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IT’S THE MAYBES THAT will kill you...

Sierra Scott owns the premier club on the Las Vegas Strip. Sapphire. But, it came at a heavy cost. After being cut off from her family and becoming the black sheep no one talks about, Sierra's on her own. Paving her own way in the world instead of bending to everyone else's rules. And it has worked for her so far.

Until The Monarch opens.

A new club threatens her clientele. And for the first time in five years, her sales are showing a decline. She doesn't understand what's going on. She can't pinpoint why her club is experiencing this downtime. And in the midst of it all, a very handsome face makes an appearance in her life. A face that will distract her, persuade her, and blindside her.

Forcing her to take a path she isn't sure she's ready for.
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“SA-SA-SA-SAPPHIRE!”

The drumming of hands on the stage made me grin from the upper balcony.

“Sa-sa-sa-sapphire!”

I saw feathers flailing, glitter glistening, and voices rising as money got tossed to the stage.

“Sa-sa-sa-sapphire! Come on, guys! Wiggle with us.”

I smiled at the way my lead dancer got all the high-profile customers up on their feet to do the wiggle with them.

“Sa-sa-sa-sapphire!”

The raucous noise chanting the name of my club filled the air and it sent a shiver down my spine. Screw my family and what they thought of my life. I loved it. I came into work every day with a smile on my face and a purpose flooding my veins. I catered to the kind of clientele in Vegas that dropped a middle-class salary every night on drinks and delicacies and the lovely ladies I employed to dance. I knew I had done right by my inheritance. The money my uncle left me after he passed gave me the ability to open this space. To become a fierce competitor on the Vegas Strip for some of the most prime property people rented out to try and carve out their legacy here.

And every time my clientele chanted the name of this place, it reaffirmed my desires. My wishes. It soothed the fears I never admitted to having about this place sometimes.

“Sa-sa-sa-sapphire!”

The girls clapped and the clientele—men and women of status—tossed their money onto the stage. The half-naked women of all skins and sizes playfully brought out brooms and literally swept it up. The customers always got a kick out of that. Barely clothed women with feather headdresses sweeping up their money.

I’m not sure why they got a kick out of it. Maybe it fulfilled a fantasy. Or, maybe they were too drunk. Either way, it meant a great pay-out night for all of us.

Including the bouncers I kept on permanent payroll.

“So, what did you think of the ass shakes this time around?”

Laura’s voice caught my ear as she walked up beside me.

“You know, they were a nice touch. Especially with the costume design. The charms hanging from where bows are usually tied off gave something nice and mesmerizing to watch,” I said.

“I was hoping you’d notice that. I mentioned something to our costume designer about it, but I wasn’t sure if the charms would make it into this week’s show, or next week’s.”

I nodded. “It’s a good addition. Can you let her know to keep on doing that? I like how it looks from up here.”

She smiled. “Of course.”

I wrapped my arm around Laura and pulled her close. She laced her arms around my shoulders and kissed my temple, forever proving that her legs would always be a tad longer than mine. But that was to be expected. Until I hired her to take over costume management and choreographer duties at my club, she was a Vegas showgirl herself. Came from a line of them. Her father had been a prominent magician on the “Vegas corner” circuit, and her mother had worked her way up the ladder. Stripping in various nasty bars until she perfected her craft of dancing. Then, eventually, landed a gig at one of the hottest strip club bars around these parts.

And Laura was the best of both.

“Okay, I’m sorry. But, can we talk about this new client who’s come in with his wife and his mistress tonight?” Laura asked.

I giggled. “Whatever floats their boats, I suppose.”

“No, really. I mean, I thought that kind of thing was frowned upon? I thought mistresses were those women who stayed in frivolous hotels, stretched out on a bed with rose petals, waiting for the married men to get off work? Is that not how it works anymore? Because that’s how I remember it working.”

I rolled my eyes. “For all you know, that’s the wife’s plaything, and her husband is the third wheel.”

“You know damn good and well that man is no third wheel. I mean, look at how they’re both draped over him.”

I followed her finger to where she was pointing, and she was correct. Right at the front of the stage, in one of our premium seats, sat a long-legged man with two beautiful women draped over either side of him. One, a bit older, with salt in her peppered hair. The other? Tan. With thick, dark hair and delicate fingers. A hand, slowly shifting over the man’s chest. Fingering his tie. Before sliding over to the older woman at the man’s other side.

“Twenty bucks, she takes her hand,” I murmured.

“You’re on. I think she’s going for his—”

Then, with delicate precision, the two women laced their fingers together.

“Drinks are on you then, yes?” I asked.

Laura sighed. “Every time I come to this place, I find something new. Something that bursts my bubble.”

“Like the fact that love just might exist?”

“In a place like this? Never.”

“So, are you finally admitting that love does exist?”

She snickered. “Hell, no. Hard work and dedication exists, and we misconstrue that as love. But, infatuation can—and does—exist.”

I rolled my eyes. “One of these days, you’ll see.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

I paused, waiting for the rest of her reaction.

“But, also, maybe not.”

I giggled. “I need to go make sure the girls are doing okay after their performance. Can you get them a round of waters and coffees to take to them?”

