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This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, surveillance, confinement, explicit language, contractual coercion, stalking, dubious consent dynamics, dark themes, morally grey characters, and toxic relationships.

This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero.

If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you.

Reader discretion is advised.
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“Wicked Games” — The Weeknd

“Beggin For Thread” — BANKS

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Teardrop” — Massive Attack

“You Should See Me in a Crown” — Billie Eilish

“Cellophane” — FKA twigs

“Glory Box” — Portishead

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“The Less I Know The Better” — Tame Impala

“Earned It” — The Weeknd

“Everybody Wants to Rule the World” — Tears for Fears

“The cruelest prisons are the ones with beautiful views.

The ones where the door is unlocked but the man

standing behind it has already memorized the way you breathe.”

— Eloise Greymark, Letters from a Locked Room

For the ones who check every exit

and still walk deeper into the building.
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The Vault

The compliance binder weighs more than it should. Three pounds of cream-colored paper sealed in oxblood leather, the spine cracked from use, the pages tabbed with color-coded flags I recognize from my own filing system. Except I didn't file these. Sebastian Caine did. And the fact that his organizational instincts mirror mine is the least disturbing thing about the last seventy-two hours.

He sits across the steel table in a room twelve feet by sixteen. Sub-basement level two. No windows. No cell reception. One door, operated by a biometric palm reader that responds to exactly one hand in this building. His.

"Every rule this building has ever broken," he says, and pushes the binder across the table. The leather whispers against steel. "Including the ones I broke to bring you here."

I don't touch it. Not yet. I've learned in four years of shutting down casinos that the first document a man offers voluntarily is the one designed to distract from the documents he keeps locked. And in this vault, there are twelve drawers built into the north wall, steel-fronted and keycard-coded, and my temporary access badge opens eleven of them.

The twelfth doesn't respond to my credentials. I tried at 2:14 this morning, when I was alone down here, when the ventilation system hummed at a frequency that made my teeth ache and the overhead fluorescent cast the kind of light that strips everything to its barest truth.

He knows I tried. The access log would have flagged it. He hasn't mentioned it.

"You want me to read this." I keep my voice level, professional, the register I use when I'm standing in front of a gaming commission panel presenting evidence that will end someone's livelihood. "In a sealed room. With no cell service. Two stories below the casino floor of the establishment I'm here to inspect."

"I want you to understand something, Ms. Rhodes." He leans back. The chair doesn't creak. Nothing in this room makes a sound it hasn't been designed to make. "I rebuilt this vault eighteen months ago. I specified the biometric seal, the signal dampening, the drawer system, the ventilation. I chose the table, the chairs, the lighting. Every element of this room exists because I decided it should."

"Is that supposed to reassure me?"

"It's supposed to tell you what kind of man you're dealing with." His hands rest flat on the table, palms down, fingers spread. No rings. Clean nails. The hands of someone who builds systems, not someone who breaks them. "I don't leave things to chance. I don't improvise. And I didn't bring the most effective gaming inspector in the state of Nevada into my building because I thought she'd be easy to manage."

The compliment lands like a controlled detonation. Precise. Contained. Designed to breach exactly one wall.

I pull the binder toward me. The leather is body-warm, which means he was holding it before I arrived. Holding it the way a man holds a weapon he's decided to surrender, not because he's lost but because the surrender is part of a strategy I haven't mapped yet.

The first page is a violation log. Dated, categorized, cross-referenced. It begins fourteen months ago and runs to last Tuesday. Every entry is in the same handwriting, small and controlled and architectural, the letters square, the numbers precise. His handwriting. His violations. His building.

"You kept records of your own noncompliance." I say it flatly, because the alternative is to let him hear the disbelief, and I don't give men in locked rooms the satisfaction of my surprise.

"I keep records of everything, Ms. Rhodes. It's what makes me dangerous." He pauses. The pause is calibrated. "And it's what makes me useful."

I turn the page. The second entry details an unreported modification to the casino's electronic monitoring system. The third documents a pattern of delayed filings with the Nevada Gaming Control Board. The fourth describes a series of wire transfers routed through shell accounts connected to the Meridian's executive operating budget.

Each entry is damning. Each entry is documented with the kind of forensic precision I've only seen in federal case files. And each entry points not to Sebastian Caine but to a name that appears on every fourth page like a heartbeat: Gerard Hale. Executive Vice President of Operations.

His boss.

I close the binder. The sound is soft in the sealed room, but it fills the space the way a gunshot fills a canyon.

