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The ballroom in Los Angeles had been scrubbed of its ordinary sounds - no street traffic bleeding through the double doors, no clatter from the kitchen - just a steady, expensive hush under the strings. Roger Rothstein stood just inside that hush with his jacket unbuttoned and his glass untouched, watching the room like it owed him money.

The charity gala lights made every face look practiced. Chandeliers turned sweat into shine. Waiters moved with rehearsed speed, their trays angled like shields. Somewhere behind him, a microphone tested for feedback; a low throat-clear rolled through the rafters and died. Roger tilted his head at the sound, letting the vibration settle into his bones. He could feel the first click of control forming in the back of his mind, like a lock aligning. Not yet - this wasn’t the moment to touch anything - but he was close enough to smell opportunity.

He’d come early, before the photographs started eating the air, before the investors learned to smile with their teeth instead of their eyes. Names and numbers mattered less than posture. People gave themselves away with the way they held their shoulders when someone walked past, with the way they laughed one beat too late, with the way their hands hovered near their phones as if the glass screen could rescue them from themselves. Roger had spent enough years being the hunted to recognize the posture of someone who thought they were safe.

Across the room, a man in a tailored jacket was trying to look comfortable in a world that wasn’t built for his kind of certainty. Jack “Cowboy” Johnson moved through the crowd like he’d been told the rules in a language he didn’t fully believe. His smile was easy when he offered it, but his eyes kept doing extra work - tracking exits, reading faces, checking the distance between him and the nearest person who might decide he didn’t belong.

Roger watched him the way he watched everything. Not like a fan. Like a mechanic examining a machine he planned to use.

Jack stopped near a cluster of wealthy business owners, a little too close to the edge where the light turned harsh. He leaned in to talk, and when the group laughed, his expression didn’t match the timing. He recovered quickly - chin lifted, shoulders squared - but Roger saw the flicker of something raw underneath: the need to be taken seriously, the embarrassment of being seen as an accessory instead of a participant.

Roger let the moment pass without moving. He didn’t rush prey. He studied the pattern of hesitation, the way Jack’s fingers tightened around his drink as if it were a rope.

He wanted, tonight, to identify each investor’s deepest vulnerability - something that could be pulled later with minimal resistance. Something intimate enough to feel like choice when it happened. In the beginning, it was always the same: the target believed they were in control of their story. Roger needed to find the seam where that belief tore.

Jack shifted his stance and glanced toward the stage, then toward the far end of the room where the host’s table sat under a banner that looked like it had been ironed. When he turned back, he caught Roger’s eye for the briefest fraction of time - long enough for recognition to bloom, not in the way of two friends, but in the way of two people noticing they’d both come alone.

Jack didn’t smile. He assessed.

Roger smiled anyway, slow and unhurried. The kind of smile that said he wasn’t trying to win anything. The kind that made people lean forward.

He took a step, then another, letting the crowd swallow him in a way that looked casual. He reached Jack at the exact moment a photographer raised a camera, and Roger offered his hand like he’d been waiting all evening.

Jack’s grip was firm, warm, and too honest for the room. His palm had the faint roughness of work that never made it into city life. Roger felt it and filed it away without effort.

“Roger,” Jack said, as if the name itself were a question.

Roger held the handshake a beat longer than was polite and a beat shorter than it would take to look like intention. “Jack,” he replied. His voice carried the right amount of Texas ease without mimicking it. “You look like you’re bracing for something.”

Jack’s laugh came out quick, defensive. “I’m just not used to these things.”

“Most people aren’t,” Roger said. He glanced at the stage, then back at Jack. “But you’re doing better than the ones who pretend they are.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed, not suspicious - curious. “You do these a lot?”

Roger lifted his glass, finally taking a sip he didn’t need. The liquid was cool and sweet, the kind of wine that tasted like money pretending it was effortless. “Enough to know when someone’s trying to be seen as someone else.”

That landed. Jack’s jaw flexed, like he’d bitten down on a truth he hadn’t meant to share.

Roger let silence sit between them, comfortable in its cruelty. In that pause, the orchestra hit a brighter chord; the room softened. People turned their faces toward the stage again, granting Jack a momentary shield.

When Jack spoke, his voice went quieter. “They keep asking about my ranch like it’s...cute.”

Roger tilted his head. “Cute is a word people use when they don’t understand the cost.”

Jack’s gaze dropped to Roger’s hands, to the ring that didn’t catch the light too loudly. “You talk like you do understand.”

Roger could have told him the obvious lie - that he’d grown up rough, that he’d clawed his way up - something that would make Jack feel safe. Instead he offered the truth in a way Jack could digest. “I understand what it feels like to be underestimated and still have to smile.”

Jack’s expression changed. Not fully. But the armor shifted. “That’s different,” he said. “Most folks here don’t get it.”

Roger leaned in slightly, lowering his voice so it felt like a private confession stolen from public space. “They don’t get it because they don’t have to. But you? You’ve been doing it long enough that it’s become muscle.”

He watched Jack’s throat move when he swallowed. Roger could feel the first warmth behind the edge of control, the kind that never showed up in spreadsheets or contracts. It was dangerous. It made people unpredictable.

And yet it was exactly what he needed - because warmth made a person believe they were being chosen, not targeted.

Jack glanced away, toward the host table. “My wife - ” He cut it off fast, like he’d almost stepped into a subject he didn’t want anyone to hear. “I’m here with someone. It’s...complicated.”

Roger didn’t ask. He let the omission hang, a little thread of emotion exposed without being tugged too hard. Jack’s eyes flicked back to him, and the look there wasn’t just assessment anymore. It was relief, quick and startled, as if Roger had said something Jack didn’t know he wanted to hear.

The auction began at the stage with a practiced cadence. A charity official took over the microphone, voice crisp enough to cut through the room. Donors lifted paddles, laughing too loudly, competing for the appearance of generosity. The trophy at the center of it all sat under glass like a promise: a resort deal, expensive and gleaming, tied to Lucy Lux’s empire in Philadelphia.

Roger knew the trophy before anyone else did. He’d been briefed on what the investors wanted, what they feared, what they would sacrifice to control a narrative. But seeing it in person - watching eyes track it like satellites - made the information feel alive. It wasn’t just a prize. It was leverage.

When the official mentioned Lucy Lux, applause rose in a wave that sounded rehearsed. Roger watched the way Jack reacted. Jack didn’t clap immediately. His hands stayed still for half a second, like he was measuring the woman’s name against his own understanding of the world. Then he clapped, but softer than the others, as if he didn’t want to be caught too eager.

