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   To anyone who’s ever been called too much, too broken, or too hard to love—
 may you find the one who proves them wrong.
 And to my person—thank you for being my peace, my chaos, and my favorite sin. 
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Chapter one
Sienna


From my office on the twenty-eighth floor of The Onyx, the Strip pretends to be peaceful. Glass towers shimmer under the late morning sun, mirages pulsing against the pavement. Down below, chaos churns—tourists in stilettos, valets weaving through cabs, someone dressed like Elvis arguing with a guy in a shark suit. Vegas is nothing if not dramatic.
But up here, it's quiet.
Or at least it should be.
I cross my arms and lean against the window, forehead nearly touching the glass. This job is everything I've worked for. Every twenty-hour shift. Every whispered comment I ignored. Every time, I had to smile when I wanted to scream.
Hotel Director of The Onyx.
My name on the door. My rules. Finally. So why does it still feel like I'm one cracked tile away from the whole floor giving out? A knock sounds at the door, and I bite back a groan. "Yes?"
Rosa from Marketing and PR pokes her head in, all bright lipstick and crisis energy. "Quick one—has anyone reviewed the gala press release? We've got People magazine sniffing around, and if we don't lock the list by noon—"
"I'll look at it," I cut in. "Just email it to me."
"It's already in your inbox," she chirps before ducking out again. Of course it is. I move toward my desk, already dreading the twelve other things she probably copied me on, when my phone pings with a new text.
From: Dario, Executive Sous-Chef
Something's happening in Ivory Flour. You're going to want to handle it before it explodes.
Of course something's happening. And of course it's happening down there. Ivory Flour—the hotel's signature patisserie and the jewel of our culinary program. Luca Santoro's kingdom. As Head Pastry Chef, he treats it like sacred ground. I don't need to ask who's behind it. There's only one person in this building who manages to give me a headache without even speaking.
Luca Santoro.
Infuriatingly talented. Wildly overrated. Impossible to control. And, unfortunately, impossible to fire.
I pull up the kitchen feed just in time to see him waving off a junior pastry chef and leaning over a tray, torch in hand. The camera catches him from above—broad shoulders bent in concentration, dark hair shoved back like he's been running his fingers through it for hours. Even from this distance, he looks intense. Focused. The black chef's coat fits him too well for someone who's supposed to be buried in prep work. There's a sharpness to the way he moves—precise, deliberate—like he's in constant argument with gravity itself. Even pixelated, he has presence. The kind that fills a room and makes everyone else work harder without him saying a word.
He acts like rules are optional, budgets are suggestions, and I'm the villain for trying to keep this place running like an actual business. I grab my bag, straighten the hem of my dress, and head for the service elevator. If he's torched another sugar sculpture in the middle of brunch prep, I swear to god—
Ivory Flour smells like sugar, espresso, and egos.
It's almost impressive how he manages to make a kitchen smell both divine and full of itself. I step through the swinging doors and slow to a stop.
There he is.
Luca stands at the center of the kitchen like he owns it. Black chef's coat. Sleeves rolled to his elbows. Whisk in one hand, torch in the other, focused entirely on a row of tarts that look like they belong on a Vogue shoot. The staff around him moves with silent precision, like dancers in a routine they've practiced a thousand times. Everything gleams. Every tray is aligned. And for just one fleeting second, I feel like I'm intruding. One of the new marketing interns hovers near the doorway, camera in hand, snapping a few quick photos before darting out again. She looks terrified of being caught. Probably should be.
He doesn't even flinch when he says, "You're late."
"I'm never late. Everyone else is just early." My arms cross, chin lifting. "And for the record, I'm not one of your kitchen interns you get to bark at."
Now he looks at me. Slowly. Eyes dark and unreadable. Like he's not acknowledging me—he's studying me.
"I sent a request for a tasting three days ago," he says. "For the gala. You approved the menu."
"I approved the concept. Not…” I motion toward the pastry displayed on the cutting board. "Whatever this is."
"I changed it."
Of course he did.
"You can't just change a gala menu without approval."
"I did," he says simply, and then he dares to smirk. "Try it."