"You've been building a case against your own superior."

"For eighteen months."

"Using the compliance infrastructure he hired you to operate."

"The same infrastructure he assumes protects him." Something shifts in his expression. Not quite a smile. A recognition. The look of a man watching someone solve a puzzle he designed, and solve it faster than he expected. "I needed an auditor with the authority to subpoena records, the expertise to interpret them, and the reputation to make the findings stick. Someone the commission couldn't dismiss and Hale couldn't buy."

My throat tightens. Not with fear. With the specific, dangerous clarity that comes from realizing you've walked into a structure built for you. The tea in my suite. The pen on this desk. The thermostat set two degrees above standard. None of it was hospitality.

"How long?" The question comes out steadier than I feel. "How long have you been planning this?"

He holds my gaze. In the fluorescent light, his eyes are the color of whiskey held up to a bare bulb. Not warm. Not cold. Diagnostic.

"Long enough to know that you review documents standing up," he says. "Which is why I installed the standing desk before you arrived. Long enough to know you drink Assam tea with no sugar. Long enough to know that when you're frustrated, you pull the first pin from your hair, always the left side, always the one closest to your temple."

The room is twelve feet by sixteen. The walls are steel. The ceiling is nine feet. The air is filtered, climate-controlled, perfectly calibrated. And I cannot breathe.

"You watched me."

"I studied you." He says it without apology. Without shame. The way I would say, I audited you. "The way you study a system before you decide whether to save it or shut it down."

I should leave. I should file my preliminary findings, flag the vault as a potential evidence repository, request a team, and put three hundred miles of Nevada highway between me and the man who redesigned an underground room to accommodate my body temperature.

Instead, I open the binder again. Page five.

The ventilation hums. The lock holds. The twelfth drawer stays sealed.

I don't know which terrifies me more. That he's confessing, or that I believe him.
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Seventy-Two Hours Earlier

Seventy-two hours before the vault, I sat in a beige office in Carson City and lied to my supervisor about why I wanted the Meridian audit.

"The anomalies in their quarterly filings are consistent with structured layering," I told Douglas Lam, standing in front of his desk because I always stand when I'm making a case. Standing keeps the blood in my legs instead of pooling in the doubt that lives somewhere behind my sternum. "Revenue fluctuations that track too closely with regulatory inspection cycles. Someone inside that operation is timing their discrepancies to windows when they know they won't be scrutinized."

All of that was true. None of it was the reason.

Douglas leaned back, fingers laced over his stomach, and regarded me with the patient expression of a man who has supervised thirteen inspectors and buried two. He was fifty-four, greying at the temples in a way that suggested competence rather than age, and he had taught me everything I knew about reading a financial statement the way a radiologist reads a scan: looking not for what was visible, but for what was conspicuously absent.

"The Meridian is Saint Mercy's flagship property," he said. "Their compliance officer is ex-FBI. Their legal team has more partners than our entire department has employees. And you want to walk in there with a standard audit authorization."

"I want to walk in there with my eyes open and their books in front of me."

"Octavia." He used my first name, which meant he was about to say no. "You've closed eleven operations in four years. Your reputation precedes you in ways that make casino executives lose sleep. The Meridian will treat your arrival as a declaration of war."

"Then they should clean their books."

He studied me for a long moment. Douglas Lam had hired me three years ago, when I was twenty-five and ferocious and still raw from what had happened with my father. He had taken one look at my reference letters, my forensic accounting certification, and the barely disguised fury in my interview answers, and he had said: You'll either be the best inspector this department has ever had, or you'll burn yourself out in eighteen months. Three years later, the jury was still out.

"I'll approve the audit," he said. "Seventy-two-hour window. Standard scope. You flag anything outside the standard scope, you call me before you file."

"Understood."

"And, Octavia?" He caught my eye as I turned toward the door. "If you find something that goes beyond the Meridian's walls, you bring it home. You don't chase it alone. Not in Saint Mercy."

I nodded. I meant it. At the time.

The drive from Carson City to Saint Mercy takes three hours if you respect the speed limit and four if you stop at the diner in Fallon for coffee that tastes like motor oil and ambition. I stopped. I always stopped. The diner was the last place before the highway curved south and the desert opened into the kind of emptiness that made you understand why men built cities in it: not because the land was hospitable, but because the absence of anything natural made the artificial feel inevitable.