Roger filed the softness away too. Eagerness could be bought. Softness could be respected. Respect could become devotion if you fed it carefully.

A man in a dark suit approached Jack with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Jack,” he said, crowding the space between them. “We’ve been trying to get you on our panel for months. You’ve got a story people love.”

Jack’s smile tightened. “I don’t - ”

Roger stepped in, not interrupting, just shifting his body so the man had to address him as much as Jack. “He’s on his own schedule,” Roger said smoothly. “That’s why people listen when he talks.”

The dark-suit man blinked, surprised by the confidence. “Sure. Of course. I just - ”

Jack’s shoulders lifted as if he’d been bracing for a blow. His eyes stayed on Roger for a fraction too long, like he was checking whether Roger would let him drown. Roger held the man’s gaze instead, letting calm become a weapon.

“Tell me,” Roger said, turning toward the dark-suit man, “which part of Jack’s story did you like best? The part where he built something from nothing, or the part where he learned how to be quiet about it?”

The man’s grin faltered. “I didn’t mean - ”

“I know what you meant,” Roger replied. “You meant he’s useful as a symbol. Jack’s not a symbol. He’s a person who works.”

The man backed off as if he’d been offered a contract he didn’t want. He laughed - thin, forced - and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Jack breathing hard like he’d been holding his lungs together.

Jack stared after him, then looked at Roger. “You didn’t have to do that.”

Roger shrugged, casual. “I did.”

That should have been the end of it, the transaction like so many others: observe, influence, move on. Roger could have let it go. He could have returned to his glass and his distance and let Jack drift back into the crowd like a target he’d already marked.

But Jack’s eyes were too bright now, too human. The warmth Roger had felt earlier had grown teeth.

Jack’s voice lowered. “You talk like you’ve been on the wrong side of a room.”

Roger didn’t answer immediately. The orchestra swelled, and for a second the room felt like it was tilting, as if the building itself leaned toward the stage. The microphone crackled. The host continued the auction, the resort trophy still sealed under glass.

Roger leaned in, careful with his expression. “I’ve been on the wrong side of people.”

Jack’s breath came out. “Yeah?”

Roger nodded once. “Yeah.”

Jack’s smile returned, softer this time, and it made Roger’s stomach tighten with a complication he hadn’t budgeted. Jack wasn’t supposed to be the hook already. He was supposed to come later, when Roger had enough private time to map the flaw, to tailor the approach, to turn insecurity into leverage with precision.

Instead, in the middle of a public gala, Roger had stepped closer to the center of something intimate. Jack wasn’t an anonymous investor on a list. He was a living response to Roger’s tone. A man who looked at Roger like he’d found a mirror that didn’t lie.

On the stage, the host revealed the bidding for the resort trophy’s associated deal. The numbers climbed quickly, donors raising paddles with the kind of confidence that came from believing money could rewrite consequence. Roger watched Jack’s hands. They hovered, then settled on his lap. He didn’t bid.

“Why aren’t you bidding?” Roger asked, keeping his voice light, like curiosity instead of instruction.

Jack’s mouth twisted. “Because I don’t like looking like I’m trying.”

Roger felt something click again - different from control. This was more dangerous. This was a choice. Jack wasn’t just vulnerable; he was principled, in his own stubborn way. A person who refused to perform for the room.

Which meant Roger couldn’t simply exploit him. He had to steer him into believing the performance was Jack’s idea.

A new complication arrived before Roger could decide how to respond: a woman in a tailored dress cut across the edge of their space, moving with purpose that didn’t ask permission. Her hair was pulled back tight. Her eyes scanned the room like she was searching for a specific mistake. When she saw Jack, she smiled with the kind of politeness that made people feel guilty for existing.

“Jack,” she said. “There you are.”

Jack straightened, immediate. “Lucy?”

Roger’s attention sharpened. Lucy Lux - alive, powerful, the Philadelphia casino owner whose resort was the trophy at the center of the con - had arrived in Los Angeles wearing influence like perfume. Her presence changed the temperature of the conversation. The air around Jack seemed to tighten.

Lucy’s gaze slid to Roger. “And you must be - ”

Roger lifted his glass slightly, offering a name without giving too much away. “Roger.”

Lucy’s smile stayed in place, but something in her eyes measured him. “Roger. I’ve heard the films people talk about. You have a reputation.”

Roger let the word reputation settle. He didn’t correct it. Reputations were useful. “I’ve been told many things.”

Lucy leaned closer to Jack, voice lowering. “I need you at a table after this. There are people who would like to meet you properly.”

Jack’s expression flickered - gratitude and fear tangled together. He looked at Roger as if asking permission, even though he hadn’t said the word. “I can’t just - ”

“You can,” Lucy said, gentle but immovable. “You’re not a child. You’re a businessman. Act like it.”

The sentence hit the nerve Roger had been tracking, the one beneath Jack’s discomfort. Act like it. The room’s demand disguised as encouragement.

Roger watched Jack absorb the command. Then Jack looked at Roger again, and this time the warmth in his face turned into something else - trust, quick and unguarded.

“What do you think?” Jack asked, and the question wasn’t about bidding or tables. It was about whether Roger would stand with him against the room’s pressure.

Roger could have stepped back. He could have let Jack walk into Lucy’s gravitational field and remain only another target on a list. He could have preserved the plan: anonymous observation, careful intel gathering, delayed emotional hook.

Instead, Roger felt the con’s clock shift in his head. If he let Jack go now, Lucy would shape the story first. If he stayed too long, Jack would start to see him as more than a stranger with a smooth voice.

He chose the third option - the one that would keep both the plan and the warmth alive.

Roger lifted his glass and offered it toward Jack, a toast that wasn’t for anyone else. “I think you should go where you’re invited,” he said quietly. “And I think you should bring your own rules with you.”

Jack stared at him, as if that was the missing sentence. Then he nodded, a slow agreement that looked like relief.

Lucy’s smile sharpened. “Good. Come on.”

As Jack stepped toward her, he glanced back once more, catching Roger’s eye with a look that wasn’t just gratitude. It was recognition - something like being seen.

Roger watched Jack move into Lucy’s orbit, feeling the first tailored approach for him locking into place with a satisfying, cold certainty. The con had started to breathe through the seam Roger had found.

And the cost arrived immediately: Jack didn’t look like prey anymore.

