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The uniform was a fucking joke. A tight black bodysuit that zipped up the front and stopped mid-thigh, sheer pantyhose that ripped if you looked at them wrong, heels so high my calves screamed after the first hour. My tits were trying to escape the neckline every time I bent forward, which was constantly, because the whole point of the uniform was to make sure every drunk asshole at the table got an eyeful. Management knew exactly what they were doing. The Aurelius didn't hire girls for their drink-serving abilities.

I'd been on my feet for six hours when Victor Kane sat down at my table. The high-stakes blackjack room was usually dead on a Tuesday—the same aging whales blowing their children's inheritance on hands they'd forget by morning. But this guy was different.

Silver dusted his temples, carved into a face that looked like it had never smiled for free. Sharp cheekbones. A jaw that could cut glass. His suit was charcoal, perfectly tailored, and I knew enough about fabric to know it cost more than my car. Probably more than my car and my apartment combined. He moved like a man who'd never had to hurry for anything in his life.

"Whiskey. Neat. Twelve-year McCallan."

His voice was low and rough, like gravel wrapped in velvet. I nodded and walked to the bar, feeling his eyes on my ass the whole way. I didn't have to look to know. That gaze had weight. It pressed against my skin like a physical touch.

When I set the glass down, his fingers brushed mine. Cold. Deliberate.

"What's your name?"

"Kayla."

He turned the word over. Tasted it. Rolled it around his mouth like he was savoring a fine wine. "Kayla."

That was it. He didn't tip me, didn't look at my chest, didn't make some sleazy comment about my mouth or ask if I wanted to see his room. Just played. Hand after hand, methodical and patient, winning more than he lost. His face was a mask—I couldn't read a single emotion. Other players cycled through, but he stayed. Three hours. I brought him three more whiskeys. Each time, those gray eyes tracked me across the room like a wolf watching a deer it hadn't decided to eat yet.

My phone buzzed in my apron. Another collections notice. The screen glared the number I'd been avoiding for months: $47,239. Mom's medical bills. The insurance had covered exactly nothing after they found the lump. By the time she died—six months of treatments that did nothing but drain her savings and mine—I owed more than I'd make in three years of hauling drinks and smiling while men grabbed my ass.

Sometimes I thought about selling the car. But then how would I get to work? How would I make the money to pay the people calling me at two in the morning to tell me I was going to rot in debtors' prison?

When Victor finally stood to leave, he pushed a stack of chips toward me. Five hundred dollars. On a twelve-dollar whiskey. The tips at the Aurelius were usually good, but this was something else entirely.

"Victor Kane," he said, pulling on his overcoat. "Remember it."

Then he was gone, and I was standing there with five hundred bucks in my hand and a strange, crawling heat in my stomach that had nothing to do with the money.

—-
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The next night, my manager pulled me aside ten minutes into my shift.

"New assignment. VIP salon." Gary was a weasel in a too-tight shirt, constantly sweating, constantly trying to look down my uniform. But right now his expression was different. Almost respectful. "Mr. Kane specifically asked for you." He gave me a look I couldn't quite read. "Don't fuck this up. He drops more in an hour than this whole floor makes in a week."

The VIP salon was behind an unmarked door off the main floor. No cameras. No crowds. No drunk tourists asking if the drinks were really free. Just heavy carpet that swallowed footsteps, dark wood paneling that smelled of lemon polish and old money, and a single baccarat table where men in custom suits traded more cash in an hour than I'd ever see. The air smelled expensive—Cuban cigars, Italian leather, some cologne that probably cost a grand an ounce.

Victor sat at the head of the table. Two other men flanked him—Saudi oil money, if the watches and the entourage were any indication, and a tech billionaire from Palo Alto who I'd seen on magazine covers. They barely glanced at me when I brought their drinks. I was furniture. Decorative, disposable furniture.

But Victor watched.

He watched when I bent to set down his scotch. Watched the way my uniform pulled tight across my ass. Watched when I smoothed my skirt and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. Watched when I chewed my lip between orders, a nervous habit I'd never been able to break.

Between hands, while the other men counted chips and discussed oil prices, he spoke to me. Casual. Almost friendly. Like we were old acquaintances catching up.

"You've been here long, Kayla?"

"Eight months."

"Before that?"

"College. UNLV. Had to drop out." I didn't know why I was telling him this. The words just spilled out, drawn forth by those patient gray eyes. "Mom got sick."

"Cancer?"

I nodded. "Breast. Stage four by the time they found it."

"She passed?"

"Six months ago." My throat tightened. I forced a smile. "The bills didn't."

He turned a chip between his fingers. Thoughtful. The light from the chandelier caught the facets, sending little rainbows dancing across his knuckles. "How much?"

I almost lied. I was good at lying—smiling while men grabbed me, pretending I didn't hear the comments, acting like my life was anything other than a slow-motion disaster. But something in his expression made me honest. Maybe it was the money he'd tipped me. Maybe it was the way he'd said my name.

"Forty-seven thousand."

He didn't blink. Didn't look surprised. Just filed it away somewhere behind those gray eyes.

"Boyfriend?"

"No."

"Husband?"

"No."

"Birth control?"

The question hit like a slap. My face flushed hot, then cold. "Excuse me?"

"Are you on birth control? The pill. An IUD. Anything."

"That's none of your business."

"No." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "It isn't."

I should have walked away. Reported him. Quit on the spot. But I just stood there, my heart hammering, my mouth dry.

"No," I finally said. "I can't—I can't afford it. The clinic gives free condoms, but I'm not—" I stopped. Horrified at myself. Why was I telling him this?

His gaze dropped to my hips. Slow. Appraising. I felt it like a physical touch, tracing the curve of my waist, the flare of my pelvis, the place where my thighs met.

"You have the hips for it," he said. "Breeding hips."

My stomach dropped through the floor. "What?"

"Nothing." He was already turning back to the table, stacking chips with those long, pale fingers. "Tomorrow. Eleven PM. Private game. Just you and me."

"I don't—"

"One hand of poker." He looked up. "I'll make you an offer. You'll want to hear it."

He didn't explain. Didn't tip. Just walked out, leaving me standing there with my skin prickling and my panties uncomfortably damp.

—-
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The VIP room felt smaller at night.

Just one table. Two chairs. A single lamp casting warm light across the green felt, leaving the corners of the room in shadow. Victor sat across from me, shuffling a deck of cards with practiced ease. His hands were beautiful—long fingers, precise movements, the confident dexterity of a man who'd handled many things worth handling. He'd removed his jacket, rolled up his sleeves. His forearms were lean and strong, dusted with dark hair, and I found myself staring at them before I could stop.

"You came." He didn't sound surprised.

"You said you had an offer."

He dealt two cards face-down in front of me. Two for himself. The cards whispered across the felt.

"One hand. Texas Hold'em." His eyes met mine. "Winner takes all."

"Takes all what?" I laughed, but it came out brittle. "I don't have anything to bet. You already know I'm broke."

"You have forty-seven thousand dollars of debt."

My mouth went dry. "What?"

"If you win, I wire the money tonight. All of it. Every cent. You walk away clean. Debt free. No more collection calls. No more choosing between rent and groceries." He leaned back in his chair. "A fresh start."

I stared at him. The words didn't make sense. Men like Victor Kane didn't give away forty-seven thousand dollars. They took. That's how they became men like Victor Kane.

"And if you win?"

He studied me. That slow, appraising look again—like he was calculating the value of every inch of my skin.

"If I win, I get the
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