He plates one of the tarts like it's a challenge and holds it out.
I don't take it. "That's not how this works."
"It's how I work," he replies, stepping closer. "If you want your guests talking about more than the overpriced wine and the ambient lighting, you'll let me do what I do."
He's too close. Not in a way that breaks any rules. Just enough that I catch the scent of vanilla and espresso and… something warm beneath it. Skin maybe? Something sinful. I snatch the plate from his hand before I say something stupid.
Our fingers brush.
Not on purpose. Not really. But it's enough to send a spark up my spine. Stupid. It's just proximity and tension and a wildly overinflated ego. The tart is almost too pretty to eat. Gold leaf. A sugared orchid. He's such a show-off. But the moment I bite, I hate him a little more.
Because it's perfect.
Crisp shell, creamy filling, floral without being soapy, citrus cutting through just enough to surprise me. It tastes expensive, like summer in Monaco. Like the exact kind of decadent, unforgettable indulgence I swore I'd deliver when I took this job. Which means I have to admit—at least to myself—he's good.
And I hate that.
I force myself to swallow slowly like it's fine. Just fine. "It'll do," I say, setting the plate down.
Luca barks out a laugh. It's deep, rough, and entirely too satisfying. "You're a terrible liar."
I stiffen, recovering fast. "I'm your boss, Santoro. Not your fan club."
His gaze cuts to mine, dark and unreadable, but there's a flicker at the corner of his mouth. "Who says you can't be both?"
I narrow my eyes. "Stick to the approved portions and plating sizes. I'm not fielding budget complaints because you felt like gilding every tart with fairy dust."
He steps closer, and I freeze. Not because I'm nervous. Because I'm pissed. And maybe a little flustered. The silver chain around his neck glints in the light—Saint Christopher, I realize. Interesting. He tucks it back beneath his shirt like it's instinct.
"I'll keep it tight," he says, voice quieter now. "But if you want this gala to matter, let me do what I do."
I exhale slowly. Count to three. Don't look at his forearms. "I'll remember if you don't burn the place down," I mutter, turning on my heel. He doesn't stop me. But I feel his eyes on my back the whole way out.
I take the elevator up two floors and slip into the executive lounge, a space meant for board members and high rollers. Plush chairs. Soundproof glass. A coffee machine that hisses like it costs more than my car. I lock the door behind me and cradle a latte I don't even want, letting the quiet press against my nerves until they stop jangling.
Just for a minute. Just to breathe.
My phone buzzes with a reminder about the afternoon budget meeting and the press review I promised Rosa. The whole hotel is counting on me to pull off this gala—to prove I'm more than just a nameplate and a pretty dress. And all I can think about is that stupid tart. He looked at me like he was daring me to taste it and not fall apart.
I hate that he's right.
I hate that I'll spend the rest of the day thinking about that tart, about his smirk, about the way he said let me do what I do like it wasn't a request but a prophecy. And I really hate that some part of me wants to let him.
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Chapter two
Luca


There's a rhythm to this kitchen. 
It's in the scrape of whisks against steel bowls, the hiss of butter meeting hot pans, the soft percussion of timers, and the buzz of low conversation broken only by the hiss of the espresso machine or the sharp tap of a sugar sculpture base being checked for stability.
The whole place hums, predictable and precise. Exactly the way I built it.
Ivory Flour breathes when I breathe. Moves when I move. It's not just a patisserie, it's the heartbeat of The Onyx's dessert program. Head Pastry Chef might be the title on paper, but in here, I'm king. Every corner, recipe, and plate that leaves this kitchen has my name on it, whether printed or not. 
And every time she walks in, it feels like a storm rolling through a glass house.
She doesn't shout. Doesn't slam things. But somehow, the air tightens when she's around—like she's waiting to catch someone slipping. Like control is something she has to have, no matter the cost.
Sienna Moreau. Hotel Director. 
All heels and sharp lines and rules. The kind of woman who looks like she could fire you without raising her voice and make you thank her for the opportunity. The second I met her I knew I didn't like her. Too polished. Too perfect. The kind of person who shows up to a kitchen tour in four-inch heels and walks out with zero flour on her cuffs.