Saint Mercy appeared on the horizon like a bruise. Not the neon spectacle of Las Vegas, not the manicured sprawl of Reno. Saint Mercy was something older and more deliberate. A city built on the understanding that every transaction between human beings is, at its core, a gamble. The skyline was low and dense, punctuated by four tower hotels that rose above the older buildings like sentinels. The Meridian was the tallest. Forty-one floors of tinted glass and limestone facade, anchored on the city's eastern edge where the desert gave way to a man-made reservoir that reflected the building's silhouette after dark.

I'd seen photographs. I'd reviewed the architectural permits, the construction history, the ownership filings that traced the Meridian's provenance through three corporate entities to the current operating group. On paper, the building was a casino-hotel with 1,200 rooms, six restaurants, a convention center, and a gaming floor that generated $340 million in annual revenue.

On paper, everything is clean.

I pulled into the Meridian's underground parking structure at 4:17 PM. Three levels below the lobby, fluorescent tubes and poured concrete and the smell of tire rubber and recirculated air. The kind of space designed to be functional, not comfortable. I gathered my audit kit from the passenger seat: leather briefcase, laptop bag, the Rolling Stones tee shirt I wore under my blazer for luck and irony.

The elevator from the parking level required a keycard. I used the temporary credential the Meridian's administrative office had mailed to my department. It worked for the lobby level and the guest floors, 2 through 36. Standard access. The elevator panel showed additional floors, 37 through 41, greyed out behind a secondary access requirement. Executive levels. Not included in my credential.

I filed that information the way I filed all anomalies: silently, precisely, in the partition of my brain that organized the world into columns of disclosed and withheld.

The lobby was marble and muted gold, designed to suggest permanence without ostentation. No chandeliers. No fountains. The aesthetic was closer to a private bank than a casino, which told me more about the Meridian's clientele than any financial filing could. These were not tourists feeding slot machines. These were people who wanted their gambling to feel like a boardroom negotiation.

At the front desk, a woman with a jaw-length bob and a name badge that read ELISE processed my check-in with the kind of efficiency that suggested she had been briefed.

"Ms. Rhodes, welcome. Your suite is on the thirty-eighth floor." She handed me a keycard in a leather sleeve. "Mr. Caine asked us to have your suite ready early. If there's anything you need, the concierge line is available twenty-four hours."

I took the card. The leather sleeve was embossed with the Meridian's logo, a geometric M that looked like a lock viewed from above.

"Mr. Caine," I said. "That would be the compliance officer."

"Chief Compliance Officer, yes." Elise smiled the way people smile when they've been told to smile. "He's looking forward to working with you."

I didn't tell her that he'd have to stand in line. I didn't tell her that men who looked forward to working with gaming inspectors were, in my experience, either cooperating witnesses or liars, and that I'd built my career on the distance between those two categories.

I rode the elevator to the thirty-eighth floor alone. The car was paneled in brushed steel, the floor carpeted in charcoal, and the mirror on the back wall showed me exactly what Gerard Hale and Sebastian Caine would see tomorrow morning: a woman in a navy blazer and grey slacks, auburn hair pinned in a chignon tight enough to survive a twelve-hour document review, green eyes that had been described in one memorable performance evaluation as "clinically attentive." Twenty-eight years old. Five foot six. One hundred and thirty-two pounds of regulatory authority in sensible heels.

I looked competent. I looked controlled. I looked like the kind of woman who filed her reports on time and kept her personal opinions in a locked drawer.

The reflection didn't show the part of me that had pulled the Meridian's organizational chart six months ago and stared at the name under "Chief Compliance Officer" for longer than professional curiosity required. The part that remembered a conference panel in Reno, three years ago, where a man with dark hair and a forensic auditor's vocabulary had asked me a question about regulatory capture so precise it took me forty seconds to formulate an answer. The part that had, against every professional instinct I possessed, requested this assignment.

The thirty-eighth floor corridor was silent. Four doors, wide-spaced, cream walls, recessed lighting. My suite was at the end. I swiped the keycard. The lock clicked.

The room was beautiful. High ceilings, a window wall facing east toward the reservoir and the desert beyond, a sitting area with a couch in dove grey, a desk with a reading lamp, a kitchenette stocked with sparkling water, almonds, and a box of Assam tea.

I set my bags down. I looked at the tea.

I hadn't told anyone at the Meridian that I drank Assam tea.

The desert light coming through the window turned the room amber. Below, Saint Mercy was beginning its transition, the daytime city of offices and courthouses yielding to the nocturnal city of casino floors and locked doors. Somewhere in this building, two stories below the surface, a vault waited with twelve drawers and a biometric seal.

