped beneath the surface. 

	This is his life now. Here. With me. 

	“I’m sure you must be famished after all your traveling, Lilian,” Beatrice added.

	It wasn’t an invitation. It was a command, a gentle but absolute assertion of her dominion over the house.

	Lilian’s smile was a fraction too tight. “I could eat.”

	She followed Beatrice into the kitchen, her confident stride from moments before now seeming more like a careful march into enemy territory. Sean gently pried Dolly’s fingers from his arm.

	“Let’s go get some food,” he murmured.

	The kitchen might as well have been Beatrice’s throne room. The air was thick with the scent of baked ziti and garlic bread, a home-cooked aroma that felt like another weapon in her arsenal. Lilian stood awkwardly by the table, a creature of sleek lines and expensive perfume, looking utterly alien against the backdrop of floral curtains and a refrigerator covered in magnets.

	Beatrice moved with a fluid, maternal grace that was both calming and deeply intimidating. She set the heavy casserole dish on a kitchen towel, the action as deliberate as a queen setting down her scepter.

	“Have a seat,” she offered, gesturing to a chair. “Sean, why don’t you help your cousin get a plate?”

	The emphasis on cousin was a subtle, slicing jab. Sean’s jaw tightened. He watched the two women, a cold understanding dawning on him. This wasn't just a battle for his affection anymore. It was a fundamental clash of worlds, a war to define the new balance of power now that Vegas had followed them home.

	

	

	


Chapter 19

	“This is delicious, Mom.”

	Sean dug into the baked ziti with enthusiasm, not overly surprised by his own hunger after his eventful morning. They all sat around the dining room table, Dolly to his left, Lilian to his right, and Beatrice straight across.

	“Thank you, Sean,” said Beatrice.

	“It's so quaint that you do all your own cooking,” said Lilian. “Cleaning too, I suppose? You could enlist Dolores in helping with that if you so chose. She's got ample experience.”

	Sean watched Dolly’s fork freeze halfway to her mouth. Her knuckles whitened around the metal, and the look she shot across the table at Lilian could have curdled milk. A low, angry heat radiated from her, disproportionate to the casual cruelty of Lilian’s jab.

	Beatrice, however, let out a soft, airy laugh, the sound as out of place as an orchid in a snowbank. She dabbed her lips with a napkin, her movements graceful and unbothered.

	“Caitlyn is our guest, Lilian,” said Beatrice, her voice warm and smooth, coating the words in honey. “It wouldn’t be right for family to give her an outsized share of the chores. Besides, I happen to enjoy running my own home. It’s important to take pride in one’s work, don’t you think?”

	The final question was a perfectly aimed dart, polite on its surface but loaded with implication. Lilian’s smile tightened at the edges. Sean took another bite of ziti, chewing slowly as he watched the battle lines being drawn right there over his mother’s cooking.

	“How has your work been going, Sean?” Lilian patted his knee with a casual, but deeply loaded movement under the table as she pivoted the conversation in a new direction. “Your computer charity. I'm so fascinated by this turn of focus for you. It's so far above and beyond what I would have expected from…”

	“…From Terrance's son?” he asked, not harshly, but with confronting directness.

	“Well…” Lilian's hand was still on his knee and moved in interesting ways. “Yes. He was not a charitable man. I like that you are.”

	“You came all the way here just to investigate my… charity work?” The question stuttered a bit out of Sean's mouth as Lilian's hand began to play with the idea of sliding further up, back down, back up just a bit higher.

	“Oh, not just for that,” purred Lilian.

	Beatrice and Dolly were focused on their food, but that didn't make the silence that followed any less tense and damning. Sean felt his cock stirring to life under the table, a loaded weapon with targets in all directions. He wished he could have a day with each of them, alone time to bond and work a variety of urges out of his system instead of a series of stolen moments.

	“It's been… going good.” Sean let out a breath and tried to act like he was paying attention to the ziti as Lilian's roaming hand strayed further off the path of decency. “Found an RTX 3090 in one of the new hauls. It's an older card, but really… solid. Runs hard stuff.”

	“Hard stuff, huh?” Lilian let out a teasing laugh, one finger brushing the edge of his cock through his pants. “Gives a good experience for all the games you like to play?”

	“It's a strong card,” muttered Sean.

	Another silence filled the air that felt dirty and accusatory, but Dolly and Beatrice weren't paying attention, distracted by what was admittedly a delicious lunch.

	“Do you have to work all day?” Lilian's fingers became more teasing, more insistent, more dangerous. “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy…”

	“I'm done for the day.” Sean set his fork down, the ziti half-finished on his plate. “Figured I'd do a long workout. Took it easy yesterday.”

	Lilian's fingers curled tighter around his hardness under the table, a secret pulse that sent fire racing through him. Her touch drew a low breath from his chest, the pressure building like a storm about to break.

	“Maybe I'll join you.” Her voice dipped low, thumb stroking him in slow, deliberate circles. “Do some yoga nearby. I've got gym clothes in my bag. I was already planning on getting some exercise of my own.”

	Beatrice speared a bite of pasta, her fork scraping the plate with a sharp edge. “Dolly and I need to run some errands. Groceries and such. You're welcome to come along, Sean, if you want.”

	Lilian's grip tightened, pumping him once, firm and unyielding. His cock throbbed in response, rock-hard under her command, every stroke pushing him closer to the edge. Heat surged through him, the table a thin barrier hiding the chaos below.

	“I'm in the mood to relax,” he said. “Want to spend some time with Lilian. She flew all the way out to see me.”

	He locked eyes with Beatrice first, her deep blues flashing with a mix of annoyance and resignation. Then Dolly, her lips parting in a silent protest. But his words had landed solidly, his gaze steady on each of them, unflinching. Firm. Rock hard. Ready to go.

	Beatrice's fork paused mid-air, her mouth tightening into a pout. She glanced down at her plate and let out the wordless sigh of a mother who knew she had to loosen her grip. Dolly's frustration simmered more openly, but she didn't erupt either, perhaps anticipating where an argument with him might lead.

	He felt a little guilty, but not as much as he would have expected. He was his own man, after all. Lilian's hand gave him one last teasing squeeze, a promise of what waited.

	“We'll all meet up again tonight,” said Sean. “Maybe do something fun. As a family.”

	Dolly let out an irritated grumble, and Lilian looked a bit bewildered by the suggestion. Sean was surprised to see his mother nod slowly, however.

	“I think that would be nice,” she said. “We aren't always appreciative enough of just how fortunate we all are.”

	“Tonight then.” He reached over to pat his mother's hand, doing his best to act as though he wasn't hard as a rock under the table.

	

	


Chapter 20

	Beatrice and Dolly departed shortly after lunch, and Sean only barely contained his excitement and arousal as he waved them off. Lilian smiled and turned to walk out to get her gym clothes as soon as the car was out of sight. Sean stepped in close behind her, pulling her against him, aggressively returning fire after her stunt under the table.

	Lilian laughed and undulated in his arms, her body molding against him, but she patted a hand on his side.

	“I need to get my clothes, Sean,” she whispered. “I really do plan on working out. Need to maintain the figure.”

	He didn't let go. His fingers dug into her hips, pulling her tighter, his breath hot against the curve of her neck. Goosebumps erupted along her skin as he exhaled slowly, deliberately.

	“So do I. Plan on working up a real sweat.”

	She moaned, a low, throaty sound that vibrated through her back into his chest. Her head tilted, exposing more of her neck.

	“We'll have to be careful,” she whispered. “Can't expect your mother and cousin to be gone forever.”

	He ground into her from behind, his hardness pressing firm against the cleft of her ass, the friction sending jolts up his spine. His hands roamed freer now, one sliding up her side to cup her breast through the blouse, thumb circling the hardening peak. The other dipped lower, tracing the seam of her jeans, teasing the heat radiating from between her thighs.

	“We'll have plenty of time,” he whispered. “Hell, I'll make more time if we need it. Ask them to go looking for something that's… hard to find.”

	She arched into his touch, her breath hitching as his fingers squeezed, possessive and insistent. The garage air hung thick with the scent of oil and her spicy vanilla perfume, mingling with the faint salt of his earlier sweat. He nipped at her earlobe, feeling her pulse flutter under his lips, her body submitting just enough to stoke the fire raging in his veins.

	Her elbow playfully dug into his ribs and she finally pulled away. Sean watched her sauntering off toward her rental car and felt a strong desire to simply stand there, wait for her to get back, and immediately pick up where they'd left off.

	For the moment, he remained rooted in the garage, pulse still pounding. He gripped the edge of the workbench, staring at the stacked computer towers. No rush. He'd play this out, let the tension do its thing. 

	A strategy formed in his mind. He should start his workout solo, let her find him mid-rep, muscles straining. He remembered how his mom always seemed to circle him when he lifted, eyes curious, appreciative. Lilian craved control, but he'd flip it, make her chase.

	He bolted upstairs to his room, yanking off his shirt and jeans. Gym shorts slid on next, the fabric tenting over his burgeoning erection, a blatant ridge that begged for attention. He caught his reflection in the mirror, his increasingly lean torso etched with fresh definition, veins mapping his arms. Hell yeah. The sight fueled him, a reminder of the personal power he'd carved from iron and sweat.

	Down in the basement, he loaded the barbell, plates clanking like a challenge. He lay back on the bench, hands wrapping the knurled grip. The first push exploded upward, chest burning as he lowered and drove again. 

	Rep after rep, the rhythm drowned his thoughts. He pictured his mother lurking in the doorway last time, her gaze lingering on every flex, orbiting him like a moon to his gravity. He hoped Lilian would react similarly, drawn in, unable to resist the pull.

	Lilian descended a few minutes later, yoga mat tucked under one arm, clad in a sports bra and leggings that hugged her like a second skin. Freckles dusted her shoulders, auburn hair in a tight bun. Her eyes locked on him mid-rep, a sly grin spreading.

	“Starting without me?” she said, playfully. “How rude.”

	He racked the bar with a thud, sitting up slow, letting sweat sheen his skin. “Figured you'd catch up. Or were you just gonna watch?”

	She unrolled the mat with a snap, dropping into a forward bend, butt high like a battle standard. “Watching has its perks. But I prefer participating.”

	He chuckled, loading more weight. “Participating, huh? Careful what you wish for.”

	Lilian flowed into a downward dog, curves arching. “Oh, I always am. And I don't mince words.”

	Sean pumped the barbell harder, veins bulging along his forearms as he drove through another set. Plates rattled with each controlled thrust, his chest heaving under the strain. 

	Lilian stretched on her mat nearby, body twisting into fluid poses that drew his gaze like a magnet. She moved like a cat in heat, all languid arches and subtle invitations, her leggings clinging to every curve as she flowed from warrior to cobra, breaths deep and deliberate.

	He knew the reverse held true. She stole glances at him, her piercing blues tracing the flex of his back, the sweat-slicked lines of his abs. This was his house, his basement gym, muscles rippling with raw power, commanding space without a word.

	Quiet enveloped the basement, broken only by his grunts and the soft thump of her mat. Tension coiled thick, electric, turning the air humid and charged. 

	His cock stirred despite the burn in his arms, swelling against the thin fabric of his shorts, an insistent throb that mocked the workout's innocence. He racked the bar with a clang, chest tight, and stood to grab his water bottle from the far bench.

	Lilian shifted into a standing stretch, one leg extended high, her body a taut bowstring. Their paths crossed in the narrow space, bodies inches apart. He paused, bottle forgotten, eyes locking on hers. She held the pose, unblinking, freckled chest rising in sync with his ragged breaths.

	“Getting thirsty?” Her voice slithered low, lips curving as she lowered her leg, inching closer.

	He stepped nearer, the heat of her skin radiating like a dare. Their gazes tangled, her blue depths pulling him in, his own reflecting the fire building below. The gap narrowed to nothing, breaths mingling, her spicy vanilla scent flooding his senses.

	“Oh yeah.”

	Her hip brushed his thigh, deliberate. Sean reached out, fingers grazing along the curve of her hip, the stretchy fabric of her yoga pants warm and smooth under his touch. She didn't pull away, just arched slightly into it, a soft exhale escaping her lips.

	He kissed her, alive with the thrill of what they were doing, well aware that this was their time. Lilian had flown all the way across to country to see him, to steal moments like this with his mother and Dolly out and about. To tease more money out of him, in all likelihood, but he'd worry about ulterior motives later.

	Her lips were active and eager against his. Sean's hands roamed her body, fingers digging into soft flesh, pulling her tighter as she ground against his erection. She moaned into his mouth, breasts pressing into his chest, nipples hardening through the thin sports bra. He groped one, squeezing until she gasped, her nails raking down his back in retaliation.

	He drove her backward, pushing her against the basement wall with a thud that echoed. She shuddered as though it was surprisingly cold, but she arched into him, legs parting as his thigh wedged between hers. Her heat radiated through the leggings, soaking into his skin.

	“Oh Sean,” Lilian purred, voice thick with teasing, almost taunting allure. “What are you doing?”

	“You know exactly what I'm doing,” he whispered.

	He turned her around and took several long moments to let his cock rub and prod against her buttocks. With slow but deliberate movements, he hooked his fingers into her waistband, and yanked her yoga pants down over her hips, exposing lace panties and freckled skin.

	Lilian let out a delicious moan, her body quivering as Sean's hands roamed her exposed skin. “Are you really going to do this? Really going to fuck me right here in the basement gym of your mom's house?”

	Sean yanked his gym shorts down, freeing his throbbing cock. He pressed against her lace panties, feeling the damp heat soaking through the fabric. She was drenched, her arousal slick and inviting.

	“Push your butt out more,” he growled.

	She complied, arching her back, presenting herself with a sultry wiggle that made her freckled ass jiggle. Sean hooked the lace aside, sliding two fingers along her wet folds, coating them in her juices. She gasped, hips bucking back.

	He lined up and thrust in hard, burying himself deep in one swift motion. Lilian cried out, her walls clenching around him like a sheath, hot and tight and lovingly oiled. Sean gripped her hips, nails digging into flesh, and pounded into her with raw force, each slap echoing off the concrete walls.

	“Fuck, Sean... yes!”