He looked like someone who might choose Roger back.
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The air in the hotel lobby bar still tasted like champagne and spent perfume, like someone had spilled sweetness and tried to scrub it away with citrus. Jack ‘Cowboy’ Johnson had his hands wrapped around a tumbler he wasn’t drinking from, the ice clinking softly when he shifted his weight. Behind him, the gala noise thinned into a distant roar - music muffled by carpet and money - and every time a waiter slid past, the fabric of the man’s suit whispered like a promise.

Roger Rothstein was gone from his sight, but Jack could still feel the shape of him. The way Roger had looked at him when the room decided Jack was interesting. The way that attention had settled on him with the calm certainty of a hand on a rope - steady, guiding, and somehow already tied.

Jack stared at the condensation on his glass until the beads ran slow as cattle ticks. He told himself it was nothing. Just a man being charming. Just a director’s eye, because that was what Roger was, wasn’t it? A filmmaker, a polished one, the kind of person you saw on screens and in photo spreads. Jack had been around polished people his whole life - bankers who smiled like they were selling you your own regret, politicians who shook hands like they were signing something away. He knew how it looked when someone wanted something from you.

But Roger’s wanting hadn’t looked like hunger. It had looked like recognition.

“Jack.”

The voice came from close enough that Jack felt it in the thin skin on his forearm. He turned and found Roger standing with a drink of his own, the glass catching the bar’s warm light like a cue card. Roger’s suit fit him the way a tailored saddle fit a horse - built for movement, not comfort. His smile was effortless, as if he’d practiced it in a mirror until it became muscle memory.

Jack tightened his grip on the tumbler. “You disappeared.”

“I didn’t disappear.” Roger lifted his glass half an inch. “I relocated. There are people who need to believe I’m everywhere.”

Jack let out a short breath he didn’t mean to. “You’re good at it.”

“Only because it’s true.” Roger’s eyes flicked to Jack’s untouched drink, then back to his face. “You didn’t come for the auction. You came because you were invited, and because you wanted to be seen without looking like you needed it.”

Jack’s stomach went tight. The bar’s ice machine hummed behind the counter, steady and indifferent. He could hear laughter from the ballroom - bright, expensive, and slightly out of rhythm with his own pulse.

“You don’t know me,” Jack said, but the words landed softer than he intended.

Roger took a step closer. Not crowding, just enough to claim the space between them like a clause in a contract. “I know what you offered the world when you walked in. You offered competence. You offered grit. You offered a kind of honesty that makes people uneasy because it doesn’t ask permission.”

Jack looked away. The lobby’s tall windows showed Los Angeles stretched out under a bruised dusk - palm shadows, headlights, the city pretending it wasn’t always moving. He thought about the ranch, the way morning came whether you felt ready or not. He thought about the auctions back home, the charity dinners where everyone dressed like the cause was a costume. He was always the same: boots scuffed, hands big, eyes too quick. He’d never been able to smooth himself into their language.

“What do you want?” he asked.

Roger’s smile didn’t change, but something in it sharpened, like a camera lens adjusting. “This is the part where you expect me to say money. Or influence. Or access.”

Jack didn’t answer, because he did expect it, and he hated that he did.

Roger set his glass down on the bar without clinking it too loudly. “I want you to be in the room for what’s next. And I want you to understand why it matters, not because it’s flashy, but because it’s clean.”

Jack’s jaw worked. Clean was a word that sounded like church and paperwork - both of them places where Jack felt like a guest. “Clean how?”

Roger’s gaze held his. “A resort investment. High-status, high-stakes. The kind of deal that comes with a story people repeat at dinner parties. The kind of deal that makes other people start returning your calls.”

Jack’s laugh came out rough. “You mean someone else’s money.”

“I mean yours, if you choose it.” Roger leaned in slightly, lowering his voice so the bar’s chatter swallowed the edges. “You don’t have to be reckless. You don’t have to be desperate. You just have to stop pretending you’re not built for rooms like this.”

Jack felt the bar’s air conditioning bite his neck. He could smell lemon polish from the counter and the faint burn of cigars on someone’s jacket sleeve. He thought of all the times he’d been handed a handshake and a sideways look, like he was a prop brought in for flavor. He thought of what it felt like tonight when Roger’s attention had made him feel - if not accepted - then at least understood.

“You’re saying I should invest,” Jack said carefully, like the word might break if he held it wrong.

“I’m saying you should consider it.” Roger’s eyes flicked, quick and precise, toward the ballroom doors. “There’s urgency. Not panic. Urgency like a train schedule you don’t ignore.”

Jack’s throat went dry. “Why now?”

Roger’s expression stayed smooth, but the way he paused made it feel like there was something underneath the polish. “Because the next step depends on the first person who says yes. And because the wrong person saying yes would ruin everything.”

Jack stared at him, trying to catch the lie. He couldn’t. Roger didn’t look like a man selling snake oil. He looked like a man building a set - every angle deliberate, every prop placed where it would be seen.

Lucy Lux’s name surfaced in Jack’s mind like a coin in a dark pocket. The auction had happened, and her resort deal had been the brightest thing in the room, a trophy everyone wanted to point at later. Jack had watched people bid like they were competing for a crown, and he’d felt the strange pull of it too. Not greed. Curiosity. The sense that something real could be made out of money if you weren’t afraid to move it.

Roger reached into his jacket and pulled out a card - not a flashy one, just thick paper with crisp lettering. He didn’t push it into Jack’s hand. He held it where Jack could see it.

Jack didn’t take it right away. “You didn’t ask my permission to talk to me earlier.”

“You didn’t ask mine to exist,” Roger said lightly. Then, softer: “I’ve watched you for a little while. Longer than tonight.”

The bar’s hum seemed to shift. Jack felt suddenly aware of his own body - how his shoulders sat too tense, how his fingers were still cold around the glass. He wanted to be proud of his instincts. He also wanted to be wrong.

“What’s the catch?” he asked.

Roger’s smile faded a fraction. “You tell me what you think the catch is.”

Jack swallowed. His mind ran through the usual suspects: hidden fees, commitments that turned into chains, deals that benefitted the slickest lawyer in the room. He’d learned to distrust charm because it always came with a receipt. “I don’t know. That’s your job.”