I picked up the tea box. Turned it over. Set it back on the shelf.

Then I opened my laptop, spread the Meridian's preliminary financials across the desk, and began to work. Because Octavia Rhodes did not get distracted. Octavia Rhodes did not second-guess her motives. Octavia Rhodes arrived, audited, filed, and left.

Eleven times. Without fail.

I told myself this time would be the same.

The lie sat neatly in the column marked disclosed, and I moved on.
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The Variable

Camera fourteen catches her first.

Lower parking level, 4:17 PM. A navy blazer over a frame that carries authority the way rebar carries concrete: invisibly, structurally, with no interest in being noticed. She pulls an audit kit from the passenger seat of a Honda Accord that hasn't been washed in two weeks, and I know this because I've been watching the real-time feed from the parking structure's plate reader since 3:40, and I ran her plates when she crossed the city limit.

Her car tells me what her personnel file already confirmed. Octavia Rhodes is not a woman who spends money on appearances. She spends it on tools. The briefcase is high-quality leather, broken in from use, not decorative. The laptop bag is the same brand the FBI issues to field analysts. The blazer fits her shoulders like it was tailored, which it probably was, because a woman who stands in front of gaming commissions for a living understands that authority begins with the way fabric falls.

I watch her cross the parking level on camera three. She walks the way she reviews documents: systematically, from left to right, cataloguing her environment the way a structural engineer surveys a foundation. She notes the security cameras. I can tell because her eyes move to each one without her head turning, which means she's been trained to map surveillance without revealing that she's mapping it.

She's better than I expected. And I expected the best.

My office is on sub-basement level two, adjacent to the compliance vault. Two rooms connected by a reinforced glass partition. The office holds my desk, my monitors, and the security hub that feeds me camera angles from every floor of the Meridian. Fourteen hundred cameras. I don't watch all of them. I watch the ones that matter.

Right now, the one that matters is the lobby feed, camera twenty-two, where Elise at the front desk is handing Octavia Rhodes a keycard and delivering the sentence I scripted: Mr. Caine asked us to have your suite ready early.

On the monitor, Octavia's hand pauses on the keycard sleeve. One beat. Two. She asks a question. Elise answers. Octavia takes the card and walks toward the elevator bank.

She's processing. Filing the information in whatever internal system she uses to sort the world into things she controls and things that threaten her. My name just moved from the first category to the second, and she handled the transition in four seconds.

I pull up her personnel file on my secondary monitor. Not the public one the Gaming Control Board publishes, the one with her audit history and commendations. The one I've built myself over eighteen months, assembled from conference recordings, published audit reports, disciplinary filings she submitted against casinos across four Nevada districts, and the single performance evaluation that described her eyes as "clinically attentive."

The evaluator wasn't wrong. But "clinically attentive" doesn't capture the quality I noticed three years ago at the Western Gaming Conference in Reno, when I sat in the third row of a panel on regulatory enforcement and watched her dismantle a defense attorney's argument about voluntary compliance the way a bomb technician dismantles a device: methodically, without haste, and with the understanding that one wrong move would be catastrophic.

I asked her a question that day. About regulatory capture, about the structural incentives that make oversight agencies dependent on the industries they regulate. She took forty seconds to answer, which told me two things: she was honest enough to think before speaking, and the question had reached a depth she hadn't been asked to navigate in that setting.

Forty seconds. I counted.

I've been counting ever since.

The elevator camera shows her riding to the thirty-eighth floor alone. She adjusts a pin in her hair, the left side, near the temple. A self-soothing gesture. She's not nervous. She's calibrating. Adjusting the armor before the inspection begins.

I've placed her on floor thirty-eight deliberately. The executive floor. Four suites, normally reserved for the Meridian's VIP shareholders and visiting board members. Hale didn't question the placement because I framed it as a courtesy: Keep the inspector comfortable, keep the audit smooth, keep the commission satisfied. The real reason is that floor thirty-eight shares an elevator bank with floor forty-one. My floor. The one her keycard shouldn't access.

I say shouldn't. I pre-authorized it two days ago.

She won't try floor forty-one tonight. She'll spend the evening with the preliminary financials I had delivered to her suite, the ones that contain the first layer of anomalies. She'll map the discrepancies by sector, identify the revenue-cycle fluctuations, and build a working theory about the Meridian's noncompliance. By morning, she'll have questions.