	He leaned over her, one hand tangling in her auburn bun, yanking her head back to expose her neck. His lips found the sensitive spot below her ear, sucking and biting gently as he drove deeper, their bodies slamming together in a frenzied rhythm. Affection laced the roughness. He kissed her shoulder, murmuring her name like a secret prayer amid the chaos.

	“Lilian… God, you feel incredible.”

	She pushed back against him, matching his intensity, her moans rising in pitch. Sweat slicked their skin, the air thick with the scent of their arousal and faint rubber from the gym mats. Sean slipped her sports bra down with his free hand and pinched her nipple, rolling it between his fingers as she shuddered.

	“Faster... don't stop!”

	He obliged, hips snapping forward with brutal speed, the pleasure building like a tidal wave. Her body trembled, walls pulsing around him, drawing him closer to the edge. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her flush against his chest, their breaths syncing in ragged harmony.

	He groaned as he unloaded, reckless with horny delirium. Lilian shuddered, her breaths coming in little, musical flutters. One of her hands slowly slid down the wall as the tension melted out of her. She let her head hang back and let out a tired chuckle.

	“Well…” she said. “That was quite the workout.”

	“I may have broken a sweat,” he said, with a chuckle.

	“I need to get a brush out of my car so I can fix… this.” She gestured to her somewhat sexy ruffled hair. “Be right back.”

	Sean watched her make herself decent and hurry upstairs. He did the same and resolved to finish a few more sets, his energy somehow renewed despite the breadth of his exertions.

	He moved on to squats after finishing his arm workout but paused after half a set. It had been almost ten minutes. He went upstairs, expecting to find Lilian in one of the bathrooms teasing her hair back into place, but she wasn't in the house.

	And her rental car was still exactly where she'd originally parked it.

	

	


Chapter 21

	THE FALCON'S REPORT

	Surveillance was, in Julian's opinion, more of an art than a science. It was cooking from the heart rather than a recipe, knowing when to add a pinch of salt, a dash of pepper.

	He'd seen his opportunity when they'd been loading up the computers. One of the middling ones with parts that might be worth salvaging, but not for anything major, had a nice, clear case with a front that slid aside without any tools needed.

	He'd snuck the tiny surveillance camera into place, knowing that it would be a dice roll if it ended up with a good angle, but one with no real downside. IF Sean found the camera, he'd be more likely to assume some poor gamer had been suspecting his girlfriend or roommate of mischief rather than jumping to blame his new employee.

	He’d ended up with a view of the garage. It wasn't the prize, as Sean’s bedroom would have been a gold mine, but it was far from a loss. The camera’s fish-eye lens captured the main entry point to the house, a bottleneck for every arrival and departure. Valuable in its own way. Patience was a virtue he possessed in spades.

	Julian leaned back in his chair, the glow of his monitor painting his face in cool blue tones. He watched the live feed, a silent observer in the suburban drama. The Matriarch, Beatrice, swept past the camera’s view, her movements efficient and purposeful. She was a fascinating study herself, a lioness protecting her territory. Behind her trailed the younger woman, the supposed cousin, “Caitlyn.” The Asset.

	He paused the feed, zooming in on her face. Petite, blonde, a chaotic energy even in her posture. The story of her being a cousin was flimsy, a detail that snagged in the narrative like a stray thread. He took a clean screenshot, the image freezing her mid-stride. He saved the file and sent it off to Isabel with a single-word message: Asset.

	A reply popped up on his secure chat window almost instantly.

	ISABEL: Not quite clear enough for confirmation, but a good start. Still stumped on your new riddle.

	Julian smirked, lighting a fresh cigarette. Their little games were a necessary diversion, a way to sharpen the claws.

	ISABEL: What gets wetter as it dries? Oats? Rice?

	He let out a short, humorless laugh, the smoke curling from his lips.

	JULIAN: Food? Lol, you must be truly flummoxed if you’re guessing things you find in the pantry.

	A noise drew his attention back to his spy stream. A woman he didn't recognize had entered the garage, clad in workout clothes, hair messy as though she'd just finished a workout. An aunt, maybe, or a friend of The Matriarch?

	He watched as she raised the garage door, ducking to slip out before it was completely up. Julian let his attention stray toward texting with Isabel. A shout immediately snapped his attention back.

	The woman, the unknown variable, scrambled back under the half-raised garage door, her eyes wide with a fear that was quickly being consumed by fury. Julian leaned closer to his monitor, his cigarette forgotten between his fingers. This was interesting. A new player entering the board.

	A hulking shadow filled the frame a moment later. A large, bald man in a cheap tracksuit that strained against his gut ducked into the garage after her. He was a mountain of intimidation, gone soft with age but still carrying the undeniable mass of a bruiser. The Muscle. Julian’s fingers danced across the keyboard, initiating a screen recording.

	The man cornered the woman against the side of Sean’s car, a black pistol appearing in his thick, scarred hand. He held it with brutish confidence, the barrel aimed squarely at her chest.

	“Make a noise,” the man growled, his voice a low rumble that the camera’s microphone picked up with perfect clarity. “One sound. I’ll shoot you right here.”

	The woman didn't shrink away. She drew herself up, her spine stiffening, her chin lifting in defiance. The fear in her eyes hardened into something cold and sharp.

	“Come quietly,” the man continued, taking a step closer. “Nothing bad has to happen.”

	A humorless laugh escaped the woman's lips. “You have no idea who you’re fucking with.”

	The man’s face split into a cruel grin, a flash of yellow teeth. His gaze was full of contempt, a dismissive wave that erased her confidence, her status, her very identity, reducing her to a simple obstacle.

	“Oh, I know,” he said, his voice dropping, each word dripping with a certainty that was far more chilling than his initial threat. “It's why I'm here.”

	The woman’s rebellion was a brilliant, hot flare, but it burned out as quickly as it had ignited, smothered by The Muscle's cold confidence. Julian watched, fascinated, as the fight drained from her. Her shoulders slumped, the sharp line of her spine softening into resignation. Pragmatism won. She gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. A surrender.

	The Muscle gestured with the pistol toward the open garage door. She moved, not with the grace she’d carried earlier, but with the careful, measured steps of someone walking on a razor’s edge. He followed close behind, a predator herding his prey. They disappeared from the camera’s view for a moment. Julian’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, his mind racing.

	A dark sedan, anonymous and forgettable, rolled past the open garage. Luck, Julian thought, was simply an opportunity seized. The car’s rear license plate was visible for a split second, a blur of numbers and letters. He slammed the screenshot key, the captured image freezing the fleeting moment. It was grainy, pixelated, but legible. A lottery win.

	He cropped the image, his movements quick and precise, and attached it to a new message for Isabel.

	JULIAN: Trace this. Now. I want the owner, last known address, and a flag on every traffic cam in a fifty-mile radius. I want to know when it stops at a red light.

	He didn’t wait for a reply. He leaned back in his wheelchair, the springs groaning in the quiet of his apartment. The cigarette between his fingers had burned down to the filter. He stubbed it out, a small, triumphant smile playing on his lips.

	This was no longer just about The Asset or Benny Ramirez's ghost. This was an escalation, a direct move against The Heir’s inner circle. And he, Julian Thorne, was the only one who had seen it happen.

	The possibilities spread before him like a hand of winning cards. He could solve this little problem for Sean, play the hero, and solidify his position as the indispensable advisor. A rescue would indebt the boy to him in a way no amount of nonprofit work ever could. Or he could feed the information to Sean piece by piece, guiding him, making him feel powerful while secretly pulling the strings.

	Either path led to a greater prize. This abduction wasn't a complication. It was a gift. An opportunity to accelerate his timeline and burrow so deep into the Costello family’s trust that they would never dig him out.

	

	


Chapter 22

	Sean stormed into his room, dropping to one knee and pulling the shoebox out from under his bed. Once upon a time, before Vegas and his inheritance, he'd hidden the bits and bobs he didn't want his mom to find within it. A joint, a tiny bottle of sugary vodka. He still hid the things he didn't want his mom to find within it, but they'd evolved into objects of a higher gravity.

	He lifted the lid. On top lay a small, dark pistol, nestled in a bed of bubble wrap. A parting gift from Ace, sent via UPS in a box disguised as  a computer mouse, a final piece of advice from the old man that some problems required a more direct solution than words. Beneath it, a spare clip and a box of ammunition.

	He picked up the pistol. It felt cold and heavy in his hand, an alien weight in the familiar quiet of his bedroom. He popped the magazine out with a practiced flick of his thumb, the sound a sharp, metallic click that seemed to slice through the silence. He pressed the bullets into the clip, one by one, the brass casings cool against his skin.

	He pushed the loaded magazine back into the grip. The slide racked back and then forward with a solid, definitive click. A bullet was in the chamber. He was ready, committed to the obvious course of action.

	Or was he? The last thing he wanted was a firefight with Benny’s hulking gangster uncle in the middle of his mother’s suburban neighborhood. The thought of gunshots echoing down the street where kids rode their bikes felt obscene, a violation of a world he was desperately trying to protect.

	But Lilian was gone. Her rental car sat in the driveway, undeniable evidence of her abrupt and likely forced departure. Her phone went straight to voicemail, each unanswered call a nail hammered into the coffin of unlikely coincidence. 

	It had to be Tony. No other explanation fit. He remembered how things worked in Vegas and knew that he was facing a problem that wouldn’t be solved with a polite conversation or a business negotiation.

	A loud bang from downstairs echoed through the house, a sudden, percussive crack that jolted Sean from his thoughts. His blood went cold. He held the pistol with both hands, the grip secure, his knuckles white.

	He moved from his room without a sound, his bare feet silent on the hallway carpet. He kept his back to the wall, the gun pointed forward, sweeping the space ahead of him. 

	The old house groaned around him, a familiar language of creaks and groans that now sounded like threats. Each shadow was a potential ambush, every corner a new risk. He held his breath as he reached the top of the stairs, listening. Nothing. Just the faint hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen.

	He descended one step at a time, testing each board for a squeak before putting his full weight on it. He reached the bottom and peered around the corner into the living room. Dim light spilled from the kitchen, casting long, distorted shadows. He saw movement and spun around through the door, gun up.

	“Don’t move,” he growled, his voice a low, cold whisper that cut through the silence.

	Dolly yelped and spun around, hands held high, standing over a dropped 12 pack of seltzer. Sean breathed out and lowered the pistol.

	“I'm sorry…” whispered Dolly. “I… shouldn't have dropped it so loud!”

	“What in the world is going on?” Beatrice came into the living room, eyes immediately locking onto Sean's pistol. “What happened?”

	“Lilian,” muttered Sean. “She went out to grab something from her car. Never came back.”

	Beatrice’s eyes narrowed, the maternal warmth evaporating like water on a hot skillet. A flicker of something cold and sharp replaced it, a familiar hardness Sean had only seen glimpses of before. Trixie.

	“That’s Tony’s style,” she said, her voice dropping, losing its soft, suburban edge. “Quick, quiet, and right under your nose. He gets off on the audacity.”

	Dolly looked from Beatrice to Sean, her expression a mix of fear and confusion. Sean ignored her, his focus locked on his mother. The shift in her was mesmerizing, a predator shedding its camouflage.

	“You knew him?” asked Dolly. “Back in Vegas?”

	Beatrice gave a slow, deliberate nod. Her gaze was distant for a second, lost in a past he couldn't access. “I knew him. He was one of Terrance’s enforcers. A blunt instrument, but a loyal one. At least, loyal to Benny.” 

	She pushed past him, her movements suddenly charged with a lethal purpose Sean had never witnessed. She went straight for her purse on the kitchen counter, pulling out her phone.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’m making some calls.” Her fingers flew across the screen, a blur of practiced efficiency. “Just because I left Vegas doesn’t mean I don’t have friends. People who owe me. I’ll get whatever info I can. We’ll find him.”

	Her head came up, and the look she gave him sent a chill through his veins. It was utterly devoid of fear, replaced by a chilling resolve.

	“And when we do,” she said, her voice like splintered ice, “we’ll make him regret ever setting foot in Pinecross.”

	Sean stared, half expecting her to tell him to calm down, to call the police, to do anything a normal mother would do. Instead, he saw the woman who had survived Terrance Costello, the woman who had run from a world of violence and now stood ready to drag it back into the light on her own terms.

	“I'll put the groceries away!” offered Dolly.

	She hurried to gather the spilled seltzer cans, stacking them back into the cardboard holder with a flurry of clinks. Sean watched her, the way she fumbled but kept at it, and couldn't help but smile.

	“Thanks, Dolly.” He ruffled her hair as she straightened up. 

	She beamed and nodded, lugging the pack toward the fridge without another word.

	Sean turned and trailed Beatrice upstairs, her footsteps quick on the creaky wooden steps. She led him into her bedroom, the space a snapshot of normalcy, the floral comforter, a stack of paperbacks on the nightstand. She knelt by the bed and slid out a battered shoebox from underneath, the motion a mirror image of his own from minutes earlier.

	He froze, piecing it together. The parallels hit hard. That was where he'd stashed his secrets, where he'd just loaded the gun. Seeing her do the same yanked something loose inside him. 

	He'd always figured he'd grown into who he was, the cold readiness, the hidden edges, on his own in Vegas. But here it was, staring back at him from her hiding spot. He'd inherited more than money from his parents. This life, this shadow world, ran in the blood.

	Beatrice flipped open the lid and pulled out a snub-nosed revolver, checking the cylinder with a practiced spin. Sean stepped up behind her, close enough to feel the heat off her skin.

	“Thanks,” he whispered, his breath stirring her hair.

	She turned, revolver still in hand, and nodded slowly, her eyes locking onto his. No words, just that steady gaze, deep blue and unflinching.

	He leaned in. Their lips met, gentle at first, then building into something fierce. Her free hand gripped his shirt, pulling him nearer, the kiss a raw pulse of need and understanding. The revolver brushed against his side, somehow comfortably included in the moment.

	

	


Chapter 23

	Sean knew of a person who he expected would have both relevant guidance and words of wisdom. He went into his room and dialed Ace's number, feeling a mixture of emotions as he considered their friendship, all they'd been through, how things had changed and how they were now.