Roger’s eyes warmed, as if Jack had just spoken a language Roger respected. “Fair. Here’s what I can tell you.” He picked up his glass again, turning it slowly so the light slid across the rim. “You invest in a resort development connected to Lucy Lux. You don’t chase it because it’s glamorous. You chase it because it’s positioned. The land, the timing, the people. The kind of project that attracts attention and then becomes attention.”

Jack’s pulse tripped. “Lucy Lux is - ”

“I know who she is.” Roger’s tone sharpened for the first time, not angry, just certain. “And I know what her name can do. The investors involved aren’t amateurs. They aren’t looking for charity. They’re looking for control of a future.”

Control. The word sat between them like a third person.

Jack rubbed his thumb against the condensation on his glass. “You’re talking like you already decided.”

Roger’s smile returned, but it didn’t reach his eyes the way it had before. “I’m talking like I want you to decide with information instead of hope.”

Jack’s throat tightened at the phrasing. Hope wasn’t a word he liked. Hope was what people sold him when they wanted him to wait for something better without knowing what better even meant.

He glanced toward the ballroom doors again. The music was louder now, as if the gala had shifted into a new phase. He imagined the crowd moving like water around whoever held the best story. He imagined himself standing at the edge, boots on the wrong tile, waiting for someone to wave him in.

He hated that image.

“What do you want me to do?” Jack asked.

Roger didn’t answer immediately. He let the silence stretch just long enough for Jack to feel the weight of it. Somewhere behind them, a laugh burst and then died down, swallowed by carpet and distance. The bar’s refrigerator sighed softly every time it cycled.

Finally, Roger said, “Come with me for fifteen minutes. Talk like an adult. Ask questions. Decide if you can live with the urgency.”

“Fifteen minutes,” Jack repeated, skeptical but pulled.

Roger nodded. “I’ll make it easy. Valeria Vassar will be there.”

At the name, something in Jack’s chest flared - unease braided with curiosity. Valeria sounded like paperwork and consequence. He’d heard of her type without knowing the details: the kind of lawyer who could turn a handshake into a verdict and a threat into a signature. He didn’t know why her name mattered here, but Roger had said it like it mattered.

“I thought you were running the show,” Jack said.

“I am.” Roger’s gaze stayed steady. “But this part needs the right mind in the room. Valeria isn’t charmed by appearances. She’s interested in structure.”

Jack felt a flush creep up his neck. “Structure doesn’t make you rich. Deals do.”

“Deals,” Roger echoed, and the word came out like a promise and a warning. “And deals are built. Not found.”

Jack stared at Roger for a long moment, trying to decide if the man was offering him a way in - or a way to get trapped. He remembered what it felt like to be singled out tonight. Not the attention itself, but the feeling that the attention had been placed carefully, like a chess piece being set where it would be needed.

Still - Roger had looked at him like he belonged. Like the outsider act was something Jack did to survive, not something he was born into.

Jack set his tumbler down. The ice inside clinked once, clean and final. “All right,” he said. “But I’m not walking in blind.”

Roger’s smile returned fully this time. It was the kind of smile that made other people feel safe enough to confess. “Good. Blind investors are how you end up paying for other people’s mistakes.”

Jack didn’t like the way Roger said that - like mistakes were a business model. He also didn’t like how much the words landed. Jack was tired of being the man who got invited and then overlooked. Tired of feeling like his legitimacy had to be proven over and over until it became a performance.

If this was a performance, at least it was one he could understand. At least it was one where the rules weren’t hidden behind a smile.

Roger extended his hand this time, palm up, unhurried. “Jack. For the record, you don’t have to call yourself a cowboy in every room.”

Jack looked at the hand, then at Roger’s face. The lobby light warmed Roger’s cheekbones, made him look almost gentle. Almost.

Jack took the hand. Roger’s grip was firm and warm, not too hard, not too soft - control disguised as civility. When Roger pulled him closer, Jack caught the faint scent of cologne under the bar’s citrus, something clean and expensive with a bite of spice.

“Fifteen minutes,” Jack said again, like it was an anchor.

Roger nodded once. “Fifteen minutes.”

As they moved toward the corridor leading back to the gala space, the sound of the ballroom swelled behind them - laughter, glassware, the low thrum of money changing hands without anyone calling it fear. Jack felt the weight of the card Roger hadn’t handed him yet, the shape of the invitation in his pocket that wasn’t there. He told himself he was in control because he’d agreed on his terms.

But when Roger’s shoulder brushed his as they turned, Jack noticed something he hadn’t before: Roger’s attention didn’t just land on Jack. It swept past people, took inventory of exits, tracked who was watching whom. Like a director, yes. Like a man who already knew the next line in the script.

And Jack - Jack felt seen again, not as prey this time, but as a player.

The lobby bar’s air cooled as they stepped away from the warmth. Somewhere ahead, a lawyer waited with a structure-minded patience, and a resort investment waited behind a name that could make powerful people lean in.

Roger didn’t rush. He didn’t need to.

Jack walked beside him anyway, because the flattered insider feeling was already settling into his bones - and because the urgency in Roger’s tone made the silence between them feel like something about to break.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Map

[image: ]


“Tell your driver to wait,” Roger said, and didn’t look back when he slid his phone into his jacket pocket. The studio office door clicked shut behind them, sealing off the gala’s last stray applause like it had never happened. Jack stood half in the corridor light, hatless now, the brimless shape of him still stubbornly ranch-shaped, as if he’d never learned to soften his angles.

“I don’t have a driver,” Jack said. His voice carried that plain, warm scrape, but his eyes kept tracking Roger’s hands, Roger’s body language, the places where a man might be lying without meaning to. “You said private. I didn’t think it meant... this.”

Roger’s smile came easy because it had been practiced on people who wanted to be charmed. He gestured at the glass-and-steel conference room beyond his desk, the one that looked out over downtown Los Angeles in a clean, expensive blur. “It means you don’t have to talk to anyone but me.”

Jack’s gaze flicked to the wall of awards and old posters - three cult-classic indie films, their faces frozen in grainy stills, their titles framed like trophies. The warmth in him - what Roger had already felt at the gala, the sincerity that made him dangerous - didn’t fully show. It hovered behind his ribs, trapped under caution.

Roger walked first, because he liked the way people followed. He liked the way it made their bodies admit what their mouths wouldn’t. The room smelled faintly of citrus cleaner and hot electronics. Outside, the city hissed with traffic. Inside, the air-conditioning kept everything cool enough to pretend nothing could get out of hand.