Didn't even taste the lemon crostata I sent up that first day. She just smiled and said, "Looks lovely," as if that was supposed to mean something. I shouldn't care. She's just another suit upstairs, making decisions about things she doesn't understand.
But I do care.
Because she's in my way. She tells me to watch my spending, like cream and butter grow on trees. She says flavor doesn't cost money, and imported cultured butter from France is an extravagance rather than the one thing keeping our croissants from turning into tourist trash.
If I see one more "cost-effective alternative" suggested in her notes, I'm going to lose it.
The last tart is plated and cooling. Gold leaf glints under the lights. My team moves around me efficiently and fluidly—exactly how I trained them. I nod once and head out, tugging off my apron and dragging a towel over my hands.
It's not even noon. I already know today will be a problem. I don't knock when I walk into her office. I could. I should. But she pisses me off just enough to ignore the niceties. She's standing by the window again, arms crossed like she's contemplating world domination. Or maybe just whether to fire me.
The morning light catches in her hair—dark brown with a faint copper shine that shows up when the sun hits it right. Her skin looks too smooth for someone who lives on caffeine and stress, and the back of her neck is dusted with the kind of gold you only get from good genetics, not vacations. Even from across the room, I catch the faintest trace of her perfume—something sharp and clean, like citrus over smoke. It doesn't belong in a kitchen, but somehow it fits her.
She doesn't turn. "If this is about the tart, I already said it was fine."
Of course she did.
Fine.
The word tastes worse than day-old ganache.
Fine means nothing. Fine means safe. And nothing I made this morning was safe.
"Wasn't fine," I say. "It was perfect. And you know it." I set two plated croissants on the corner of her desk—one for her, one for me. Proof. Evidence. Whatever she wants to call it. The smell of butter and citrus cuts through the sterile air of her office like a dare.
Now she turns. Her expression is smooth, unreadable—but there's a flicker at the corner of her mouth like she knows exactly what she's doing.
"I didn't come up here to fish for compliments," I mutter, dropping a folded piece of paper onto her desk.
She raises an eyebrow. "What's this?"
"My request. For the gala. Butter from France. The kind I've used in every tasting so far."
"I already told you—"
"You told me it was too expensive," I cut in. "That local substitutes would do. They don't."
"It's a two-hundred-dollar-a-pound difference for thirty pounds, Luca."
"It's the difference between a croissant that sings and one that crumbles like regret."
She blinks. Good.
"You want people to come back for brunch?" I press. "You don't give them mediocrity and call it luxury."
Sienna walks around the desk slowly and deliberately, her heels clicking against the marble like punctuation. She stops just close enough that I can see the way her necklace catches the light.
"This isn't Paris," she says, voice low. "This is Vegas. And I need to keep this place profitable. If you want imported ingredients, show me a return."
"You want a return?" I gesture toward the counter where the two plates wait. "Taste." Suspicion flickers in her eyes, but she picks up the first croissant. Tears off a piece. Brings it to her mouth. The second her teeth sink in, I see it: the faint grimace, the wrinkle of her nose. She chews, swallows, and glares at me.
"What the hell is wrong with that?" she demands, brushing crumbs from her fingers.
"Local butter." I slide the second plate toward her. "Now try this." Another croissant. Identical in shape, golden layers catching the light. But this one—this one I made with the French butter. The kind that matters. She hesitates only a beat before tasting. This time, her eyes widen despite herself. She chews slower, lips parting like she wants to deny it but can't.
Perfection.
I lean back, arms crossed, and let the silence stretch. Because unlike Sienna Moreau, I know these things matter. I had the kitchen prep a dozen with the local stuff just to make my point. Just to prove that she wouldn't notice until it was on her tongue. That's the problem with directors—they think profit margins make memories. They don't. Flavor does.
"It's… better," she admits, clipped, like the words cost her.
I grin before I can stop myself. "Careful, Moreau. If you keep talking like that, someone might mistake you for a chef."