	The phone rang, each tone stretching into an eternity, leaving room for him to remember the complications, Ace bleeding out on a storm-tossed boat, betrayed and yet somehow still loyal. Sean’s thumb hovered over the end-call button, a cold heat prickling his neck. He almost hung up.

	On the fourth ring, the familiar gravelly voice answered. “Captain?”

	The sound was a relief and a torment. “Ace. It's me.”

	“I figured.” A pause, thick with the weight of unspoken things, of blood and salt water. “Good to hear your voice.”

	“Yours too,” Sean said, the words feeling thin and inadequate. The silence stretched again. “Listen, I'm settling in okay back in Pinecross. Starting up the nonprofit, you know. It's going well.”

	“That's good, kid. Real good.”

	“But something's come up.” Sean took a breath, the words poised to spill out, a desperate plea for the old bodyguard’s brutal efficiency. “Lilian came out for a visit, and now…”

	Ace's voice turned away from the receiver, muffled but clear. “Felicia, honey, can you turn down your music a bit? Your grandpa is on a call.” 

	A faint beat of some pop song pulsed and then died. A teenage girl's voice, bright and petulant and just outside of the audible range replied with something that sounded grudging but obedient.

	“Sorry about that, Captain.” The hard edge of Ace's voice was gone, replaced by the weary softness of a doting grandfather. “Teenagers. They'll be the death of me yet.” 

	A dry, rattling cough punctuated the sentence, but it wasn't the smoker’s hack Sean was used to. It was shallower, older. Domesticated. Sean stood frozen in his room, the pistol in its holster seeming a world away from the life he was hearing through the phone. 

	If he said the words, if he spoke Tony Ramirez's name into existence, he knew what would happen. Ace would hang up, pack a bag, and be on the next flight to Pinecross. The grandfather would vanish, and the fixer would return.

	He couldn't do it. He wouldn't. Ace deserved this peace, this mundane battlefield of pop music and homework. This was Sean's fight now. His inheritance. His enemy. His responsibility.

	“It's nothing, Ace,” Sean said, the lie tasting like ash. “Just wanted to check in. See how you were doing.”

	“I'm alright, Captain. Taking it one day at a time.”

	“Good.” Sean's voice was flat, final. “Tell Felicia I said hi.”

	“Will do.”

	He hung up the phone, feeling a new sense of clarity come to him, despite his decision to leave Ace out of it. Tony was old school. Hotel, motel, Holiday Inn. He'd hole up and make his moves from a place he was in control, perhaps not realizing just how small Pinecross was compared to larger cities. 

	Sean sat down at his computer and started googling addresses.

	

	

	

	THE SIREN'S SONG

	“An Airbnb,” muttered Lilian. “Clever.”

	“I like to feel at home when I travel,” said Tony. “More privacy, to top it off.”

	The duct tape chafed Lilian’s wrists, its sticky adhesive pulling at the fine hairs on her arms. She sat on a floral-print couch that smelled faintly of lemon-scented cleaner and old dust, a prisoner in a beige, anonymous room. 

	Across from her, Tony Ramirez kicked back in a faux-leather recliner, the chair groaning under his bulk. He took a long swallow from a bottle of beer, his eyes fixed on the television where the tinny laugh track of a M*A*S*H rerun punctuated the silence.

	She tested her bonds again, a subtle flex of her muscles against the unyielding silver tape. Nothing. The crudeness of it was what galled her most. Not a zip-tie, not rope. Duct tape, like he’d repaired a leaky pipe and then decided to kidnap a woman.

	“So, what’s the plan, Tony?” Her voice was level, a cool counterpoint to the sitcom’s canned laughter.

	He didn’t look away from the screen. Hawkeye Pierce made a wisecrack. Tony grunted, a sound that might have been a chuckle. “Plan’s simple. Lean on Terrance Junior a bit. He pays me what I want, I let you go. Everybody’s happy.”

	Lilian let out a soft, incredulous laugh. “You think Sean Costello is going to pay a ransom for me? I was his father’s wife. He never even knew the man. I’m not worth anything to him.”

	Tony finally turned his head, his small, cold eyes fixing on her. A slow, unpleasant smile spread across his face, showing his yellow teeth. “Maybe. If you were just his stepmom.”

	He took another drink, letting the silence hang in the air, thick and heavy.

	“But you’re fucking him.”

	The words landed with the blunt force of a fist. Lilian’s carefully constructed composure faltered, a crack in the porcelain mask. She held his gaze, her mind racing, recalibrating.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Don’t you?” Tony leaned forward, the recliner groaning in protest. “Look, I ain’t the sharpest tool in the shed, I get it. But I know one thing. A woman like you, a high-class piece of work, you don’t fly all the way across the country to some shithole town in New England for a man you ain’t fucking.” 

	“Ridiculous,” muttered Lilian. But she couldn't meet his gaze anymore.

	“Maybe, maybe not.” Tony shrugged, a massive roll of his shoulders. “To be honest, I didn’t even have a plan. Just the old address Benny gave me. Then you fell right into my lap. A gift.”

	“A gift, huh?” Lilian rolled her eyes. “You're right about one thing, at least. Sean is Terrence Junior. The new model. Less drug addled, but still sharp. Still dangerous.”

	Tony laughed, a deep, belly-shaking rumble that made his recliner creak. “I knew you were fucking him.”

	Lilian glared, her wrists burning under the duct tape as she twisted against it.

	“Doesn't the kid still live with his real mom?” Tony scratched his gut, eyes gleaming with crude amusement. “How the hell does that even work? You just wait 'til junior's alone and ride him 'til his dick snaps off? Or is it him putting the moves on his dad's old doll, mounting you to prove he's ready to wear the crown himself?”

	“Go fuck yourself.”

	“I'm good. Sex was never my drug of choice. Prefer money… but still.” He leaned forward, bottle dangling from his fingers. “Does the kid ever film you? Like Terrence used to?”

	Lilian's face went hot with rage, blood pounding in her ears, but she clamped her jaw shut. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of seeing her break. Instead, she stared at the peeling wallpaper, letting the pattern blur in her vision while she calculated her next move. Tony's mocking grin reflected in the TV screen, but she focused on the muffled sitcom laughter, plotting how to turn this neanderthal's arrogance against him.

	

	


Chapter 24

	“I'm sorry, we don't have anyone staying here that matches your uncle's description,” said the clerk. “Maybe he just got confused about the motel?”

	Sean smiled and tapped a hand on the check-in desk. “That's probably it. Thanks for your help, regardless.”

	He met up with Dolly outside at the car. They'd decided to divide and conquer, with Beatrice calling around while working on dinner from home while he and Cousin Caitlyn did foot reconnaissance.

	“Nothing?” guessed Dolly.

	“Nothing so far,” he muttered. “I'm worried about Lilian. I'm starting to wonder if…”

	He didn't say it out loud, but he'd been toying with the idea of simply calling the police, reporting his suspicions. It was the approach that seemed most likely to find her, with the caveat of potentially bringing some of his own skeletons out of the closet inadvertently. 

	There was also the question of what would be most likely to rescue Lilian safely. He'd seen too many hostage situations go wrong in the news to have a great amount of faith in law enforcement's de-escalation strategies. 

	His doubts teased at the edge of his mind. What if Tony wasn’t staying at some cheap motel? What if he’d already taken Lilian somewhere remote, somewhere off the grid? 

	The thought of calling the cops was a bitter pill he kept tasting and spitting out. It was the sensible, civilian thing to do. It was also a move that could detonate everything, bringing the full weight of the law down on their quiet, fragile life in Pinecross.

	Dolly’s hand settled over his on the center console, her touch a small, warm anchor in the swirl of his anxiety.

	“We’ll find her, Mr. C,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “But sitting here moping isn’t going to solve anything.”

	He let out a short, humorless puff of air. “You don’t even like her.”

	Dolly’s fingers tightened on his. “She’s not my favorite person, no. But that doesn’t mean I want some creep to hurt her. And besides…”

	She paused, a flicker of something earnest and deeply loyal in her eyes, a look that cut through all the bullshit and chaos of their lives.

	“She matters to you,” she finished, her voice barely a whisper. “And that’s enough for me.”

	She squeezed his hand one last time, a tiny thing, but surprisingly reassuring. Sean started the car, pulled out of the lot, and headed for home. It wasn't a long drive, which somehow made his inability to make progress all the more frustrating.

	The garage door rumbled shut behind them, sealing them inside the quiet of the house. The scent of beef stew was a ghost of normalcy in the air, a memory from a life that felt a lifetime away. Sean followed Dolly into the kitchen, his boots heavy on the linoleum.

	Beatrice stood by the counter, phone pressed to her ear, her back to them. She paced a short, tight line, one hand gripping the edge of the granite so hard her knuckles were white. Her voice was a low, controlled hiss, each word clipped and sharp.

	“He’s a very dear member of our family and we need to find him as soon as possible,” she murmured into the receiver with outsized threat. “I would appreciate it if you'd keep your eyes open. I'll call back.”

	She ended the call with a sharp tap of her finger, the silence that followed more menacing than her words. She turned, and her eyes, cold and dark, landed on Sean.

	“Any luck?” he asked, already knowing.

	She tossed the phone onto the counter, the plastic clattering and sliding as it came to stillness.

	“Of course not. Nobody's seen him. He hasn't been brazen with his movements. He’s smarter than that.” A grim smile twisted her lips, a flicker of something sharp and dangerous in her expression. “But he’s not smart enough. Coming here. To my house. To our home. Big mistake.”

	She stalked across the kitchen, her movements radiating a coiled energy, a predator in her own territory.

	“He could have played his games in Vegas,” she continued.  “Nobody would have batted an eyelash if he'd pulled his stunts where the rules are different. But not here. In Pinecross, he doesn't make the rules.”

	Sean felt a cold agreement settle in his gut. She was right. Tony had crossed a line that had nothing to do with kidnapping and everything to do with trespassing on sacred ground. 

	“We'll find her,” he said. “How's dinner coming?”

	“It's in the pot but still needs time.”

	His phone buzzed in his pocket. The screen lit up with an unknown number, an area code he didn't recognize. A cold premonition slid down his spine. He met his mother’s gaze, a silent understanding passing between them. 

	He turned and walked into the garage, the concrete cool under his feet. The stacked computer towers stood like silent sentinels in the dim light. He hit answer, the sound of his own breathing loud in the sudden quiet.

	“Hello?”

	A gravelly voice, older and laced with a casual menace, came through the speaker. “Sean Costello. We haven’t met. But I think you know who I am.”

	A cold fury took hold of Sean, his grip tightening around the phone. 

	“Tony Ramirez,” he said, voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “I was wondering when you'd finally stick your head out to make your demands.”

	Tony's laugh crackled through the speaker, a rough, sandpaper sound that grated against Sean's ear. “Smart kid. Smarter than your old man was at the end, that's for damn sure.”

	Sean leaned against the workbench, knuckles white as he fought to keep his voice steady. The rage coursing through him was different from anything he'd felt before. It was not the hot, impulsive anger that had driven him in Vegas, but something colder, more calculated. This was personal in a way that even Benny hadn't been.

	“Let's cut the shit,” Sean said. “What do you want?”

	“Ten million,” Tony replied, the words falling between them like lead weights. “Not even that much, considering what you're worth these days. You get your MILF stepmom back, I disappear, and you never hear from me again. Simple and clean.”

	Sean's jaw clenched, teeth grinding together. “It hasn't been simple or clean since the moment you stepped on my turf, Tony.”

	Another laugh, louder this time, filled with genuine amusement. “Your turf? This pathetic little town is what you consider your turf? Kid, you got problems. Real problems. Your father built an empire. You're playing house in the suburbs with your mommy.”

	Sean's free hand curled into a fist, the urge to smash something nearly overwhelming. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe through the rage.

	“You have no idea what I'm capable of,” said Sean, each word precise and deadly.

	“Maybe not,” Tony conceded, his tone shifting slightly. “But I know what I'm capable of. And right now, I've got your daddy's widow sitting right here with me. So, here's how this works: I'll call back tomorrow between noon and one. No earlier, no later. Phone won't have its battery in the rest of the time, so don't bother trying to turn it over to the police. Though I don't think even you would be that dumb.”

	“If you hurt her—”

	“Save the threats, junior,” Tony cut him off. “Ten million. Tomorrow. I'll give you the details and we'll settle this nice and quiet.”

	The line went dead.

	

	


Chapter 25

	THE PRODIGY'S PAGE

	Ash had taken to holding all of her meetings related to The Pharaoh's Fortune within the pharaoh's chamber, itself. For a while, she'd kept to her home base within The Cat's Cradle, but leaving Sean's territory to be overseen by the casino administrator had felt like placing a little too much trust in outside hands.

	“You needn't be afraid,” she said. “I'm sure there's a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why you've been on such a lucky streak. I'd just like to hear it.”

	Two of the casino's security, men who would have fit right in on an NFL team or wrestling special stood on either side of her current guest, a man accused of card counting who was up almost fifty grand over the past week.

	Ash smiled, a slow, deliberate curve of her lips that held no warmth. The man, who’d been a king at the blackjack table an hour ago, a picture of smug confidence as he raked in chip after chip, now looked pale as a ghost. His expensive suit seemed to hang off his frame, suddenly a size too large.

	A shadow detached itself from the base of the dais. It moved with a silent, fluid grace, a ripple of dark fur against the polished floor. Vincent, her Maine Coon, padded through the chamber, tail held high like a question mark. 

	He was a large animal, to be sure, with a thick ruff of fur around his neck and paws the size of a child’s fist, but he was just a house cat. Her little, purr-baby fluffle tom cat.

	Vincent, ever curious, circled the man’s chair before brushing against his leg, a casual caress of thick, soft fur. The card counter flinched, a quick jerk that almost sent him out of his seat. His breath came in faster volleys, tiny noises of near panic in the otherwise quiet room.

	The rumors, of course, still lived on, despite Murphy and Marissa having been relocated to the wildlife reserve. The whispers in Vegas didn't distinguish between a tiger and a housecat. In their minds, every feline in her presence was a potential mauler, a throat-ripper in waiting. It was an incredibly useful misconception.