Jack filled one of the chairs without sitting all the way, like he was ready to stand again. “So,” he said, and the word came out cautious, the way a man might test a gate before putting weight on it. “You said resort. You said investor. And you said Lucy Lux like she’s a person you can call by first name.”

Roger pulled a folder from a drawer, thick and neutral, the kind of prop men trusted. He didn’t open it yet. He let Jack see the weight of it, the suggestion of paperwork, the legitimacy of it. “I said Lucy Lux because that’s what’s true,” he replied. “What she’s building isn’t a rumor. It’s money. It’s leverage. It’s the kind of deal that doesn’t ask permission from people like us.”

Jack’s mouth tightened at the last phrase. People in business liked to pretend “people like us” didn’t exist. Jack had the instinct to be offended anyway. “People like you,” he corrected. “You’re not - ”

“Famous?” Roger offered, soft. He could have laughed. He didn’t. “No. Not in the way that gets you invited without a reason. I’m a director. I make films. People clap when they leave the theater. They forget me when the lights come up.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table, and let his voice deepen into something private. “I know how to get a room to look at what it didn’t want to see.”

Jack held Roger’s gaze for a beat too long. Then his eyes dropped, not to the folder, but to Roger’s hands. The fingers were clean, nails trimmed, a man’s hands that never carried calluses. “That’s what you do,” Jack said. “You make people look.”

Roger nodded once, as if agreeing was harmless. “And tonight,” he said, “I saw you look back.”

Jack flinched, subtle. That was the problem with sincerity: it betrayed itself. At the gala, Roger had watched Jack accept the invitation like it was a trophy he’d earned. He’d watched him laugh a little too hard at a joke that wasn’t funny. He’d watched him stand too close to the cocktail table when nobody else did, as if proximity could translate into belonging.

Now Jack’s face did the honest thing - softened, then guarded itself again. “You watched me,” he said.

“I noticed you,” Roger corrected. He opened the folder just enough to show thick paper with crisp lettering, the kind that implied signatures without demanding them. “There’s a difference.”

Jack leaned closer despite himself. “So what’s the angle?”

Roger let the question hang. The office’s hum filled the silence with a steady, controlled sound, like a monitor in an operating room. He could have given him numbers. He could have thrown around terms that would make Jack nod and stop asking questions. That was the old way - transactional, blunt, easy.

But Roger had spent fifteen years learning that wealth wasn’t the enemy. Insecurity was. And Jack’s insecurity had a specific shape.

He pulled out a single sheet, not the whole plan, just a page with a timeline of phases and the promise of a private viewing. It wasn’t a contract. It wasn’t even a proposal. It was the illusion of one. The con didn’t start by stealing; it started by asking someone to step forward.

“You’ve built something real,” Roger said. “A ranch doesn’t survive by luck. It survives by knowing what can’t be faked.” He tapped the paper with one finger, careful. “Lucy Lux wants a resort that feels inevitable. The kind of place people take credit for discovering.”

Jack’s jaw moved as he swallowed. “And you’re telling me I can buy into it.”

“I’m telling you,” Roger said, “that you should be in the room when the first doors open.”

Jack’s laugh was short and bitter, not because it was funny, but because it was close to a defense. “You don’t sound like a man asking permission.”

Roger let the smile return. “I’m not,” he said. “I’m asking you to decide.”

Jack stared at the paper, and for a moment the rancher - rough around the edges, self-made - came through. His shoulders loosened, just a fraction, as if he wanted to believe. “Why me?” he asked, and there it was: the question under every other question. The need to know he belonged somewhere other than the mud and the work.

Roger watched him carefully. He didn’t answer too quickly. He didn’t answer like a salesman. He answered like a man who had already noticed and only needed Jack to catch up.

“Because you don’t pretend,” Roger said. “You don’t talk like you’re auditioning. You just show up and do the work.” He paused, then added, gentler, “And because at the gala, when people looked at you like you didn’t belong, you didn’t shrink. You stayed standing.”

Jack blinked, slow. The sincerity hit him like warmth on a bruise. “You think that’s what I was doing?” he asked, almost resentful of being understood. “Staying standing?”

Roger tilted his head. “What else would it be?”

Jack’s hands tightened around the edge of the table. The sound of his knuckles against glass was small, but in the quiet office it landed loud. “I don’t like being studied,” he said.

Roger held his expression still. “Then don’t let me,” he replied. “But if you’re going to take this deal seriously, you need to understand what you’re walking into.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “You talk like you know exactly what it is.”

Roger felt the old, familiar itch of satisfaction - control finding its shape. He’d been conned once, fifteen years ago, and the memory didn’t live in his mind like a story. It lived in his body like a reflex. The producer who stole his life savings had smiled like he was saving Roger from himself. Roger had learned to recognize the smile.

Now he offered a different one. “I know enough,” he said. “And I know more than you do right now.”

That should have worked. It should have made Jack curious, maybe a little angry - an emotion that could become fuel. Instead, Jack’s attention shifted to the office itself, to the framed posters, the awards, the way Roger’s space felt staged to convince. His suspicion sharpened.

“So,” Jack said, “is this your usual thing? You charm some investor, you pitch a dream, everyone signs, and then you disappear into the next movie?”

Roger’s smile didn’t change, but he felt the temperature drop in the space between them. Jack wasn’t just questioning the deal. He was questioning Roger’s entire role in it, and that meant Jack’s sincerity wasn’t a lever yet - it was a complication.

Roger stood, slow, and walked to his desk. He didn’t turn his back on Jack. He reached into a drawer and pulled a thick envelope out, the kind that could contain anything from a press packet to a legal notice. He set it on the table but didn’t open it. The card - thick paper with crisp lettering - wasn’t inside yet, not physically. It was inside his plan.

“We’re not doing this like that,” Roger said. “No disappearing. No smoke. You want to be recognized as successful and sophisticated, not just a dumb cowboy.” The words came out smooth, but he kept his eyes on Jack’s face as if he were reading a subtitle.

Jack went still. The silence that followed wasn’t empty; it was charged. Roger could hear the faint click of the building’s ventilation, could smell the leather of Jack’s belt through the dry air. Jack’s nostrils flared once.

“I don’t talk about myself like that,” Jack said.

Roger picked up the pen from his desk, twirled it once between his fingers, then laid it down. “You don’t have to,” he replied. “Your whole life is proof. You’ve been trying to belong in a world that only pretends it has room for you.”