The questions will bring her to me.

Nina Vargas knocks on my office door at 5:02 PM. Nina is the Meridian's head of security, thirty-one, former military police, and the only person in this building whose loyalty I've earned rather than purchased. She stands in the doorway with her arms folded and her expression set to the particular blend of skepticism and patience she reserves for the moments when she suspects I've done something that will eventually require her to clean up.

"She's here," Nina says.

"I know."

"You've been watching the feeds since three-thirty."

"I've been monitoring the parking structure as part of routine security review."

"Right." Nina steps inside and closes the door. She looks at the secondary monitor, where Octavia's personnel file is still open. "You built a file on her."

"I built a risk assessment on every inspector in the Gaming Control Board's western district. She was the highest-rated candidate for this audit cycle."

"Candidate." Nina says the word the way she says cover story: with the understanding that both of us know it's a construct, and neither of us will say so directly. "Sebastian. You moved the audit schedule. You tipped the board about the Q3 anomalies. You stocked her suite with Assam tea and a pen brand you identified from a three-year-old conference photograph. At what point does 'risk assessment' become something you should discuss with a therapist?"

I turn from the monitors. Nina is the only person who speaks to me without calibrating her words first, and I value that the way I value the vault's biometric seal: as a mechanism that cannot be faked.

"Gerard Hale has been using gaming inspections as a blackmail pipeline for six years," I say. "He tips off casinos about incoming audits, charges them consulting fees for advance warning, and when they don't pay, he feeds damaging information to the inspectors to ensure they get shut down. The Gaming Control Board is his weapon. I need someone with the authority, the competence, and the integrity to turn that weapon around."

"And Octavia Rhodes is that person."

"She's the only one I'm certain of."

Nina watches me the way she watches security footage: frame by frame, looking for the movement that doesn't match the pattern. "You prepared her suite yourself. You adjusted the thermostat."

"She runs cold."

"You know she runs cold."

"I know a great many things, Nina. It's my job."

"Your job is compliance. Not this." She gestures at the monitors, the file, the sub-basement office where I've spent the last eighteen months constructing a trap that requires the most capable woman in Nevada gaming regulation to walk into it voluntarily.

I don't argue. Nina is right. This stopped being about compliance the moment I watched Octavia Rhodes answer my question in Reno and realized I'd found the only person I trusted to do what I couldn't do alone.

"Hale meets with me tomorrow at nine," I say. "He'll want a status report on the inspector. I'll tell him what he expects to hear."

"And what he doesn't expect?"

I look at the lobby feed, where Octavia's elevator has already risen out of frame. Somewhere above me, on the thirty-eighth floor, she's opening a suite I designed for her comfort and finding a box of tea that will tell her, if she's paying attention, that someone in this building studied her before she arrived.

She'll notice. She'll file it. She won't panic.

That's why I chose her.

"What he doesn't expect," I say, "is that the inspector I brought into this building is smarter than both of us. And that by the time she understands what I've done, she'll have already found the evidence on her own."

Nina shakes her head. But she doesn't leave. She never does.

On camera thirty-eight, the corridor on the executive floor is empty. The suite door is closed. Behind it, Octavia Rhodes is beginning her work.

She walks the way she audits. Systematic, thorough, missing nothing. She'll find everything I need her to find. The question is whether she'll find the things I didn't plan for her to see.

I close her personnel file. I open the compliance logs. I begin my evening review.

Below me, the casino floor hums with the sound of money changing hands. Above me, forty floors of glass and steel hold thirteen hundred guests who believe the Meridian is what it appears to be.

And in a suite on the thirty-eighth floor, the woman I summoned is pulling pins from her hair and reading the first page of a story I've been writing for eighteen months.

The only variable I didn't account for is the one that keeps me at these monitors two hours after my shift ended: the possibility that when she finally sees the whole design, she won't be impressed by its architecture.

She'll be furious that I didn't trust her enough to ask.
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The Dinner

The welcome dinner is a performance, and everyone at the table knows their lines except me.

The Meridian's private dining room occupies a corner of the fortieth floor, walled in glass on two sides, the desert visible to the east and Saint Mercy's low skyline stretching south. Eight place settings on a table built from reclaimed walnut, each setting precise, each glass filled before anyone sat down. The room smells like seared beef and bergamot, and the lighting has been tuned to that specific amber register that makes everyone look wealthy and trustworthy, regardless of whether they are either.