	“He's just saying hello,” said Ash, her voice a soft, silken thing that did nothing to soothe the man's frayed nerves. “Vincent is an excellent judge of character. He gets… agitated around liars.”

	The man swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He kept his eyes locked on Vincent, who had now begun to weave between his legs, purring loud enough to be heard from across the room.

	“Now,” Ash continued, leaning forward slightly, her green eyes pinning the man in place. “Let's go back to your incredible winning streak. Tell me again how you did it.”

	“Just… lucky I guess,” muttered the man. He glanced toward the shadows as though expecting more cats, more danger. At least he realized the gravity of the situation he was in, even if his fear was misdirected. Her bruisers could just as easily cause him pain, and more efficiently, to boot.

	“So very lucky,” said Ash.

	She let out a low, ominous laugh. Her men joined in, and she let it go one for a second or two before tamping down on her amusement. It was one of her favorite parts of the job, but she always reminding herself that it was best not to act like it.

	“Please,” muttered the man. “I didn't do anything special. I just…”

	“There's a difference between I didn't do anything and I didn't do anything special,” said Ash. “A fairly large difference, from where I'm sitting. So let's discuss what you did do and figure out what happens next. For the record, I also get agitated around liars.”

	A buzz came from her pocket. She frowned, always annoyed by the never-ending stream of interruptions, but it served her in some ways to leave her captive waiting. She took out her phone and immediately answered when she saw who was calling, fondness and premonition warring for supremacy. 

	“Hello.”

	“Ash,” said Sean. “Got a minute?”

	“For you, I've got at least three.” She covered her phone and smiled wryly at her captive. “I have to take this. It shouldn't be too long…”

	She walked to the back of the chamber before bringing her phone to her ear. “What's up?”

	Sean’s voice crackled through the phone, distant and a little strained. “Just checking in. How are things?”

	Ash paced near the back wall, the polished floor cool under her heels. Vincent padded along at her side, a fluffy, four-legged shadow. 

	“Things are things,” she said. “Running smoothly. You didn’t call for a status report.”

	A beat of silence. “True enough. I was just wondering… how’s the cash flow looking? Are we up for the year?”

	She stopped, turning to watch her two bruisers keep a careful eye on the card counter. The man was sweating through his collar. “We’re in the black. Why?”

	“What do we have on hand?” Sean’s voice dropped, acquiring a conspiratorial edge. “Liquid assets. Usable money.”

	Ash pinched the bridge of her nose. “Quit beating around the bush, Sean. Spit it out. What do you want?”

	The silence on the other end stretched, thick with hesitation. She could almost picture him running a hand through his unkempt hair, chewing on his lower lip.

	“Ten million,” he finally said, the number landing with a thud.

	She let out a short, sharp laugh. “Not a chance.” 

	“It's important,” he added.

	She took a breath, the initial refusal softening into weary resignation. “Look, it’s your money. I get that. But pulling that much cash, even just as a temporary loan, would cripple our operation. We’d have to scramble just to cover payroll and payouts for the week.”

	Another pause, this one longer, heavier. When Sean spoke again, his voice was tight, like he was wincing. “What if it wasn’t a… temporary loan? More of a… one-time payment.”

	The casual amusement vanished from Ash’s posture. She stood ramrod straight, her free hand clenching into a fist at her side. “A disaster. That’s what that would be. Sean, what the hell is going on? Is someone hurt?”

	A long, drawn-out sigh whispered through the phone. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

	The familiar, frustrating dismissal made her want to scream. He was shutting her out, just like Terrence used to. But the underlying current was different. This was Sean.

	“You should come and visit soon,” he said, his voice softer now.

	The abrupt shift caught her off guard. The tension in her shoulders eased, replaced by a pang of something she hadn’t let herself feel in a while. A longing for a simpler time, for the goofy kid she used to visit back in Pinecross.

	“I want to,” she said, her own voice dropping. “I miss you.”

	“I miss you, too.”

	“Tell your mother to call me,” said Ash.

	“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. “I will.”

	“You always say that, but you never do.”

	“Dangerous to have the two most powerful women in my life colluding behind my back.”

	

	


Chapter 26

	Sean wasn't overly disappointed by Ash's muted reaction to his request. He hadn't expected her to say yes. Even if she had, he was still of the mindset that paying the money was an option of last resort.

	He lay in bed, hands folded back behind his head, and tried to breathe in lieu of sleeping. Lilian would be alright. Tony wouldn't hurt her, not with so much money on the line. He would find a way to free her and, afterward, make sure Benny's overstepping uncle was in no position to ever make a move against him again.

	But still…

	These moments, the stillness where doubt and regret crept in through the cracks in his mind's defenses, were exhausting. He'd left Vegas. He thought he'd left this behind. Why had it followed him here? Would he ever have more than a few weeks of peace at a time?

	The door opened with a soft click that still seemed too loud in the quiet of the night. Sean tensed, instinct pulling him back to Vegas, to threats and dangers lurking in every shadow. But this was Pinecross, and the silhouette slipping through his doorway was familiar, comforting in her own chaotic way.

	Dolly padded across the floor, her feet bare and silent on the carpet. Without a word, she slid under his covers, her body warm as she nestled against his side.

	“Hey,” she whispered, her breath tickling his neck.

	“Hey,” he replied, his arm wrapping around her shoulders, drawing her closer.

	She rested her head on his chest, blonde hair spilling across his skin. Her fingers traced idle patterns over his heart, the touch both soothing and electric. They lay like that for a while, sharing breath and warmth in the darkness.

	“It's going to work out,” Dolly murmured. “We'll get Lilian back.”

	“I know.” His voice was steadier than he felt. “I just wish people would come after me directly instead of attacking the people I care about.”

	Dolly shifted, propping herself up on one elbow to look at him. In the faint moonlight filtering through his curtains, her eyes were serious, missing their usual playful sparkle.

	“A lot of people care about you, Sean.” She kissed his jaw, her lips soft against the stubble there. “Probably easier for lazy bastards like the one we're dealing with to grab someone else. Less risk.”

	Sean smiled despite himself, turning to face her. “You're probably right.”

	Her fingers slid up to cup his cheek, thumb brushing across his lower lip. “I usually am.”

	He leaned in, pressing his mouth to hers. The kiss started gentle, a comfort in the storm, but quickly deepened. Dolly made a small sound in the back of her throat, her body melting against his as her lips parted.

	Sean's hand tangled in her hair, pulling her closer as the kiss grew more urgent. Her leg hooked over his hip, the thin fabric of her sleep shorts doing little to hide the heat of her. His other hand slid down her back, gripping her waist, then lower, fingers digging into the soft curve of her ass.

	The kisses turned hungry, desperate, a frantic attempt to drown out the fears and doubts that had kept him awake. Dolly matched his intensity, her fingers slipping under his shirt, nails scraping lightly across his chest, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

	Sean grabbed the edge of the sheet and flung it over Dolly's head, trapping her in a cocoon of cotton. She squirmed beneath the fabric, her muffled giggling against his chest as he pulled her closer, their lips meeting for more insistent kisses. His tongue explored her mouth, tasting faint traces of mint from her toothpaste, while her hands roamed freer, nails tracing down his sides to grip his hips.

	“Caught you,” he murmured into the kiss, one hand slipping under her shirt to palm her breast, thumb circling the hardening peak. 

	Dolly arched, pressing into his touch, her thigh sliding over his, grinding against his growing hardness. “Like a butterfly in a net.” 

	She nipped his lower lip, fingers dipping into his boxers to stroke him slowly, her grip firm and teasing. Sleep clung to their movements, making each caress lazy yet driven, bodies heavy with exhaustion but alive with need.

	He rolled her over, pinning her under the sheet-shrouded tangle, his free hand trailing down her stomach to slip between her thighs. Dolly gasped, parting her legs as his fingers found her warmth, stroking in rhythm with their breaths.

	Guilt nibbled at Sean's edges like a persistent itch. Lilian was out there, trapped in Tony's grasp, and here he lay, tangled with Dolly. But what could he do tonight? Storm every motel in Pinecross? No. He needed strength, a clear head for tomorrow. And Dolly? She stirred him to life, a surge he craved to burn away the helplessness.

	Her muffled laugh bubbled from under the sheet. Sean peeled it back, exposing her flushed face, those wide eyes gleaming with mischief. He grabbed her shirt hem and yanked upward, fabric whispering over skin until her breasts bounced free, nipples stiffening in the cool air.

	“Sean...” She wriggled, helping him tug the shirt over her head, blonde strands spilling wild.

	He pressed his mouth to hers, tongues tangling. He thrust his hips forward, grinding his hardness against her body through thin layers, the friction igniting sparks that raced up his spine. Dolly gasped into the kiss, her legs wrapping tighter, heels digging into his thighs as she rocked back, matching his rhythm with eager bucks.

	“God, you feel good,” she breathed, nails raking his back, scoring hot lines that made him grind harder.

	Sweat beaded between them, bodies sliding slick. Sean's pulse thundered, drowning the guilt in raw need. Dolly's hands fumbled downward, fingers hooking his boxers and shoving them low. She freed his cock, the cool air a brief shock before her palm wrapped around him, stroking with firm, teasing pulls.

	“There you are,” she purred, guiding him between her thighs.

	The sheet twisted sideways, bunching at their sides as Sean shifted. He kicked free of the boxers, positioning himself, the head of his cock nudging her entrance. Heat radiated from her, wet and inviting. He pressed forward, ready to drive in deep, to lose himself in her tightness.

	A faint creak pierced the haze. Sean's gaze snapped to the door, cracked open just enough for a sliver of hallway light to spill through. Beatrice stood there, silhouetted, her deep blue eyes fixed on them. Watching. Unmoving. Her nightgown clung to her curves, one strap slipping low, but she made no sound, no move to interrupt. Just stared, chest rising in shallow breaths, a flush creeping up her neck.

	Sean locked eyes with her silhouette in the doorway, the dim hallway light catching only fragments of her face. In the shadows, he couldn't be sure if she sensed his stare boring into her, or if she just stood frozen, a statue carved from moonlight and unspoken hunger.

	Why had she come? Why was she doing this again? The questions clawed at him, even as Dolly's heat pulsed around his tip, begging for more. To talk, maybe, hash out Tony's shadow looming over their home? Or just to check on him, affirm he slept soundly instead of slipping out into the night for some reckless reprisal? Or... had she come for what Dolly offered now? A midnight escape with her mouth and lips… or more?

	Dolly's fingers dug into his hips, urging him deeper, her muffled whimpers vibrating against his chest. Beatrice didn't budge. She lingered there, witnessing it all, her nightgown a whisper of fabric that did nothing to hide the quick rise of her chest. 

	Why? 

	The sight of her frozen, eyes wide in the gloom, sent a twisted thrill racing through him. Fucked up, yeah. Beyond redemption. But God, it stoked the fire, made his cock throb harder as he held her gaze.

	He shifted, pressing forward inch by torturous inch, sinking into Dolly's slick tightness. She gasped, walls clenching like a vise, pleasure slamming through him in waves that blurred his vision. 

	Beatrice's reaction was like the first flutter of lightning, lips parted, one hand clutching the doorframe as if to steady herself. Her flush deepened, visible even in the low light, chest heaving faster now.

	“Oh... Sean...” Dolly's voice broke through, her nails scoring his back as she arched up.

	He thrust deeper, burying himself to the hilt, the wet slap of skin echoing in the room. Beatrice's eyes never left him, drinking in every movement, her free hand twitching at her side like she fought some invisible pull.

	“Oh fuck.”

	The words slipped from Sean's lips, a guttural whisper lost in Dolly's moans. He pumped faster, hips slamming forward in a frenzy that shook the bed frame. Dolly writhed beneath him, naked and slick, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, inner walls sapping pleasure from his core.

	His gaze stayed glued to Beatrice in the doorway, her silhouette a forbidden anchor. One woman gasped under him, legs wrapped tight around his waist, hands caressing his back. The other stood motionless, a voyeur in silk, her chest heaving in rhythm with his pounding heart. 

	Sean watched her lips part, her hand trembling on the frame, eyes wide and unblinking. The thrill scorched through him, splitting his focus. Dolly's heat pulled him deep, but Beatrice's stare fueled the blaze.

	Sweat slicked their bodies, the room filling with the slap of skin and Dolly's breathless cries. “Sean... yes!”

	He drove harder, faster, every plunge deepening his claim on Dolly's quivering form, but his release built for them both. The pressure stirred in his gut, electric and inevitable, meant as much for the woman in the hall as the one bucking beneath him. Beatrice's flush deepened, her free hand pressing to her thigh, fingers twitching like she ached to touch.

	Dolly arched, walls fluttering, her orgasm crashing through her in shudders that milked him relentlessly. Sean groaned, the dam breaking. His release exploded, powerful surges flooding deep inside her, hips grinding through waves of bliss that blurred his vision. He held Beatrice's gaze the whole time, the intensity searing, like spilling for her across the room.

	Dolly collapsed, panting, her body limp and satisfied under him. Sean stayed buried, aftershocks twitching through him, eyes still locked on his mother. Beatrice's chest rose in quick bursts, her lips wet as if bitten.

	“That was... perfect,” Dolly murmured, fingers trailing his chest.

	But Sean barely heard her. Beatrice lingered, one strap of her nightgown slipping further, exposing the curve of her breast. Her hand finally moved, sliding up her side in a slow caress that mirrored Dolly's touch on him.

	He pulled out of Dolly with a wet pop, cock still half-hard, glistening. Beatrice's eyes dropped to it, then back to his face. She pulled away and disappeared down the hall right as Dolly shifted to cuddle with him.

	

	


Chapter 27

	Sean was in no rush to head downstairs the next morning. The previous night, strange and compelling, had left a mental scar on his mind, burned itself into his memories in a way he knew would never fade with time.

	He found himself watching the video of Trixie, the one his father had labeled Evil Bitch in his collection. He kept the sound off, unsure of what he was seeking. He found the illicit clip arousing in that shameful way he always did, but that wasn't the point. He was seeking something in it, clarity or absolution, a glimpse of his father's own attraction, maybe.