Her eyes flash as she leans in just enough to meet my grin. "And if you keep talking like that, someone might mistake you for thinking you run this hotel." For a heartbeat, neither of us moves. Just long enough for me to catch it—uncertainty flickering behind her eyes. Like she doesn't have it all together. Like maybe this job is crushing down on her shoulders the way kitchens press down on mine.
And damn it if that doesn't make me like her more. Not just the polish, the fire; the perfectly controlled director routine. It's the crack in her armor. The glimpse of the weight she's carrying. The reminder that she might unravel under pressure, the way I've been on the edge of doing more times than I can count.
Which only makes this worse.
Because I can't afford distractions. And she's starting to look like one I wouldn't survive. I push off the desk and head back downstairs before I can think too hard about it. The kitchen is a controlled storm—steel counters gleaming, ovens roaring, staff moving in sharp, practiced lines. My staff. My rhythm.
“Dario,” I call. My executive sous chef looks up from a stack of order sheets, pen already in hand. He doesn't need more than a word.
"Get the French butter. Full order. Thirty pounds. No substitutes."
He arches a brow. "So she signed off?"
"She tasted it," I say flatly, tugging at my cuffs. "That's all the approval I need."
Dario huffs out a low laugh. "Understood."
"Good. Then go back over everything. Every station. Every plating detail for the gala. I want the timeline locked and the menu polished so tight you could run it in your sleep."
Dario smirks faintly, but there's no hesitation. "Consider it done."
I nod once, sharp. Control. Precision. Focus. That's what I need. Not the memory of Sienna Moreau's lips parting in reluctant surprise when she realized I was right.
So I shove it down and get back to work.
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Chapter three
Sienna


The second the door clicks shut behind him, I sit down—hard. Luca Santoro storms into my office like he owns it and leaves the same way: like I'm the one trespassing. My desk, my rules, my budget, and somehow, he's still making me feel like I'm the unreasonable one for refusing to sign off on gold-plated butter. 
The taste of that first croissant still lingers, flat and greasy on my tongue. I grab the coffee on my desk and swig it back, bitter heat scalding away the reminder. Not perfection. Not Paris. Just numbers and margins and the kind of compromises that keep a hotel running.
I press my palms to the glass desktop, grounding myself against the cold. My fingertips leave little fogged outlines. Proof that I'm still here. Still trying.
This is fine.
This is normal.
This is just another difficult department head with an ego problem. I've dealt with worse. I've sat across from celebrity chefs who've thrown knives, one who lit his contract on fire mid-meeting, and one who tried to expense a helicopter to Coachella. Compared to them, Luca's practically tame.
Except no one else ever made me forget what I was saying mid-sentence. Nobody ever made my heart do that thing—that tight, stubborn stutter under my breastbone. Low. Hot. Aware. And I hate that. I hate that I'm even thinking about how his voice dropped when he said let me do what I do. Like it was a promise.
Or worse—a warning.
I exhale slowly, fingers flexing as I shift back toward my laptop. There are sixty-three unread emails, five voicemails, and a meeting with the general manager in twenty minutes about weekend occupancy projections.
No time for distractions. Especially ones with rolled sleeves and fire in their eyes.
The gala is less than two weeks away—The Onyx Grand Reopening Gala, our first major press event since the renovation wrapped. Every investor, influencer, and sponsor from the Strip will be there, waiting to decide whether we're worth the buzz. The board calls it a celebration. I call it a gamble.
If this night doesn't prove I can turn The Onyx into more than glitter and gossip, they'll start sniffing for someone who can.
Rosa's hounding me for final RSVPs. Finance is melting down over the floral budget. And now the talent team is messaging me, asking if the dessert menu is finalized. They're coordinating the celebrity guest list and the televised coverage—meaning every plate that leaves the kitchen ends up in promo footage, sponsor reels, and next month's travel blogs. If the desserts fall flat, so does the hotel.
I don't answer right away. Instead, I scroll past the list of pastries we originally approved—a safe, simple spread chosen by the charity committee and rubber-stamped by me. All classic. All budget-conscious. All forgettable. I should just confirm the menu and move on. But I don't.