Jack’s eyes flashed - hurt, then anger, then something else that Roger couldn’t name without giving it away. “You’re wrong,” Jack said, but the lie sounded thin even to him.

Roger let the thinness show. “Am I?” he asked. “Then tell me why you asked Lucy Lux’s people if she’d be at the next event. Tell me why you looked at the doors like you expected someone to open them for you.”

Jack’s breath caught. He looked away for a moment, down at his own boots, scuffed at the toes, as if the floor could absolve him. When he looked back, his voice was lower. “I asked because I needed to know what kind of place it would be.”

Roger softened his expression. He chose the wrongness on purpose, because sincerity deserved to feel safe before it got used. “Exactly,” he said. “You need to know. That’s why I’m not going to hand you a pitch deck over coffee and hope you sign. I’m going to show you the source.”

Jack’s brows drew together. “The source.”

Roger nodded. “A private ranch visit,” he said, and watched Jack’s reaction like it was part of the script. “In Texas. Not for spectacle. For reality.”

Jack’s mouth opened, then closed. Hope rose in him like heat. He couldn’t stop it. It threaded through his skepticism and made it look like desire. “Texas,” he repeated. “You said America, you said multi-city - ”

“I did,” Roger agreed. “But this part starts where you understand things. Land. Weather. Labor. You don’t need to be in a marble lobby to feel whether a promise is real.”

Jack’s fingers loosened on the table edge. He looked younger for a second, like the ranch had been waiting behind his eyes. “When?”

Roger let a beat pass. Not too long. Not too short. Timing was everything. “This month,” he said. “I’ll have someone arrange travel. You’ll meet the right people.”

Jack’s gaze sharpened again. “Which people?”

Roger felt the question strike - clean and direct. He could give him names. He could invent roles. He could build a story that would make Jack nod and stop asking. But Roger couldn’t yet safely reveal the emotional hook he was building for later meetings, couldn’t yet put the whole con’s skeleton in front of Jack and expect him not to see the bones.

“People who don’t like cameras,” Roger said instead. “People who prefer discretion.”

Jack leaned forward, restless now. “So you’re asking me to fly blind.”

Roger met his eyes. “I’m asking you to trust what you’ve already proven you can recognize.”

Jack’s jaw worked. He looked like he wanted to argue, like he wanted to win. But underneath the stubbornness, something tender kept trying to reach for belonging. Roger saw it in the way Jack’s shoulders angled toward him, in the way his voice softened when he spoke again.

“If I go,” Jack said, “I need details. I need to know what I’m signing onto.”

Roger’s phone buzzed once on his desk, a quiet vibration that threatened to interrupt the moment. He ignored it. He didn’t look at the screen. He didn’t want Jack to see anything that looked like distraction. The con was patience and control; Roger wasn’t going to let technology break his rhythm.

“I’ll give you what you need,” Roger said, choosing each word like it might cut. “But not everything.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed, and the sincerity in him turned into something harder. “Why not?”

Roger paused. He let the honesty in him show just a fraction. It was the kind of honesty he knew how to perform - enough to be persuasive, never enough to be dangerous. “Because if I give you the wrong details,” he said, “you’ll start asking the wrong questions.”

Jack stared at him, and the office seemed to tighten around them, the city’s hum muffled by the weight of the unsaid. Then Jack exhaled, slow, a rancher’s surrender to weather. “You’re playing games,” he said.

Roger’s smile returned, bright and controlled. “I’m directing,” he corrected. “And you’re deciding whether you want to be in the scene.”

Jack looked down at the envelope on the table, then back at Roger. His expression shifted again - hesitation, then determination. “Schedule it,” he said. “But I’m not going to a ranch without knowing where I’m sleeping and who I’m meeting. You can’t act like I’m just - ”

“Just what?” Roger asked, and there it was again: the edge of belonging turning into a demand to be respected. “Just a cowboy?”

Jack’s throat bobbed. He didn’t deny it. He hated that Roger had named it so cleanly, hated that the truth sounded like flattery.

Roger picked up the phone then, finally, and tapped out a message with deliberate slowness. He kept his thumb steady, his face neutral. “I’ll schedule it,” he said. “And I’ll send a confirmation with logistics.”

Jack’s shoulders eased, just a notch. He’d wanted certainty. He’d wanted details. He’d wanted to be handled with care instead of treated like a mark. Roger had given him the shape of care without giving him the whole map.

Jack stood, finally seated fully now, as if committing to the moment. His eyes lingered on Roger’s desk, on the folder, on the envelope, on the thick paper with crisp lettering that could become anything. “Send it,” he said. “And if I feel like I’m being kept in the dark, I walk.”

Roger didn’t let the threat rattle him. He knew the difference between a man who would walk and a man who would be pulled. He’d been conned; he could recognize the machinery now. Jack wasn’t blind - he was hungry for inclusion, and hunger made people negotiable.

“Fair,” Roger said. He extended a hand across the table. “I’ll make sure you’re never more in the dark than you can handle.”

Jack stared at the hand like it was a contract. Then he took it - warm, callused, real. The contact lasted a heartbeat too long, long enough for Roger to feel the sincerity underneath the suspicion.

When Jack let go, he didn’t look defeated. He looked focused, like he’d accepted the challenge. “Texas,” he said again, and the word carried relief he couldn’t hide.

Roger watched him gather himself and head for the door, the office’s cool air following Jack out into the hallway like it couldn’t quite let him go. Roger sat back down after the click of the latch, and the quiet felt heavier than it should have.

He glanced at his phone. Carlos Cohen’s name sat there like a warning he hadn’t earned yet.

Roger didn’t open the message. Not yet. First, he pulled a fresh sheet of thick paper with crisp lettering from the drawer and began to write, not a contract, not a pitch - something more intimate and more dangerous.

A flaw map wasn’t meant for paper. It was meant for people.

And as Jack walked away with his demand for details still burning in his voice, Roger realized the cost of translating personality into leverage: sincerity didn’t behave like a weakness forever.

Sometimes it asked for more truth than the con could afford.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​The Ranch

[image: ]


The porch boards still held the day’s heat, and every time Jack shifted his weight, the wood warmed his boots like a living thing. The sky had gone the color of old brass, and the wind coming off the pasture smelled of cut hay and something metallic - rain that hadn’t decided whether it wanted to fall. He kept his hands busy anyway, wiping down the same rail section for the third time, as if clean could stand in for certainty.

Roger was due any minute. That thought sat behind Jack’s ribs like a second heartbeat he didn’t trust.