	Breakfast was a somber affair. He had the thought that there would be some lingering awkwardness when he first woke up, and then the reality of Lilian's situation hit him in full. He tried calling her phone, more out of reflex than hope, but of course, it was still turned off. Still in Tony's possession, as was she.

	His mother and Dolly did what they could to raise his rock bottom spirits. He appreciated their attempt, which consisted of lots of encouragement and waffles with whipped cream and blueberries.

	“I feel like such an idiot,” he muttered. “God… I wasn't expecting this at all. I should have been. I thought that coming home would be the same thing as returning to how things were.”

	Beatrice reached across the table and squeezed Sean's hand. “You can't blame yourself, honey. Tony Ramirez is a monster who had no business coming after us here. This isn't your fault.”

	“Your mom's right,” said Dolly, setting down her fork with immense gravity. “We'll find a solution, whatever it takes. We're going to get her back, even if she isn't my favorite, exactly.”

	Sean pushed his waffle around his plate, watching the syrup pool in tiny amber lakes. “I got so desperate I asked Ash if we could just write off the money. Ten million dollars. Just like that.”

	“Let me guess,” said Beatrice, her mouth tightening. “She said no.”

	“Of course she did.” Sean dropped his hand flat against the table in frustration. “Said it would cripple operations, might not even make payroll. I knew it was a long shot, but...”

	His phone vibrated in his pocket, the sudden buzz stealing his focus. He yanked it out, hopes rising as he remembered Tony's promised call, but the screen displayed a different name entirely.

	“Fuck,” he muttered. “I completely forgot Julian was coming over to help today.”

	He opened the text, but it was more or less just a message confirming that his new employee was on the way. Sean glanced at his mother, who raised an eyebrow in silent question.

	“Now is seriously not a good time,” he muttered. “I should reschedule, I suppose.”

	Beatrice shook her head, her expression shifting into something pragmatic and controlled. “Keep the appointment. Maintain normalcy. We can't do anything right now, anyway.”

	He tapped out a quick response, but it felt hollow and forced. “This is insane. How am I supposed to build computers when Lilian's being held hostage?”

	“It's good cover,” Beatrice said firmly. “The last thing we need is Tony getting a deeper sense of how much leverage he has here because you've changed your routine. Act normal. We'll figure this out.”

	Dolly reached over and squeezed his arm. “We've got your back, Mr. C. No matter what.”

	Sean nodded, pushing back from the table and carrying his plate to the sink. His mind raced with half-formed plans and desperate scenarios. The clock was ticking, and he needed to be ready.

	He met Julian outside in the garage, leaving the door open to air out the dusty computers within the space. Julian rolled up to Sean with a smile and hooked a thumb back toward his ride.

	“Isabel might linger for a bit,” he said. “She won't get in the way.”

	“Sure,” he said. “I can always send Doll… ah, my cousin Caitlyn out to keep her company if she gets bored.”

	Julian blinked, eyes glancing toward the door leading to the house. “She might like that. What's on the agenda for today? Disassembling builds? Cleaning cases?”

	Sean nodded slowly, but was still looking off down the street, still caught up in his own thoughts. “Something like that.”

	“You seem a little distracted,” said Julian. 

	“I am.” Sean ran a hand through his hair. “It's complicated.”

	Julian nodded slowly, looking in the same direction Sean was. “Does this have anything to do with the car I saw casing your place the other day?”

	Sean snapped his gaze back toward his wheelchair bound companion. “…You saw a car?”

	“I saw it,” said Julian. “I got its make and model. I've been… keeping up with it, so to speak.”

	Sean walked over to the garage door and hit the manual close switch, waiting until it sank to the concrete with a distinct metal thud. He turned to face Julian, feeling so much like he had back in Vegas.

	“A friend of mine went missing yesterday,” he said, considering his words. “I've already spoken to the police, but they brushed me off. If you saw a suspicious car and have information, Julian, I'd like all the details.”

	“Of course!” Julian nodded and took his phone out. “I'll do whatever I can to help. Sounds like a serious situation.”

	As it turned out, Julian had more than just a license plate. Sean felt no small amount of relief as Julian explained how he'd been keeping tabs on it through open CCTV cameras, but a bit of wary surprise alongside it. The question of why he'd go through so much effort was on the the tip of Sean's tongue… and he didn't even get a chance to ask it before the answer came.

	“He actually clipped my van,” said Julian.

	“Uh, what?”

	“When he was turning around the other day,” said Julian. “Isabel was just getting back from her walk and saw this guy basically commit a minor hit and run. I also called the police, and also had them brush it off, so I figured I'd take matters into my own hands and try to lock down that license plate.”

	“That makes sense,” muttered Sean.

	“Yeah, I mean, your business is a bit more serious than mine, but hopefully we can both find a solution,” said Julian. “I take it we're going to be working in the field today?”

	“Absolutely.”

	


Chapter 28

	THE SIREN'S SONG

	Lilian kicked her feet against the Airbnb's bed, louder this time. She issued an exaggerated groan of despair, waiting a few seconds before kicking her legs again.

	“Tony!” she finally snapped. “Hurry up! I have to pee again.”

	Lilian heard him grumble loudly before the door opened.

	Tony, bulky and bald and boorish, shuffled into the room, his massive frame blocking the doorway. He'd stopped seeming like a major threat to Lilian early the previous evening, when she realized he was more interested in watching M*A*S*H reruns than actually harming her. For all his tough talk, he was more conman than sadist – though that didn't make her situation any less precarious.

	“Again?” Tony grunted, lumbering toward her. “That's the third time in two hours.”

	Lilian offered her most withering glare as he bent to untie her ankles from the bed frame. “You're welcome to leave me in here when I ask and see what happens.”

	Tony's thick fingers worked at the task, his breath heavy with the scent of beer and onion rings. “Can't win with you high-maintenance types.”

	“Hostages tend to be somewhat high maintenance. You should have considered that before taking one on.”

	He finished with her ankles and moved to her wrists, keeping a wary eye on her as he loosened the bonds. The duct tape pulled painfully at her skin, but she refused to wince.

	“If you keep asking this much,” said Tony, gesturing toward the bathroom door, “I'm gonna stop watering you so much. Understand?”

	Lilian glared at him, the freckles across her nose standing out against her pale skin. She stood, rubbing her chafed and sticky wrists, maintaining every ounce of her dignity despite her rumpled appearance.

	“Noted,” she said coolly, stepping around him toward the bathroom. 

	She might be his captive, but she'd be damned if she'd let him see her as anything less than the composed, calculating woman she was. And she really did have to pee a lot. It was infuriating to have to hold it.

	After finishing and washing her hands, she eyed the tiny fan vent of the Airbnb's bathroom for the dozenth time, trying to imagine a way she might fit through the little opening. There wasn't even anything tall enough for her to use to boost herself up. She sighed and returned to the hallway, where Tony was waiting close to the door.

	Tony leaned against the doorframe, a mountain of flesh blocking the only exit. Lilian stopped just short of him, the scent of stale beer and fried food a suffocating aura. This was her chance.

	“I have a proposal for you,” she said, her voice a cool, silken thread in the musty air.

	He grunted, arms crossed over his belly, unimpressed. “I’m listening.”

	“Let me speak with Sean.” She saw his expression curdle and held up a hand. “Hear me out. He doesn’t really care about me. Not enough to give up ten million dollars. He’s with his mother, the first woman Terrence ever scorned, and some little blonde tart he picked up in Vegas. I’m just a reminder of a father he hated.”

	She let the words sink in, a carefully constructed narrative of her own insignificance.

	“But…” She took a small step closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m a very good actress. Let me talk to him. I can make it sound… convincing. I can feign terror, tug at whatever heartstrings the boy has left. Make him feel like a hero coming to my rescue. It’s our best chance to get you your money.”

	Tony stared at her. His small, dark eyes were unblinking, the cheap overhead light gleaming on his bald head. The silence stretched, filled only by the distant, tinny laugh track from the television. Lilian held her breath, confident in her read of the man, of his greed, of his simple, brutish nature.

	His hand moved, a blur of motion too fast to track. The slap was a deafening crack of sound, a burst of white-hot pain that exploded across her cheek. The force of it sent her staggering sideways, her legs tangling, and she crumpled to the floor in a heap.

	The cheap carpet scraped against her bare arms. Her ears rang, her cheek a pulsing inferno. Through the watery haze in her eyes, she saw him crouch down, his massive frame blotting out the light.

	“I’m not an idiot,” he growled, his voice a low, menacing rumble that vibrated through the floorboards. “You think you’re not in danger?”

	His face was inches from hers, the stench of his breath making her stomach churn. He laughed, a harsh, ugly sound, and grabbed her face by the cheeks, hand still greasy with onion ring oil. 

	“You are in more danger than you can possibly imagine, lady,” he muttered. “What do you think happens if he doesn’t pay? What, I just turn you loose? Let you walk away so you can point my face out in a lineup? You're my retirement plan, or you're my revenge for Benny. Either way, you ain't walking away in control from this.”

	She glared at him, but couldn't find one of her usual edged retorts, any counterargument to his threat. He might well follow through.

	“You'd better behave yourself today,” muttered Tony.

	

	


Chapter 29

	“This is it?” asked Sean.

	“Yeah.” Julian nodded slowly as he wheeled down from the van ramp onto the sidewalk. “It's an Airbnb.”

	Sean groaned and ran his hand through his hair, annoyed he'd missed such an obvious choice. “Of fucking course. An Airbnb.”

	“I don't see the car I mentioned outside right now,” said Julian. “That might be a good thing, or it might be a bad thing.”

	Sean scanned the house, a tidy two-story colonial with dark green shutters and a porch swing that swayed gently in the afternoon breeze. A basketball hoop, net weathered but intact, stood at the edge of a clean-swept driveway. 

	It was the kind of place where a family might live, where the biggest drama was an argument over who mowed the lawn. Not the kind of place a hulking enforcer from Vegas would choose to stash his father’s widow. But then, what did he know about Tony Ramirez? He was Benny's uncle, he was reckless, and that was about it.

	Sean glanced back at the van. Julian’s girlfriend, Isabel, sat in the driver’s seat, her brow furrowed in a mask of convincing concern. She gave him a small, supportive smile. He turned his attention back to Julian, appreciating his calm, analytical presence. His new employee was a lifesaver. This whole situation would be a hundred times worse if he didn’t have someone with this kind of skill set in his corner.

	It reminded him of Serge. How many times had his friend pulled a digital rabbit out of a hat, finding a weakness in an enemy’s defense or a glitch in the map that turned the tide of a match? He made a mental note to call Serge later, to just shoot the shit and play a few rounds. Real life had become a relentless grind, a full-time job with terrible hours and worse stakes, and he missed the simple clarity of headshots and sniper rifles.

	“I appreciate you doing this, man,” Sean said, his voice low.

	“Of course.” Julian adjusted his glasses, his expression one of pure empathy. “Whatever I can do to help. It's my job, after all.”

	Sean nodded, but there was something about how Julian said the last sentence that seemed ever so slightly off. He glanced at Isabel, wondering what her job was, exactly, to have so much free time to aid her boyfriend in vague tracking endeavors.

	“I appreciate it, even if it is a bit outside your job description,” said Sean.

	“I've got a wide range of skills,” said Julian, with a shrug.

	Sean gave a tight nod, the explanation settling uneasily in his gut. He pushed the thought of Julian’s oddly timed helpfulness away. He had bigger problems.

	They moved across the street, the wheels of Julian’s chair a soft whir against the asphalt. The house loomed, its suburban perfection feeling more like a lie with every step. Sean’s hand drifted to his jacket, brushing against the hard outline of the pistol tucked into his waistband. The weight was both a comfort and a burden.

	“I’m sure the car was parked right here last night,” murmured Julian, gesturing to the empty driveway. “Definitely this house.”

	Sean sidled up to the side of the house, crouching low beneath a wide bay window. He angled his head, trying to see past the reflection of the clouds in the glass. He caught a glimpse of a floral-print couch, a generic painting of a lighthouse on the wall, a floor lamp. Nothing. No sign of Lilian, no sign of Tony. The room was empty and still.

	He straightened up, frustration a bitter taste in his mouth. Waiting felt wrong. Sneaking around felt like conceding control. He thought of Benny in the warehouse, of Jaewon in the penthouse. Those situations hadn't been solved by patience.

	He started walking, his feet finding the concrete path that led to the front porch. The porch swing creaked softly as a breeze stirred it.

	“Sean?” Julian’s voice was a low hiss from behind him. “What are you doing?”

	Sean didn’t stop. He mounted the two short steps onto the porch, his boots making a hollow sound on the wood. He faced the dark green door, his reflection a distorted stranger in the polished brass knocker.

	“Knocking.”

	It was bold and brash. He knew that. But if the rental car was gone, Tony likely wasn't present. If he'd left Lilian behind inside, he might at least be able to draw a muffled response out of her by making himself known.

	He rapped his knuckles against the door just a bit harder than necessary. A muffled curse came from inside, the sound of something clattering to the floor, and then shuffling footsteps. The deadbolt slid back with a loud clack.

	The door opened a crack, then wider, revealing a harried-looking man in his late forties. His hair was a frantic mess, and his glasses sat crooked on his nose. He clutched a spray bottle of blue liquid in one hand like a weapon.

	“Whoa, hey, you’re early.” The man’s voice was a stressed whine. “I’m not done with the turnover clean yet. You’re supposed to message online first for early arrivals. That’s always been the policy.”

	“I’m not here to check in,” Sean said, his tone flat. He started to push past the man, his eyes already scanning the tidy, generic living room beyond. “I just need to look around for a second.”

	The man blocked his path, puffing out his chest in a weak show of defiance. The scent of Windex and panic wafted from him. “Excuse me? You can’t just come in here.”

	Before Sean could respond, the soft whir of rubber wheels on wood sounded behind him. Julian rolled up the small ramp onto the porch, his expression a mask of calm, professional empathy.

	“Apologies for the intrusion, sir.” Julian’s voice was smooth as velvet, disarming and sincere. “My associate can be a bit… direct. We’re private investigators, working on a missing person’s case.”