Gerard Hale sits at the head of the table. Fifty-six. Silver hair combed back from a broad forehead, a face constructed for boardrooms and campaign dinners. He wears a navy suit with a silk pocket square that matches his tie in a way that communicates attention to detail without suggesting vanity. His handshake, when he offered it in the lobby thirty minutes ago, was warm, firm, and calibrated to last exactly two seconds.

I've shaken hands with men like Gerard Hale in eleven casinos across four districts. They are a type. They believe their composure is a shield. They don't understand that to a trained auditor, composure is a tell. Nervous men fidget, stammer, overproduce documents. Calm men have already decided which version of reality they're presenting, and they've rehearsed it.

"Ms. Rhodes, we're delighted to host you." Hale lifts his wine glass in a gesture that includes the table. Two vice presidents whose names I've already filed. The Meridian's general counsel, a woman named Priya Chandrasekaran, whose legal career I reviewed on the drive from Carson City and whose billable rate exceeds my annual salary. And at the far end of the table, Sebastian Caine.

He arrived after everyone else. No explanation. No apology. He took the seat farthest from Hale and closest to the door, which told me either that he preferred exits or that he wanted to observe the room without being the center of it. His jacket was off. His shirt cuffs were folded once at the wrist, precise, the kind of fold that takes practice. No tie.

I noticed. I noticed the absence of the tie the way I noticed the tea in my suite: as a data point that didn't match the pattern.

"The Meridian has always maintained an open-door policy with the Gaming Control Board," Hale continued. He spoke the way he dressed: polished, layered, buttoned to the throat. "We believe in transparency. We believe in partnership. And we believe that a thorough audit serves everyone's interests."

"I appreciate that, Mr. Hale." I set my wine glass down without drinking. I don't drink during audits. Not because of any regulation, but because alcohol makes me generous, and generosity is the first thing I can't afford. "I should clarify that a thorough audit sometimes serves interests that the audited party didn't anticipate."

The table shifted. Not physically. The molecular structure of the air changed. Priya Chandrasekaran's pen hand twitched toward the notepad beside her plate. One of the vice presidents cleared his throat. Hale's smile held.

Sebastian Caine did nothing. He sat in his chair at the end of the table with his water glass untouched and his eyes on me, and the nothing he did was louder than anything else in the room.

"Of course," Hale said. "We have nothing to hide."

The sentence hung like a chandelier. Beautiful, decorative, and designed to draw your eye away from the structural work behind the ceiling.

I excused myself at nine-fifteen, citing jet lag I didn't have. In the elevator, I pulled out my phone and opened the notes app where I keep my working hypotheses, the ones too preliminary for an official file.

Hale: overprepared. Comfortable with the audit in a way that suggests prior management of inspectors. Either he's clean (unlikely given the anomalies) or he's managed this process before and expects to manage it again.

Chandrasekaran: competent but watchful. Took notes during my transparency remark. Legal preparing a defensive position before the audit has started. Standard for large operations. Flag.

Caine: arrived late. No tie. Sat near the exit. Didn't speak during Hale's remarks. Watched me the way I watch financial statements: looking for what isn't there.

I closed the notes app. The elevator descended to thirty-eight.

My suite was exactly as I'd left it, except the housekeeping staff had turned down the bed and left a chocolate on the pillow shaped like the Meridian's geometric M. I tossed it in the trash. Not out of hostility. Out of principle. Every courtesy is a data point, and data points accumulate into a pattern, and patterns tell you who's building a narrative around your stay.

I changed into my working clothes: black leggings, an oversized university sweatshirt from a school I attended on scholarship and left with honors and a chip on my shoulder that four years of government work hadn't filed down. I spread the preliminary financials across the suite's dining table and started from the beginning.

The Meridian's filings for the past three years showed what any competent casino operation would show: consistent revenue within a margin of expected variance, regulatory compliance metrics that met or exceeded state minimums, payroll records that matched declared headcounts, and vendor contracts that followed procurement protocols.

On the surface, everything was correct. The numbers added up. The filings were timely. The disclosures were complete.

But I didn't get the nickname "The Closer" by reading surfaces.

I pulled up the revenue-cycle reports and began running them against the inspection schedule the Gaming Control Board had filed for the past six years. Standard procedure. I'd done this for every audit since my second year, after my father's case taught me that the most revealing data in any system isn't the data itself. It's the timing.

By 11 PM, I had my first flag.

The Meridian's quarterly revenue showed a distinctive fluctuation pattern: a dip in reported earnings
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