He’d tried to make it professional. He’d told himself Roger was just another man with money and a pitch, just another set of polished teeth and practiced compliments. But since the gala - since Roger’s voice had found the exact place Jack felt insecure and pressed there with a fingertip - Jack couldn’t stop measuring every pause, every smile, every question that sounded like it came preloaded with answers. Even now, as he waited for a man who’d charmed his way through Los Angeles and left Jack wanting to believe, Jack’s mind kept circling one question he refused to ask out loud: if Roger knew how to see him that clearly, what else did he see?

Jack straightened the card table they’d set up near the porch swing, though he wasn’t expecting cards. The thick paper with crisp lettering sat on a tray like it had its own gravity. He’d insisted on keeping the ranch’s rules - real wood, real time, no borrowed glamour. Still, he could feel the city in the object, the way it looked like it belonged in a glass display case instead of under Texas sky.

When the pickup grumbled down the drive, dust lifting behind it, Jack didn’t move until the engine cut and the sound of footsteps replaced the engine’s rhythm. He’d learned to read men by how they approached a boundary: too fast and they wanted to bulldoze it, too slow and they wanted you to come to them.

Roger arrived like the second kind.

“Jack,” Roger said, and the word landed warm, familiar, as if they’d known each other longer than the last few days. He wore boots that looked expensive in a way Jack couldn’t quite name, a jacket that didn’t collect ranch dust the way it should have. His hair was brushed back, but not too perfect; it was the kind of care that said, I know what I’m doing, and I’m doing it for you.

Jack nodded, refusing to offer more than the ranch required. “You made it.”

“Of course I made it.” Roger walked past the tray without touching it, letting Jack see that he’d noticed the card but wouldn’t pretend to respect it. He looked out over the yard, the corrals, the stretch of fence lines that kept the cattle where they belonged. “It’s... different out here.”

“It’s Texas,” Jack said. He kept the bite out of his voice. He could feel it trying to come. He’d promised himself he’d be calm. He’d promised himself he’d host like a man with a plan, not like someone being watched.

Roger turned back, smile still in place. “You run this place the way a surgeon runs a room. Clean. Precise. Not flashy, but every choice has a reason.”

Jack felt that praise settle too neatly. It wasn’t just complimenting the ranch; it was complimenting the version of himself that made decisions and didn’t apologize for them. The praise landed with a soft click inside Jack’s chest, like something that had been loose finally found its hook.

“Come on,” Jack said, and gestured toward the porch swing as if the motion was effortless. “You want coffee?”

“Please.” Roger didn’t hesitate. His eyes flicked to Jack’s hands, to the way Jack moved around the porch like he’d done it with tired confidence a thousand times. Then Roger smiled again, and Jack hated how natural it looked on him. “And maybe a look at what you’ve built.”

Jack poured coffee from the pot that had been warming since late afternoon. The smell was thick and bitter, cutting through the hay-sweet air. He handed Roger a mug. Their fingers brushed for half a second - just enough to remind Jack that Roger was real, not a story he could dismiss.

“So,” Jack said, keeping his tone flat. “You said you wanted to talk about the resort opportunity.”

Roger sipped like he had all the time in the world. The porch boards creaked under his weight, and a distant cow lowed, irritated by something in the air. Jack listened to those sounds as if they could anchor him, but Roger’s presence kept tugging at him, pulling his attention inward.

“Right,” Roger said. “I’ll be direct. I’m interested in what you could do for it.”

“For it,” Jack repeated. “You mean Lucy Lux’s deal.”

Roger’s eyes warmed, like Jack had used the right key. “You’ve been paying attention.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “I asked questions at the gala.”

“And you deserve answers,” Roger said, voice smooth as oil. “But the answers are... layered.”

Jack leaned back, mug in his hands. The heat seeped through the ceramic into his palms. “Layered is a fancy way to say you’re not telling me.”

Roger’s smile didn’t fade. “I’m telling you enough to start. That’s the point of business. Not every detail needs to be in the first conversation.”

Jack hated how reasonable that sounded. He hated that it worked on him anyway.

He forced himself to focus on the ranch - on the way the fence line cut the pasture, on the way the light hit the grain bins. He’d built this place from nothing but stubbornness and a willingness to do the hard work when other men wanted to talk about it. If Roger was testing him, Jack would not give him the satisfaction of watching Jack flinch.

“What I want,” Jack said, choosing his words carefully, “is proof you’re serious. I’m not investing in rumors. I’m not - ” He swallowed, because the next part would sound personal. He refused to let it. “I’m not gambling my name.”

Roger’s gaze held on him, steady and bright. “Your name isn’t at risk.”

“Then give me logistics,” Jack said. He kept his voice even, but the demand pushed through anyway. “Where is this supposed to happen? When do they start? Who’s building? Who’s holding the permits? Who’s on the ground?”

Roger set his mug down with a soft, controlled clink. For a moment, he looked almost thoughtful. Like a man deciding what truth could survive being spoken.

“Dubai,” Roger said at last.

Jack blinked. The word didn’t belong in his mind, not with Lucy’s American trophy and the investors he’d seen in Los Angeles. The heat in his palms cooled a fraction. “Dubai?”

Roger nodded once. “A resort concept that ties directly to Lux’s brand. A global stage. She’s already positioned the narrative.”

Jack stared at him. “That’s not what you said in LA.”

“I didn’t say the full story in LA.” Roger’s voice stayed calm, but his eyes sharpened, like he was pleased Jack noticed. “I’m not wasting time. The window is closing.”

“Closing for who?” Jack asked.

Roger’s smile returned, slower this time. “For anyone who wants to be early.”

Jack felt the ranch air press against his skin, warm and damp. Somewhere behind them, a gate squealed as if a hinge had caught on rust. He didn’t turn his head. He couldn’t afford to shift away from Roger’s face.

“Say it plain,” Jack said. “Why me?”

Roger leaned in slightly, enough to change the air between them. The porch boards creaked again under his movement.

“Because you’re not naive,” Roger said. “You have the kind of discipline that makes people trust you. You don’t look for shortcuts.”

Jack’s throat tightened. He didn’t want to admit the praise had found the right nerve. He didn’t want to admit it made him want Roger’s approval the way a man wanted rain in drought.

“I’m not here for approval,” Jack said, and it came out harsher than he meant.

“No.” Roger’s tone softened, not apologizing, just adjusting. “You’re here for validation.”