	Sean watched, a slow nod his only contribution, as Julian masterfully took control of the situation.

	“We have reason to believe the person we’re looking for may have been here recently.” Julian leaned forward in his chair, his gaze earnest. “We just need ten minutes. A quick look around. We would really appreciate your cooperation. It might save someone’s life.”

	The man’s resistance crumbled under the weight of Julian’s words. He glanced from Julian’s non-threatening posture to Sean’s imposing stillness, and his shoulders slumped in defeat.

	Sean nodded again, but an odd prickle of suspicion traced its way down his spine. It wasn’t the lie itself. He lived in a world of lies now. It was the delivery. The flawless confidence in Julian’s voice, the practiced ease of the performance. 

	It was too smooth, too perfect for a retired psychologist who just happened to be good with computers. It was the sound of a man who had told stories like this before. Many times.

	

	


Chapter 30

	The Airbnb was a dead end. Sean was fairly methodical in his search, but there simply weren't any clues. No receipts pointing to where Tony was shopping, takeout containers in the trash that might be followed up on. Just a half cleaned rental property with an annoyed owner waiting in the wings.

	“We still have the make and model of the car,” said Julian. “If it led us here, it could lead us somewhere else.”

	“Fair point, assuming you don't mind continuing the search,” said Sean.

	“Not at all, though I might have to start tallying my hours if it does get extensive.”

	Julian smiled and Sean smiled back, an unhelpful sense of paranoia still gnawing at him. He waved Julian and Isabel off, not keen on pivoting into nonprofit work for the day, and then headed home.

	After a solemn, silent drive, he stepped into his house, Lilian's predicament still weighing heavily on his mind. The Airbnb lead had been a complete bust. 

	They'd been so close, he was sure of it. But Tony had moved on in a nick of time, taking Lilian with him. All he wanted was to keep searching, look up all the Airbnbs in the area and begin again, methodically working through each one until he found her.

	Beatrice was waiting for him in the kitchen, leaning against the counter with a cup of tea clutched between her hands. Her expression was pinched with worry, blue eyes searching his face for news.

	“Nothing,” he said, before she could ask. “The place was empty. Tony must have moved her.”

	“We need to talk,” she said, setting her mug down with deliberate care.

	Sean glanced around the kitchen. “Where's Dolly?”

	“She went to the store.” Beatrice crossed her arms, her posture shifting subtly. “I told her to take her time. I wanted to talk to you alone.”

	The way she said it made his stomach tighten. Something in her tone suggested this wasn't just about Lilian's kidnapping. He moved further into the kitchen, trying to read her expression.

	“What's going on?” he asked, suddenly wary of what might be coming next.

	Beatrice eyed him in that quiet, motherly way of hers. “Sit down.”

	He made a face, more petulant than rebellious or annoyed, and remained standing.

	Beatrice's gaze lingered on Sean's face, her fingers tracing the rim of her mug. “Last night, in your room. You and Dolly. Right here in the house, breaking every rule I've set. Not for the first time.”

	Her voice stayed soft, but her chest rose with shallow breaths, that same flush creeping up her neck from before. The kitchen air thickened, charged like the moment before a storm, her proximity pulling at him despite the words.

	Sean met her eyes, unflinching. Heat coiled in his gut, memories of Dolly's moans mixing with Beatrice's shadowed stare. “She's not really my cousin, Mom. We both know that. It's just a cover.”

	Beatrice stepped closer, her blouse brushing his arm, sending sparks across his skin. “A cover doesn't give you license to flaunt it. Not under my roof.”

	“We weren't flaunting it.” He leaned in, voice dropping low, their faces inches apart. Her scent, new shampoo, maybe, flooded his senses, stirring that forbidden pull. “We thought you were asleep. But obviously… you weren't. Again.”

	It was all still so vivid in his mind. The door ajar, moonlight slicing the darkness, Beatrice's silhouette rooted there. He'd locked eyes with her amid Dolly's gasps, his hips driving deep, cock vanishing into wet heat. Beatrice hadn't flinched, hadn't fled. She'd lingered, practically breathing in rhythm with his thrusts, one hand clutching the doorframe as if welded to it.

	He remembered how her eyes had bored into him, unwavering, while Dolly writhed, walls clenching in orgasmic pulses. Beatrice's flush had deepened, lips parting in silent witness to his release, hot seed spilling out shamelessly as he held her gaze.

	“You just stood there,” he whispered, voice rough, inches from her face. “Watching us. The whole time. Just like you did before.”

	Beatrice's breath grew louder even as her voice lost more of its edge. “I... heard noises. Came to check.”

	“You didn't leave.” He pressed closer, his body nearly brushing into hers, confronting in his closeness. “You stayed. Saw everything.”

	She lifted her chin, still proud, still defiant, despite the flush in her face, the tremor in her eyes. “I'm your mother. So what if I did?”

	The kitchen spun, charged air crackling between them. Sean's cock stirred, memory fueling fresh hunger.

	“I can do whatever I want, Mom,” he said coolly, blood anything but cool as he stepped closer, their bodies inches from collision. “Within reason. I'm a grown man. Dolly's a grown woman. We don't need your permission.”

	Beatrice's eyes flashed, her chest heaving with each quick breath, the flush climbing her neck like rising flame. She didn't retreat, her fingers curling into fists at her sides.

	“This is my house.” Her voice cut low, vibrating through the charged air between them. “My rules. If I say no screwing your maid, your cousin, under my roof, you'll obey, or there'll be consequences.”

	Consequences. The word hung thick, laced with forbidden promise. Sean's pulse thundered, his cock practically twitching as her scent enveloped him. Her skin was flushed, and he imagined how warm it was. He could practically feel the heat radiating from her, see the way her lips parted slightly, trembling.

	“What are you gonna do about it, then, Mom?” He leaned in, breath ghosting her ear, voice a rough whisper that made her shudder. “Punish me?”

	Her eyes locked on his, dark with storm, breath ragged. “Don't tempt me, Sean. You have no idea...”

	The kitchen blurred, every inch of space between them pulsing with unbearable need.

	She was his mother, always had been. But in that electric moment, with her eyes storm-dark and her breath coming in shallow waves, Sean couldn't be so sure. 

	The woman before him blurred at the edges. Beatrice, the steadfast guardian of his childhood, bleeding into Trixie, the slutty siren from grainy videos, and something else entirely. A new woman, born from their shared sins, radiating a quiet ferocity, older and wiser and far more dangerous and dirty.

	“I'm my own man now,” he said, the words sharp and defiant, his chest pressing forward as he closed the gap, their bodies brushing in the charged air.

	Beatrice shook her head, a subtle tilt that sent her raven hair swaying like shadows in dim light. “Your own man. Running around. Doing whatever you want. And you think that's… acceptable?”

	The question hung between them, her voice a velvet blade slicing through restraint. Her flush deepened, neck arching as she held his gaze, lips parting in a challenge that yanked him under. No, this wasn't just his mother anymore. This was a woman on fire, forbidden and consuming, threatening to ignite him, too.

	“Mom,” he whispered, a single familiar but dangerous syllable.

	He pressed his lips to hers, the kiss everything he needed in the moment and so much more. Too much more. Passion erupted, her lips tensing and then kissing back aggressively. 

	She gripped his shirt, yanking him closer, his body colliding with hers, desperate and clumsy. His hands roamed her curves, fingers digging into soft flesh through fabric. He tried to contain where he was touching, but it was as though he was under a time limit, in a rush of discovery.

	She pushed back, matching his fire, nails raking a bit through his shirt as she arched into the heat. The kitchen faded and the world narrowed to something dirtier, something defined by her taste, scent, and all the wrong kinds of lust. He listened to her moans coming to life like soft engine purrs as he ground against her, the noise coaxing his hardness into insatiable, undeniable territory.

	He slid his hand underneath her shirt. She responded instantly, her own hand sliding to cup his erection as his palm settled atop her bra. He squeezed her breast, still amazed by how far she was letting him go. She squeezed back, thumb tracing the outline of his cock through his pants.

	“Upstairs…” he muttered. “Let's go… upstairs.”

	“Sean.” She bit her lower lip and shook her head slightly. “We… shouldn't. Sweetie…”

	He set one hand on her hip and started guiding her toward the stairs. She moved, almost eager in how readily she allowed herself to be led, her gaze more on him than the dangerous path they were treading toward his bedroom.

	One of her hands ran up his arm, tensing on his bicep, the newly worked muscle seeming to briefly capture her fingers in a magnetic hold. Sean gently pushed her up the stairs, the two of them taking each step faster than the last before snapping together again for a horny kiss at the top.

	Their clothes were already coming off as he pulled her into his room. He couldn't believe it… but he could. That made it worse, somehow, real in a fashion that had him rushing while trying not to rush, as hard as he'd ever been in his life and somehow still worried about performing.

	He pulled his mother's shirt up and over her head. She seemed almost delirious as she complied… submitted… to him undressing her, eyes filled with complicated lust. He kissed her again, one hand cupping her bra in disbelief, in disbelief at the fact that it would be coming off next.  

	Beatrice took a step backward, bumping into his desk. His mouse moved fractionally… just enough to wake up the monitor. Sean froze, realizing the last thing he'd viewed before heading down to breakfast.

	His mother followed his gaze, blue eyes taking in her own frozen form from decades prior, nude and engaging in a lewd act that, other than being filmed, was still far tamer than what they were doing now. Her reaction was muted, and all the more pained for it. She blinked, shook her head slightly, and then looked at him in a way a mother should never have to look at her son.

	“Sean…” she muttered. “Oh, sweetie…”

	“It's not what you…”

	He closed the distance between them again with a slow step as though she was a spooked pet about to bolt into the distance. But Beatrice didn't flee. Her face was red, flushed with shame, with lust, with the unnamable emotions around and in between.

	“What is it then?” she whispered. She shook her head, her eyes screaming we can't do this even as her fingers trailed along his hard cock and began playing with the button of his jeans. “What were you… doing? All this time, have you been… watching this? Oh, Sean…”

	He kissed her again and, in that moment, was sure that he was going to fuck her.

	“Helllllooo?” called Dolly from downstairs. “Where is everyone?”

	Certainty is an evil bitch.

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 31

	Beatrice all but fled Sean's room. He took a few minutes to breathe before heading downstairs himself, but it only helped calm down the physical side of his state. He greeted Dolly with a kiss, still buzzing, still hyper aware, still stuck in the previous moment.

	“I found this outside!” She dragged a box forward from behind her. “I think it's from the wheelchair guy.”

	“Julian,” said Sean. “Huh. Interesting.”

	He opened it only to have his interest piqued further. It was a computer, a donation Julian had courted, according to the brief note on top. Sean pulled it out, surprised at how relatively new and modern it seemed. He could see the graphics card through the glass window in the case, and it was fairly modern, certainly capable of running just about any game he might throw at it.

	“Is it bad?” asked Dolly. “You have an odd look on your face.”

	“Far from bad,” muttered Sean. “Just unexpected.”

	His first urge was to bring it upstairs and open it up for a better look in his room, or maybe hitch it up to a monitor and see how it booted, if there was anything he was missing. For whatever reason, the timing of the donation triggered an odd suspicion. It was too soon, and with Lilian's search, a bit too disconnected with everything else that was going on.

	He put it back in the box and closed it, trying to shake off an odd feeling of paranoia. It was almost time for Tony's call. He walked into the living room and sat down, trying to set the tangled mess that was the rest of his life behind him to focus on the threat that mattered most. Saving Lilian.

	“Hey.” Beatrice came up behind him and rubbed his shoulders. “I know you're doing your best. With everything.”

	“Thanks, Mom.” He brought his hand up to rest on hers, even that minor bit of contact sending a stir through his body, frustrating whispers where their near miss might have led.

	His phone rang ten minutes later, just after 12pm. Sean answered on speaker phone, shooting a glance at Dolly and his mother that he hoped they'd interpret correctly. He needed to be the one to settle things with Tony, in much the same way he'd needed to make the decisions when he'd been running The Pharaoh's Fortune.

	Sean heard Tony's gruff voice immediately as he answered the call. “You ready to pony up, kid?”

	“I've got the money,” said Sean, keeping his voice steady despite the flicker of rage. “But I need to know Lilian's safe first.”

	Tony's laugh was dry and humorless through the speaker. “What, you don't trust me? I'm hurt.”

	“Let me talk to her,” he snapped.

	A shuffling sound came through the line, followed by the faint sound of a hand muffling the receiver. Then he heard Lilian's voice, strained but unmistakable.

	“Sean. I'm—”

	The sound of a slap echoed through the speaker, followed by Tony's harsh command. “Shut up, bitch. That's enough.”

	Sean's jaw clenched, a cold rage washing over him. He fought to keep his voice level, aware of Beatrice and Dolly watching him intently. 

	“The money's in crypto,” he said. “Wallet details are on a USB drive. I'll bring it to you.”

	Tony laughed again, the sound making Sean's skin crawl. “You really think I'll fall for that trick? What, the USB is loaded with tracking software? Or maybe it'll fry my computer, or just be Monopoly money? You think I'm some kind of idiot?”

	“There's no other way to move that much money around that won't fuck us both,” said Sean, his mind racing. “You try a wire transfer, banks flag it. Cash is impossible to move in that quantity. Crypto is clean, untraceable. I'll walk you through how to verify it's legit. You can hold me at gunpoint while you do it if that makes you feel better.”

	The line went silent for a moment. 

	“I'll do that,” Tony finally said. “And I'll also keep hold of your MILF stepmom until I've moved at least some of this money into my hands, even if it takes days. Not letting either of you go until I know I'm not being played.”

	“Whatever floats your boat,” replied Sean, his voice cold and distant.

	Tony chuckled, a sound like gravel grinding underfoot. “You know what? You're more like your pops than you realize. Got that same cold pragmatism in you when backed into a corner.”

	Sean said nothing, his mind already formulating contingencies, escape routes, angles of attack. The comparison to his father hung in the air, unwelcome but uncomfortably familiar.

	“I'll text you the meeting location in an hour,” said Tony. “Come alone, and don't try anything stupid. I've got nothing to lose, kid. Remember that.”