Rosa forwarded me a batch of marketing selects earlier—photos the interns pulled from this morning's tasting. One of them catches my eye.
I open it. The tart looks like art—symmetry and sugar and something delicate resting on top that shimmers like frost. It seems like it was made for people who wear couture and whisper about trust funds.
It looks like it belongs in a museum.
It tasted like memory. Like seduction. Like a secret you know you're not supposed to enjoy and still lick from your fingertips anyway. God help me, it was good. But good doesn't equal practical. It doesn't equal scalability. And it definitely doesn't justify Luca Santoro treating my authority like a polite suggestion. Still… I don't delete the photo.
I take a walk around the casino floor to clear my head. It's loud and glitzy, just how it should be. A thousand overlapping conversations and the ding of slot machines that never seem to stop. The chaos should irritate me, but right now, it feels grounding. A reminder that this is still my world. My hotel. My job to hold together.
People know who I am everywhere I go, but none of them really know me—not Rosa, the staff, or anyone in a suit upstairs.
Rosa handles marketing and PR with equal parts caffeine and chaos. She's my right hand during every major event, the only person on staff brave enough to argue with me—and the only one who knows when to stop.
I've kept it that way.
It's easier to maintain control when no one can see where the cracks are.
A couple stops me near the bar and asks if I'm someone famous. I smile politely. "Not yet," I say, pointing them toward the cocktail lounge with just the right blend of charm and dismissal.
I'm halfway to the elevators when I spot him.
Luca.
He's near the marble-topped dessert bar, checking the glass display like it personally offended him. He's talking to a staff member I don't recognize. Not a chef—front-of-house, maybe. New. He's out of uniform. Just a black button-down, sleeves rolled. Dark jeans. A low voice and that goddamn quiet confidence that somehow takes up more space than a grand piano.
I stop for half a breath, watching how the younger staff hangs on his words. He barely gestures, but they nod like he's reciting gospel. And that's the thing—he doesn't even try. Doesn't have to. He doesn't see me. Which is good because I don't stop walking. And I definitely don't look back. But I do think about that stupid Saint Christopher medal. I'm still not sure if he wears it for luck, guilt, or something else entirely.
"Someone's in a mood," Rosa says, sidling up beside me before I reach the elevator.
I blink, startled. "Excuse me?"
"Don't bite my head off. I just saw Luca coming from your office, and he looked like he was plotting arson."
"He always looks like that."
She smirks. "You two really go toe-to-toe, huh?"
I don't answer. Mostly because I don't have a good one. And because the idea of anyone imagining me and Luca in the same sentence for anything other than conflict makes my stomach turn. She peels off toward the front desk without pressing, thankfully. My phone buzzes in my bag. I pull it out, expecting another message from Rosa or Finance.
It's not.
Micah (6 missed calls)
My stomach tightens. I stare at the screen for a beat too long, then hit the side button to silence it. The call ends. A text flashes a second later.
Need to talk. Urgent. You can't keep ignoring me, Sienna.
The screen dims. I don't unlock it. I just slip the phone back into my bag without answering. No one here knows about Micah, not the late-night voicemails, the rent he never paid, or the months I spent covering for him at dinner parties, acting like his missed interviews were a string of bad luck and not another round of excuses.
Pretending he just needed a little time. A little faith. Convincing myself that loving someone meant waiting until they were ready to love you back. It took me too long to realize he never would. I still remember the night I came home from a twelve-hour shift to find my apartment dark, my groceries untouched, and Micah passed out on the couch surrounded by empty beer bottles and a stack of unopened bills. He looked up, smiled like nothing was wrong, and asked if I could cover rent just this once.
That was the fifth time.
And now, even with an entire hotel under my control, he still manages to feel like a trap door I could fall through if I'm not careful. I press my hand flat against my hip, grounding myself again. The gesture's reflex now—my version of a panic button. Something to hold when the floor tilts under me.
This is not the time. Not with the gala hanging by a thread.
Not with Luca breathing down my neck, proving that sometimes brilliance is worth the drama. And definitely not when I've worked this hard to build something no one can take from me.