Jack went still. The word struck too precisely. He felt the old insecurity rise - the outsider feeling, the rough edges people measured him against. He’d fought it for years, building fences and paying bills and refusing to let city men decide his value. And now Roger was holding that insecurity up like it was a card in his hand.

Jack forced a laugh that didn’t reach his eyes. “You don’t get to psychoanalyze me.”

Roger spread his hands on his knees, palms up. “I’m not analyzing. I’m observing. There’s a difference.”

Jack stared at the mug, at the coffee’s surface trembling slightly as Roger breathed. The smell of it filled his nose. He could taste the bitterness. He could taste the way Roger’s charm always seemed to come with a cost.

“You’re avoiding the rest,” Jack said. “The permits, the timeline, the actual people. You give me a place - Dubai - and then you stop. That’s not layered. That’s vague.”

Roger didn’t flinch. “You’re right about one thing. I’m avoiding answers that could make you hesitate.”

Jack’s pulse kicked. “So you’re trying to make me hesitate?”

“I’m trying to make you choose,” Roger said. “The con - ” He paused, then corrected himself with a smile that tried to make the word disappear. “The deal requires momentum. If you ask for everything at once, you’ll stall. And if you stall, someone else moves first.”

Jack’s fingers tightened around the mug. The coffee inside sloshed a little, and he welcomed the mess - it meant he was still in control of something.

“You’re not telling me logistics because you don’t have them,” Jack said. “Or because they’re not real.”

Roger’s eyes held Jack’s. “They’re real.”

“Then prove it.”

Roger’s smile thinned. For the first time, the charm looked like a mask under pressure. “Proof takes time.”

“Not when you’ve already got everything ready,” Jack shot back.

Roger’s gaze dropped, just briefly, to Jack’s hands. The thick paper on the tray sat beside them, untouched. Jack realized Roger hadn’t asked about it. Roger hadn’t asked about the ranch at random; he’d been steering the conversation toward something he wanted Jack to want.

Jack swallowed down anger and something worse - want. “If you’re serious,” Jack said, “then we talk about the actual structure. Equity? Management fees? Exit terms. Who’s taking what risk.”

Roger exhaled slowly, like Jack had finally asked the question that mattered. “We will.”

“Not later,” Jack said. “Now.”

The wind shifted, bringing a faint smell of diesel from the direction of the barn. A truck door somewhere slammed, distant and ordinary, and it made the moment feel even stranger. Roger’s attention sharpened again, locked on Jack as if he’d been waiting for this exact insistence.

“Then I’ll tell you what I can tell you without breaking trust,” Roger said. “Valeria Vassar is involved in the structure.”

Jack felt the name land like a stone. Valeria had been a ghost in Roger’s story so far - mentioned like a credential, never a person. Jack’s mind flashed to the Chicago lawyer in the way Roger had described her: disciplined, sharp, carrying something like shame behind her professionalism. The disbarment had been a detail Roger treated like a fact that made him more careful, not less.

Jack didn’t like how much he remembered.

“Valeria,” Jack repeated. “And who else?”

Roger’s eyes flicked away, just for a blink, toward the pasture. It was nothing. It was everything. He was avoiding something. He was choosing which truth to offer.

“Carlos Cohen,” Roger said, and the name came out clean. “He’s the connector. He knows the right rooms.”

Jack’s stomach tightened. He’d heard Carlos’s name in the city, murmured by men who loved their own sophistication. He hadn’t met him personally, but Roger’s mention made it feel like Carlos was already in the hallway of this conversation, even if he wasn’t physically there.

“Okay,” Jack said, forcing steadiness back into his voice. “Then where’s the part that tells me how this fits into America? Because you brought me in on something tied to Lucy Lux’s Philadelphia trophy.”

Roger’s gaze returned, too bright. “The trophy is the catalyst. The reach is global.”

Jack leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “That sounds like a sales line.”

“It’s a strategy,” Roger countered, and his voice sharpened for the first time. “Lux doesn’t build only for one skyline.”

Jack stared at him. He could feel the bond forming in a way he didn’t want to name. Not just attraction - though there was that, undeniable, in the way Roger’s attention made Jack feel seen instead of measured. It was something more dangerous: the sense that Roger understood the shape of Jack’s hunger and was offering to feed it, even as he refused to show the menu.

The porch light buzzed once as the sun fell lower. Jack noticed it, the way he noticed everything now - sounds, smells, micro-movements. He was trying to catch Roger in a lie.

Roger lifted his mug again. “You want the truth?”

Jack’s throat went dry. “I want the logistics.”

Roger set the mug down and looked out toward the corral, toward the cattle moving slow as thought. “The timeline is set. The permits are in motion. The ground team is assembled.” He turned back to Jack. “But the exact sequence - who signs first, who holds what - those are details best handled with counsel and discretion.”

Jack’s hands went cold despite the warmth of the mug. “You keep saying counsel. So why are you here with me?”

Roger’s smile returned, softer than before, almost intimate. “Because you’re not just a rancher. You’re a man who understands control. You know what happens when a gate isn’t latched.”

Jack heard the ranch in that metaphor: gates, responsibility, consequences. He hated that it made him want to nod along.

“Control,” Jack said, tasting the word like it might be bitter. “Is that what this is about?”

Roger’s eyes held on his, and for a second Jack saw something behind the charm - something calculating, patient. It wasn’t cruelty exactly. It was intent.

“This,” Roger said quietly, “is about what you do with opportunity.”

Jack looked away first. He couldn’t stand the way Roger could make a vague pitch feel like a vow. He stood and walked to the edge of the porch, staring at the pasture where the fence line disappeared into dusk. The air smelled of grass and cattle and the faint, clean scent of rain on hot dirt.

When he turned back, Roger was watching him the way men watched a decision they were hoping to influence.

“I’ll host you tonight,” Jack said. “I’ll show you the herd, the books, the operation. I’ll prove this ranch isn’t a costume.”

Roger’s expression brightened, but he didn’t smile too widely. He was learning Jack’s boundaries, testing them gently. “That’s generous.”

Jack stepped closer until he could smell coffee and something faintly cologne-soft under it. “And you’re going to answer one question before you go any further.”

Roger’s gaze sharpened. “Which one?”

Jack’s voice dropped. “What are you not telling me about Dubai?”

Roger held still, the way a practiced actor held a pause before delivering a line. Then he lifted his hands, palms open again, like he was offering surrender.

“I’m telling you everything that matters
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