	The line went dead before Sean could respond. He looked up at Beatrice and Dolly, their faces tight with concern.

	“I'm getting her back,” said Sean, his voice hard with determination. “Whatever it takes.”

	Beatrice reached for his hand, her touch both comforting and electric after their earlier encounter. 

	“We'll figure this out,” she said quietly. “Together.”

	

	

	

	


Chapter 32

	THE FALCON'S REPORT

	“This is it?” asked Isabel.

	Julian nodded slowly, smoking a cigarette out the van's window. “That's the car. And this Airbnb is owned by the same guy as the last one.”

	“Slimy fuck,” muttered Isabel.

	“You'd be surprised what you can make people do with a threat and a bribe.”

	Isabel let go of the steering wheel and arched her back, the flirty shirt she had on fluttering up to give a mesmerizing hint of navel. “So, what's the plan? You said the Costello prince won't be here for another half hour?”

	Julian checked his phone. “It's one PM. From what we picked up on that bug, Tony will have just sent him the address, and it's a bit of a drive. We have time.”

	“We could just hang back,” said Isabel. “Arrive just in time to observe the aftermath.”

	“If we do that, The Asset might get away,” muttered Julian. “We need her if we're going to pull in the others back in Vegas.”

	“Maybe, maybe not,” said Isabel.

	Julian flicked his cigarette out the window and leaned his elbow against the van's door, smiling a bit condescendingly at his companion. “You look at Sean and you just see a kid. There was a moment during our computer haul when he dealt with these rowdy assholes. He's reached a point where he's used to dictating, intimidating, all the things that will turn this little confrontation into a shit show.”

	“I can't tell whether you're giving him credit or insulting him.”

	“Bit of both,” he said, with a tiny smile.

	“What's your plan then?” asked Isabel.

	“We go first. Surprise Tony. Explain to him how much shit he's already in. Get him to set Sean up in exchange for no jail time.”

	“Everyone is an asset to you, aren't they?” asked Isabel.

	He reached over and stroked her thigh. “You already knew that.”

	“Mmm…” purred Isabel. “Your plans always turn me on. Cucumber.”

	“Not even close,” he said. “My god, you're guessing vegetables. This riddle must really have your brain sweating.”

	“Oh, shut up.” Isabel opened her door. “Are you going to keep chain smoking or join me in the fun?”

	Julian swung the van’s side door open, the ramp clicking and straining as it extended onto the gravel driveway. The process was always a deliberate, mechanical thing. A series of clicks and hisses that grated on his nerves. It took a full minute for him to get clear, the ramp retracting before the heavy door slid shut with a final, solid thud.

	By then, Isabel was already halfway to the house. She moved with confident grace, one hand resting at her side. The grip of her Glock peeked over the waistband of her jeans, a detail far more conspicuous than she imagined. He always thought of the old saying about how amateurs showed their weapons, but professionals showed results.

	“Isabel, hold the fuck up,” Julian hissed, his voice a sharp blade in the quiet afternoon.

	She glanced back, a wicked smile playing on her lips. She tried the front doorknob. It turned. With a final, taunting wink, she slipped inside, the door closing softly behind her.

	He cursed, a low growl of frustration. He rolled forward, his wheels crunching on the loose stones, until he reached the porch. Three wooden steps stood between him and the door. A mountain. An insult.

	He backed away from the impassable stairs, his jaw tight. Circling the house was the only option. He rolled off the driveway and onto the overgrown lawn, the uneven turf grabbing at his wheels. 

	He found a side door, but the knob refused to turn. Locked tight. He pushed on, following the peeling siding toward the back of the building, annoyed but in good spirits. He would have opted to circle around back anyway. Always best to hit the target from multiple angles.

	A gunshot pierced the silence out of nowhere, harrowingly abrupt. A pause, and then two more in quick succession.

	“Fuck!” 

	Why had he let Isabel run ahead? She always did this. It was as though their games bled into the danger, the stakes becoming real. Why did he always let her do this? What the fuck did he just do?

	Julian found the back door, a wooden ramp helpfully zigzagging the way up to it. The glass sliding door was blessedly unlocked, and he was through and moving without further obstacle. 

	“FBI!” he shouted, the moment he was inside. “Isabel! FBI, down on the ground!”

	He propelled himself forward, wheels silent on the cheap linoleum of a small kitchen before hitting the shag carpet of the living room. His heart refused to shut up, drumming against his chest, pounding through his ears. The air hung thick with the acrid smell of gunpowder.

	His gaze swept the room. A generic grey couch, a particleboard coffee table, a television flickering with a silent daytime talk show. It was all horribly mundane, except for the crimson spray that painted the beige wall behind the sofa. A few dark droplets stained the carpet, glistening like spilled jewels.

	The cold dread of a catastrophic miscalculation washed over him, chilling him to the bone. This wasn't a controlled takedown. This wasn't an asset flip. This was a fuckup of magnificent proportions, and the scarlet evidence was drying on the wall right in front of him.

	

	

	


Chapter 33

	“That's Julian's van,” muttered Sean.

	He glanced at his mother in the passenger seat, and then back at Dolly, and then back at the van.

	“Looks like your hunch about the second Airbnb was right,” said Beatrice. “I suppose there was some benefit in getting here early.”

	“That's the closest you'll ever come to admitting to me that you were wrong and I was right,” said Sean. “I wish I had time to savor this moment.”

	“You just might,” said Beatrice. “It looks like they're doing something.”

	Sean watched as the side door of the van slid open. A woman emerged, the one Julian called Isabel. She wore a flirty blouse, her movements fluid and confident as she stretched, one hand resting conspicuously at her waist. She looked more like she was arriving for a picnic than a high-stakes confrontation. Then she turned, and for a split second, the fabric of her shirt slid upward to reveal the goods.

	“Gun,” said Sean, the word a puff of air against the windshield. “Right side, in her waistband.”

	Beatrice leaned forward, her eyes narrowing to slits. Dolly, in the back, rose up in her seat.

	“No,” Dolly whispered from the backseat, her voice tight with a familiar panic. “No way. He seemed like a sweet wheelchair nerd. A retired shrink.”

	“Retired shrinks don't sneak around and involve themselves so deeply in other people's problems,” muttered Sean, his gaze fixed on the scene unfolding across the street. “They're feds. I knew there was something off about them.”

	Dolly sank low in her seat, curling into herself until she was barely visible over the headrest, a small animal hiding from a hawk's shadow. Sean let out a long, tired sigh, the sound grating in the quiet car. Another layer of complication. Another fire to put out. 

	“I've been careful around him,” he said. “He seemed a little bit too smooth with his lies at the last Airbnb. But this… we might have to deal with them.”

	Across the street, the van’s ramp lowered with a metallic clatter. Julian wheeled himself down onto the gravel driveway, his movements precise, his face a mask of intense focus as he followed Isabel toward the house. Sean watched him, cold, ruthless pragmatism bleeding into his thoughts.

	Maybe he could just tip him out of his wheelchair?

	Humor was better than panic, at least. Lilian was inside the house in front of them, in all likelihood. The situation was like an adventure game packed full of bad endings.

	“We should intercept them,” said Beatrice.

	“We should,” muttered Sean. “But… the fact that they don't know we're here is the only advantage we still have. Let's hold back another minute.”

	“Sean…” His mother reached over, squeezing his hand with emphasis.

	“Trust me,” he said. “I have a good feeling about this.”

	Almost as soon as the sentence left his mouth, gunshots tore through the air. He swore under his breath, wondering if it was his mother's turn to be right. He and Beatrice climbed out of the car.

	“Stay here, Dolly,” he said.

	“Was already planning on it!” she whispered.

	Beatrice moved first, a blur of maternal instinct and contained violence, her hand already reaching for the revolver tucked in her waistband. She took two quick strides toward the street before Sean’s hand clamped around her arm, his grip firm.

	“Wait.” The word was a low command, cutting through the sudden, ringing silence.

	She whipped her head around, her eyes blazing. “Lilian is in there, Sean!”

	“And so are two feds and at least one other person with a gun,” he countered, his voice a tight whisper. “We don’t rush. We take our time.”

	He saw the argument die in her eyes, replaced by a cold, familiar pragmatism. Trixie’s pragmatism. She gave a single, sharp nod.

	He let go of her arm and crouched, using their car as the first piece of cover. Beatrice mirrored him on the other side. The world had gone unnervingly quiet, the sharp cracks of gunfire now a fading memory against the peaceful hum of a suburban afternoon. A bird chirped somewhere nearby, the sound ridiculously cheerful.

	They moved in tandem, a low, shuffling sprint from their car to the neighbor’s neatly manicured hedge. The blinds on the Airbnb were drawn, pale slats that offered no clue to the state of violence within. Sean’s heart hammered incessantly, frantic and unhelpful against the stillness.

	His fury at his own inaction burned hot in his throat. He should have gone in earlier. He should have confronted Julian and Isabel before they'd gotten a chance to meddle. But the thought dissolved as quickly as it formed. 

	What would have changed? Would they have arrested him on the spot? Or would he have walked into the same chaotic ambush, another gun in a room already full of them, just now with the FBI pulling his strings?

	They reached the side of the house, pressing their backs against the cool siding. The air smelled of cut grass and a neighbor's barbecue. He held up a hand, listening. Nothing. 

	No shouts, no movement, just the maddening silence. He edged toward the front porch, gun now firm in his hand, his mother shadowing his back. They reached the door, which stood slightly ajar, a dark sliver of invitation into the unknown.

	Sean took a breath and pushed the door open wider with his foot, gun raised and ready. The hinges creaked, a low moan that seemed to echo through the silence. He slipped inside, his mother close behind him.

	The first thing that hit him was the blood. It was everywhere, a vivid scarlet spray that painted the beige wall like abstract art. A pool of it soaked into the cheap shag carpet, already turning sticky and dark at the edges.

	Julian sat in his wheelchair, a vacant, thousand-yard stare fixed on the carnage before him. His glasses reflected the flickering light from a television, casting odd patterns over his face that made him look like a stranger. His hands trembled slightly on the armrests.

	Sean moved deeper into the room, his gaze sweeping past Julian to the figure on the couch. Lilian sat unnaturally still, her eyes wide and glassy, her auburn hair falling in tangled waves around her pale face. She didn't move as he entered, just stared at something on the floor.

	The woman from the van, Isabel, stood a few feet away, still holding her pistol in both hands. The barrel pointed at the floor, but her grip was white-knuckled, ready to snap back up at the slightest provocation. Her flirty blouse was spattered with tiny droplets of red, a grotesque constellation across the fabric.

	And then Sean saw him. Tony. Sprawled on his back on the carpet, three dark holes punched through his chest. His eyes stared at the ceiling, unblinking, a final look of surprise frozen on his features. Blood spread out beneath him like a crimson halo, seeping into the cheap fibers of the carpet.

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 34

	Sean kept his pistol out even as the silence stretched, the scene in the living room a tableau of settled violence. He tried to read into the nuanced depths of his supposed new-hire's expression. Julian was stunned and mortified, which made a certain amount of sense. 

	Sean suspected that the shooting would complicate Julian's life just as much, if not more, than it would his own. He'd heard three shots on the way in, and Tony appeared to have taken all of them. He didn't see a weapon on Tony's person. Isabel had quite literally jumped the gun. He could use that.

	“Well now,” he said, still holding his own pistol, though aiming it downward. “What have we got here?”

	“I'm an FBI agent,” said Julian. “I've been… investigating you.”

	“I'm aware.” Sean raised a finger and pointed it at Tony with a tight smile. “That's not me, however. That, from what I can see, appears to be an unarmed man.”

	“He'd been holding a woman hostage!” shouted Isabel.

	Sean shifted his gaze to Lilian, still smiling as he gave her the smallest of nods.

	“Tony Ramirez… is an old friend of mine,” said Lilian, deepening her performance as she shook her head. “I have no idea what you're talking about! We were simply sitting here and watching TV when you… Oh God! Tony!”

	“That's not what you told me,” said Julian, coolly.

	“I don't think I was that specific about what I told you,” said Sean. “I also get the sense that one side of a phone conversation which may have been recently recorded on a bugged computer rig might not tell enough of the story you'll have to paint for your superiors. Especially given what Lilian will have to say.”

	“That's bullshit!” shouted Isabel.

	“Watch it.” Beatrice snapped her revolver up, eyes narrowing, Trixie's eyes. “I think you've shot enough people for one day.”

	“I'm not a liar,” muttered Julian.

	Sean let out a laugh, taking a bit of pleasure in his increasingly antagonistic role. “Well, we both know that's bullshit. Do you even really play Scope Knight, or was that part of the ruse?”

	“I'll just… explain what happened.” Julian swallowed, eyes shifting to meet Sean's gaze. “Things got a bit complicated here, but sometimes that's just what happens. The bureau will understand.”

	“Maybe they will.” Sean came closer and squatted down, bringing his gaze level with the other man. “Probably they won't, at least not how you're hoping they will. Your career, Isabel, everything you've been working your entire life for… that's all going to come crashing down. Unless…”

	Julian breathed out heavily through his nose, but took the bait. “Unless?”

	“You just keep doing what you've been doing,” said Sean.

	“What I've… been doing?” muttered Julian.

	“Working for me,” said Sean. “We can clean this up. Have you even told anyone else about Tony? I doubt it, right? Your focus was squarely on me to begin with.”

	“You and… The Asset,” said Julian, with a sigh.

	“All you need to do is struggle a bit,” said Sean. “Run into some unexpected trouble. Maybe write the mission off, take a small L instead of a career ending one.”

	“There is a dead man on the floor of this room,” said Julian, the last of his defiance flaring.

	“We can bring in help for the body,” said Beatrice, her tone that of the dangerous woman underneath. “As for the mess… I think we should have a chat with the Airbnb owner.”

	“The one who, as far as I can tell, covered for Tony,” said Sean. “Wave your badge when he gets here. Let him know that your cover needs to be maintained so he's going to help with cleaning up his house and staying quiet unless he wants to be charged as an accessory.”

	“This is insane…” muttered Julian.