The next call goes straight to voicemail.
That's good. Let it rot there. I open my bag and pull out the phone again, this time deleting the message. Then I smooth my hair, square my shoulders, and head back upstairs like nothing happened.
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Chapter four
Luca


I've been rolling croissant dough for twenty-three minutes and still can't get her out of my head. 
Fold, turn, chill. Think about the butter. Think about the lamination. Don't think about how Sienna's pulse jumped when I leaned in. Don't think about the saint's medal burning against my skin like it suddenly matters what a hotel director thinks of a sinner like me.
I press the pin through another sheet of dough. Perfect layers flash along the cut edge—paper-thin, even—exactly right. And still, my mind drifts back to her office, to that second when her mask slipped and I saw how close the pressure was to the surface. A tray clatters somewhere behind me.
"Watch the noise," I call without looking up. Morning prep hums around The Onyx's pastry kitchen—metal bowls, soft conversation, the hiss of butter hitting heat. Control. Order. Mine.
"Elena," I say, spotting her hovering too long over the patisserie station. "Glaze now, berries after. They bleed if you reverse it."
"Yes, Chef." She pivots, her cheeks pink because I caught the mistake. Small things matter. Small things keep the chaos away.
I shove the dough into the walk-in and step back onto the line. What's next? Lemon pâte sucrée shells, cool racks, and pistachio crumble are in the deck oven. Work is rhythm, and rhythm is peace.
Or it should be.
The new kid—Marco? Miguel?—is snickering with one of the dish runners near the dry goods shelves. Voice too loud, shoulders cocky. Third day on the schedule and he's already leaning instead of working. I flag it, tuck the irritation away for later, and return to tempering chocolate. Five minutes pass. Ten. The kitchen settles, but the laugh drifts over again—sharp, ugly. I catch my name, then hers.
"…tell you, man, that director's a total ice queen. Bet she melts if you put her on her knees—"
The words hit like a blade shoved between my shoulders. My ladle stops mid-stir. A hot flush creeps up my neck. I set the bowl down—carefully, deliberately—and turn. They don't see me at first. Marco is miming something with his hands none of us need to see, smirk wide, dish runner giggling like an idiot. Too young to know better, too stupid to care.
I cross the kitchen in six strides.
Marco finally spots movement. The color drains from his face instantly before I cage him between the steel shelving and the flour bins.
"What did you say about Ms. Moreau?" My voice is low, flat, and dangerous.
He swallows. "It was just a joke, Chef."
"Sounded like a fantasy." I grab the front of his jacket and bump him once—hard enough to rattle the pans overhead, not hard enough to break anything. Yet. "Let me be clear: you don't fantasize about the hotel director in my kitchen. You don't talk about any woman like that in my kitchen. Understood?"
His eyes dart to the dish runner, looking for backup. None comes. "I—Yeah. Sorry, Chef." His breath smells like cheap coffee and fear. "Won't happen again."
"Damn right, it won't." I release him, step back, then think better of it and seize his collar again, tugging him close enough that he feels the heat in my words. "Clock out. Get your things. HR will mail your final check. You're done." Shock blinks across his face. He thought an apology bought leniency. He thought I'd let words slide because they aren't knives.
I let go and gesture toward the exit. "Now." He staggers away, almost trips over a speed rack, and vanishes into the hall. The dish runner stares after him, wide-eyed.
"Dish pit," I bark. "Scrub it like you're praying for forgiveness."
"Yes, Chef." He scuttles off. Silence ripples through Ivory Flour—a held breath. Every gaze flicks toward me then back to their stations, faster than heads during a storm drill. I take three slow inhales and three slow exhales. The chocolate has cooled too much; I'll need to rewarm it. It doesn't matter. Order restored. Problem solved.
So why is my pulse still pounding like a drumline? Because he was right? Because Sienna is an ice queen and I—No. That isn't it. It's the disrespect. The casual entitlement. The idea that anyone feels free to drag her name through gutter mud in my space.
The medal presses cold against my sternum. Saint Christopher—the protector of travelers. Not the patron saint of hotel directors
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