	“It is, but…” Isabel, surprisingly, was the one to make the final sale, lowering herself down to touch Julian's shoulder. “He has a point. I have a history, Julian. I've fired my gun a few times before. Took a demotion because of it. I know it's selfish, but… I don't want this to be the end for me.”

	“I mean, we're all on the same page,” said Sean. “Tony was the bad guy here. You may have gone a little off script, by your standards, but that doesn't mean we can't all reach a comfortable end.”

	“My definition of comfortable is vastly different than yours,” said Julian.

	“We'll see about that once you're officially on the payroll of my nonprofit,” said Sean. “I'll pay you well. I get the feeling your services will be worth it.”

	Julian didn't react to that, but Sean could see him considering, the gears turning. He was informed enough to be aware of the resources the Costello family had available. The choice between watching his career crash into what might be a permanent rut if not end completely versus the patronage of a young crime family boss, albeit a somewhat retired one. It was a choice, perhaps not an easy one, but an obvious one.

	“Make the call,” said Sean. “Get the Airbnb owner over here. Flash your FBI badge and twist his arm a little bit.”

	Julian said nothing for a long moment… and then finally nodded. Isabel's face was pale, hand still trembling on her gun as horror and concern warred for supremacy in her eyes.

	They complied, however. And that was all Sean Costello cared about.

	


Chapter 35

	The cleanup went surprisingly quickly. In a series of moments that had Sean seeing a side of his mother he'd only gotten occasional glimpses of, Trixie at her finest, she led Julian and Isabel in lining their van with shower curtains, explaining where they would take the body.

	The Airbnb owner was surprisingly open to making the entire mess, figuratively and literally, go away. Sean called Ace, who reacted to his request by offering to jump on a plane immediately and fly out to help problem solve. 

	“It's Tony Ramirez?” asked Ace. “Benny's uncle.”

	“Yeah,” said Sean. “Did you know him?”

	“It's half the reason that I'm making this flight out,” said Ace. “He beat up an ex-girlfriend of mine. I'll enjoy seeing his rotting corpse. Did me a favor, Captain.”

	“I didn't even pull the trigger,” said Sean, chuckling and finding his own dark humor a bit unsettling. “And it's been a while since anyone's called me that.”

	“That a good or bad thing?”

	“Bit of both.”

	He drove Lilian back to her hotel in silence, sensing the impact of what she'd been through. Her wrists were still chafed from the duct tape, bits of glue sticking in a pattern that echoed how she'd been restrained.

	“I think… I'll head back to Vegas,” she said, quietly. “Once I've rested a bit and cleaned myself up.”

	Sean slowed to a stop at a red light. “I think that makes sense. I don't blame you.”

	He reached over to squeeze her hand. Lilian held his for a second, wiping away a few apparently embarrassing tears with a quick motion with the back of her other wrist.

	“He slapped me, but other than that… I got off pretty easy.” She shrugged and glanced out the window.

	“I wouldn't call multiple days of being held hostage easy,” said Sean. “Lilian, if there's anything I can do to help…”

	“I'm fine,” she muttered. “Really, I am. I suppose I realized that… while I am quite the bitch, I'm not the banshee. I'm not Trixie.”

	The words hit him strangely, and he breathed out, feeling like he was confronting a bit of his own darkness alongside hers.

	“No one is asking you to be,” he said.

	She watched him for a few seconds. “You really are different from your father.”

	He waved her off at the hotel and went home, where he'd already dropped off the other women in his life. He washed his hands as soon as he got inside, surprised how quickly his nerves had reset. 

	There was no blood to meticulously scrub away, not this time around, and somehow, he knew he wouldn't be caught. The Airbnb owner would keep his mouth shut. Julian would fall into the role of a begrudging asset. Tony Ramirez would not be missed.

	“I think I want to take a bath,” said Dolly, to both him and Beatrice, as they finished dinner. “Is that okay?”

	“Caitlyn,” said Beatrice. “I know I've explained this to you before. Our home is your home. You're family.”

	“So… I can, then?” asked Dolly.

	Sean chuckled and came up behind where she was sitting to plant a kiss on her cheek and briefly fondle her front. “Take a long one. Steam the bathroom up to your heart's content.”

	“Ooh, I like the way that sounds,” she whispered.

	She stood up and cupped his face, kissing him on the lips. Sean watched her leave the dining room and head upstairs, and her absence was felt immediately. It was the first moment he'd shared alone with his mother since the moment when they'd almost gone too far. Too far? Not far enough?

	Beatrice carried the plates to the sink and turned on the water, her back to him. The motion was normal, practiced, something he had seen a thousand times. But he saw it differently now. He saw the woman from the grainy video, the woman from his bedroom, the woman who had held a revolver like it was an extension of her own hand.

	“You handled them so well,” she said, her voice quiet over the sound of running water. “I was impressed. The way you just… took control.”

	She turned, leaning back against the counter, her arms crossed. The look in her eyes held a new kind of pride, one that had nothing to do with nonprofits or good grades.

	“I don't know,” said Sean, pushing back from the table and walking toward her. “I just did what felt natural.”

	“I guess it’s what happens when you let instinct take over,” she said, her voice a low murmur that barely carried over the running faucet. “Reacting instead of planning.”

	“And what’s wrong with that?” Sean closed the distance until he stood right behind her, the heat from her body a tangible presence. The air hummed with the memory of their kiss in his room, of her shame and his own raw hunger.

	She looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes a deep, knowing blue. “There’s nothing wrong with instinct. But you still need to… think things through. On that note, you should… get out of those clothes. Just to be safe.”

	The suggestion hung there, charged and deliberate. 

	“Right now?” he asked, his own tone a low challenge.

	Beatrice held his gaze for a long, breathless moment. A slow, certain nod was her only answer. She turned off the water and pushed off the counter, brushing past him as she headed for the stairs. Her shoulder grazed his chest. The contact was pure friction, flint against steel. He watched her ascend, the sway of her hips holding his eyes, and followed after her.

	Dolly was listening to music in the bathroom, the tub still filling, all but confirming where she'd be for the next hour. Beatrice walked into Sean's room ahead of him. He closed the door behind them as he entered, the only light coming from his computer monitor, pale and clinical.

	He held her gaze as he slowly pulled his shirt off. She took it from him, eyes ostensibly roaming across the fabric for any hint of blood droplets before snapping back to his bare chest. His room suddenly seemed so small, full of possibilities and the best kind of danger.

	“Pants too,” she said, voice a whisper.

	“Yeah?” Sean took her hands and slowly pulled them to his waistband. “These pants?”

	“Oh…” Her fingers began fondling him as though of their own volition. “Sweetie… You shouldn't…”

	He nodded. “I'm going to.”

	He kissed her, and the last remnants of anything resembling a sane boundary between them began tipping over completely. 

	Her mouth was eager against him, and the kiss exploded with pent-up fire that spread instantly. Her lips parted, warm and insistent, her tongue sliding against his in a tangle that obliterated every rational barrier. 

	“Sean,” she gasped into his mouth, her words a breathless plea. “Oh God, we really shouldn't... this is so wrong.” 

	But her body betrayed every syllable. Her fingers clawed at his belt buckle, yanking it open with frantic urgency, nails scraping his skin. She arched against him, breasts pressing into his chest, hips grinding in slow, deliberate circles that stoked the ache in his groin. 

	He seized her waist, lifting her with the new strength from his workouts, and spun them toward the bed. She landed on the mattress with a muffled thud, her legs wrapping around his hips instantly, pulling him down on top of her. 

	Her fingers roved everywhere, nails scraping at his jeans, hands shoving them down his thighs while her mouth found his neck, teeth grazing the pulse point in sharp nips that made him groan. 

	“What are you… doing?” she murmured against his skin, even as her fingers wrapped around his throbbing cock, stroking with firm, teasing pumps that blurred his vision.  “What are you going to do with this big… hard… thing?”

	Sean pulled off her blouse, almost tearing the fabric in a rush to expose her lacy bra and the flushed skin beneath. He yanked the straps down, freeing her breasts, heavy and perfect, nipples hardening under his palms as he kneaded them. She bucked beneath him, a low moan escaping her throat, her free hand fumbling with her own skirt, hiking it up to her waist. 

	“Oh sweetie,” she whispered again, but her thighs parted wider, guiding his hardness against her slick heat through the thin barrier of her panties. “Why are you so hard? I'm your… this is… Oh God!”

	Her nails raked down his back, leaving stinging trails that only fueled his thrusts, dry-humping her with increasing frenzy. She was nodding her head, urging him on, reading pages from two separate books that couldn't be more opposed in genre.

	He hooked his fingers into her panties and tore them aside, the fabric giving way as he positioned himself at her entrance. She clawed at his shoulders, legs locking around him, heels digging into him to urge him to thrust forward, to simply do it already. To do her. Their bodies were slick with sweat like their skin already knew what was coming, slipping together in a heated frenzy, breaths mingling in dirty unison.

	“Sean... please,” she whispered.

	Please what? What was she asking? Did he even care anymore?

	Her hips rose to meet him, already undulating in that familiar, instinctual motion. He wanted what she wanted, right or wrong. He was going to give it to her, regardless of shame, immediate consequences, future regrets. Regardless of boundaries, choices they could never take back.

	He drove forward, plunging into her tight warmth, a guttural moan ripping from his throat as she enveloped him completely. She cried out, walls clenching around his length, her body writhing in ecstatic surrender. 

	They pawed at each other wildly, touching everything and everywhere they weren't supposed to touch. They fell into a spiral of thrusting hips and fevered kisses, the world narrowing to their hyper aroused frenzy.

	He slammed into her with raw force, her slick walls gripping him like a vise. Beatrice gasped, fingers clawing his back, nails almost breaking skin.

	“Sean... this is so... fucked up,” she panted, voice breaking as he thrust again, deep and unyielding. “Your own mother... We shouldn't... but don't you dare stop. Don't stop fucking me!”

	He pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, the other gripping her hip to angle her for deeper penetration. Each pounding stroke shook her body, her breasts bouncing wildly. Sweat slicked their skin, the room echoing with wet slaps and her mounting cries.

	“Fuck, Mom... you're so tight.”

	“It's wrong... so wrong,” she moaned, legs wrapping tighter around his waist, heels digging in to pull him harder. “Make me come, Sean. Make me come on your cock. Pound me until I scream.”

	He released her wrists, grabbing her thighs to spread them wide, exposing her completely. He drove in relentlessly, dominant and loving, his pace brutal yet precise, hitting that spot that made her arch off the bed.

	“Yes... like that. Use me. I'm yours... make me yours. Fuck me however you want.”

	Her words fueled him. He flipped her onto her stomach, yanking her hips up, entering from behind in one swift motion. She buried her face in the pillow, muffling screams as he gripped her hair, pulling her head back.

	“You're mine.” He pumped into her, the clap of each thrust music to his ears. “Mom. Trixie.”

	“Oh fuck!” A tremor ran through her and she dug her hands into the mattress. “Harder... don't hold back. This is so dirty... but I need it. Come inside me, Sean. Fill me up.”

	He obliged, slamming forward with aggressive snaps of his hips, skin smacking skin. Her body trembled, walls pulsing around him as she shattered, crying out his name. He kept going, driving through her climax, loving every shudder, every plea.

	“Oh fuck… Mom!”

	“God, yes... don't stop. Make me yours forever.”

	He gasped as the pleasure hit him like a runaway truck, the entire world seeming to pulse in front of his eyes, through his body, the pleasure so vivid and sensational that it almost drove him crazy. 

	Collapsing forward, he hugged Beatrice's naked body to himself, still spilling his seed into her overflowing slit. She made tiny, high pitched cooing noises, her own climax enfeebling her even as her body undulated, demanding more.

	He shifted sideways and Beatrice rolled over. They stared at each other through the haze of mutual afterglow, sweaty, sticky, spent. Sean stroked his mother's face, and she kissed his fingers, not looking away, not seeking escape from what they'd just done.

	“Wow,” whispered Beatrice.

	“Yeah.”

	He rolled onto his back. She rested her head on his shoulder, one finger idly tracing across his chest and stomach. 

	“Did we… really just do that?” she whispered.

	“We did.”

	He stroked a hand through her hair, wondering what she'd choose to do. Acceptance was different from completely disregarding the boundary they'd trampled upon. She was still his mother.

	“Caitlyn will probably be in the bath a while longer,” she said.

	“Then let's stay right here a while longer.”

	“Sean…” Beatrice lifted up slightly, eyes catching the glow of his computer monitor before pulling back to him. “I love you.”

	“I love you too, Mom.” He touched her chin with his fingers and kissed her slowly on the lips. “This is… because of that. In addition to that. Not a betrayal of that. This is still love.”

	“That's what I think, too.” She took his hand and pulled it to her heart. “That's what I feel, too.”

	He smiled and they stared at each other for a while, seconds or minutes, hard to tell.

	“Though…” she said, in a much more familiar and motherly voice. “Some of the things you said while we were engaged were a bit naughty.”

	“Some of the things I said?” He chuckled and leaned in to kiss her neck. “Just remembering what you were moaning is enough to make me get hard all over again.”

	“Oh… sweetie.” She bit her lower lip. “I wasn't really… listening to myself.”

	“Oh yeah?” He slowly shifted her back onto her back. “Maybe you should have been.”

	“Sean…” She let one of her thighs dangle sideways in a provocative, inviting manner. “What do you think you're doing, mister?”

	“Dolly won't be out for a while longer.”

	“I think you mean…” Beatrice moaned as Sean's rapidly re-hardening cock brushed her folds. “Oh!”

	“We have plenty of time, Mom.” He slowly began sinking into her for round two. “Don't we?”

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	I hope you enjoyed this one! For earlier access (along with uncensored versions and NSFW bonus covers and tons of other series), consider becoming one of my patrons. 

	It’s tied with leaving reviews as the best way to support me and keep my writing process sustainable. Patron extras include access to more of my uncensored and banned from Kindle series (Household Obsession and The Faremont Shelter), audiobooks, lore friendly NSFW artwork of my characters, early access to new releases, and the occasional exclusive erotic short story. 

	As always, if you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list. 

	Thanks for reading,

	Anya
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