“I set a carafe of each back there before I came up here just for the break.”

I sighed. “What in the world would I do around here without you?”

“Go under. You’d be doing so damn much that you’d go under.”

I snickered. “Well, at least you know your—”

“My apologies for interrupting, Miss Scott. But we have an issue.”

I heard the familiar voice of my head bouncer behind me and the nape of my neck prickled. I turned away from the balcony, trying to keep a cool head and a strong center. I never liked showing my staff how much I really freaked out when they said some things. I mean, Sapphire was my baby. My child. My passion project. After five years of paying the debt it still took to open this place, I was finally making nothing but profit.

And the last thing I needed was someone telling me there was a problem with anything.

Because Vegas was a fickle client, and had no issues chewing people up only to spit them back out.

“What’s going on, Duke?” I asked.

“It’s policy to let you know whenever we find someone with drugs on them.”

I paused. “Peddling to my clients?”

“No. From the amount we found on him—and the way he kept sniffing so badly—we’re positive he was simply using.”

“Where did you find this person?”

“In the men’s restroom with a couple of other men. After confiscating what they had to be thrown away, I escorted them out. Told them they weren’t welcome back in an establishment like this.”

I nodded. “Good. While I know we need as many customers as we can get, there’s no excuse for catering to those who could get myself—and everyone else in this place—in trouble. Or worse. Thank you for notifying me, Duke.”

He nodded. “Of course, Miss Scott.”

“Did any of my girls know him?” Laura asked.

Duke shook his head. “I asked around about him a bit. No one seems to know who they were. And, to be honest, I only recognized one of the three guys we threw out.”

“Then, it’s no severe loss. But, I’d still like to check on the girls,” I said.

“I’ll come with you,” Laura said.

I patted Duke on his arm. “Thank you. And not just for this.”

He nodded. “You’re very welcome. I’m going to go dismiss a couple of the guys since we’re approaching that time.”

“Oh, that reminds me. Is Mac working tonight?”

“He’s one of the ones I’m about to dismiss.”

I smiled. “Tell him to expect a package in the mail soon for him and his girlfriend. It’s for the baby.”

He nodded. “I’ll let him know. And I’m sure he’ll be thankful for it. Hell, I’m still thanking you for the birthday gift.”

I giggled. “No need. You’ve been here from the beginning. You deserved it.”

I reached out for Laura’s hand and the two of us headed downstairs. Women in crop tops and booty shorts rushed around in their heels, taking orders for ongoing drinks and plates of finger foods for the next performance. Because of the clientele I catered to—and my staunch safety regulations for this place—I closed the doors to any new customers at twelve thirty. It gave the clientele already here two and a half solid hours of personal, private performances without all the drunken riffraff that had a tendency to stumble in around that time. Plus, it gave the girls a chance to really build rapport with men and women of all kinds. Hopefully, creating for themselves returning customers.

After all, a rising tide lifts all boats.

I kept an eye out for all the corners that were darkened more than usual that evening. Or, maybe my eyes were tainted by the knowledge that drugs had actually made it through the doors of my club. I threaded my fingers together with Laura’s as we walked around. Making sure everyone was all right, making sure nothing was hiding in the velveteen chairs sitting in the dark corners. We popped by the kitchen to make sure no one needed anything, and Laura decided to hop back behind the bar to give one of the girls a break.

And while she did that, I made my way down the back hallway.

“Girls!”

I jogged softly in my heels until I came to the door of their dressing room.

“Girls? Hey. You guys okay in here?” I asked.

They all looked at me with quizzical expressions as I stood there, running my eyes up and down their bodies.

“Yeah, why?”

“This water is great. What did y’all do to it?”

“You look flushed, Miss Scott. Want some of this water?”

“You really need to try it.”

“Something wrong, Miss Scott?”

I drew in a deep breath. “Just making sure my girls are being taken care of and not harassed.”

The girls shook their heads as they looked at me with curious stares. I didn’t want to scare them if I didn’t have to. Especially since Duke really had taken care of things, it seemed. So, with a sobering breath through my nose and the straightening of my back, I smiled.

“You guys were spectacular tonight.”

The worried faces of my girls morphed into smiles as their cheeks blushed.

“Ya really thought so?”

“I love those little trinket things.”

“Yeah, and having those on our costumes means there are no bows for anyone to pull at.”

I pointed. “Exactly. I don’t want that mishap happening ever again. Poor Duke was so disappointed that he couldn't put his fist through that man’s face.”

“And we never want to disappoint Duke.”

The girls chanted my slogan in a singsong manner and I threw my head back. I laughed with them as I leaned against the doorway, and what worry I might have had brewing in my gut melted away.

“All right, you guys. You’ve got fifteen more minutes until the final show of tonight. Make it a good one, yeah?” I asked.

“When do we ever not?”

The girls giggled and chuckled, and a snicker fell from my lips.

“Confidence. I love it. I’ll see you girls out there,” I said.

“Miss Scott, will you ever dance with us again?”

The soft southern accent ripped me back to a different time in my life. A time when my club was first starting out. A time when I ran this place, choreographed the numbers, came up with the drink and food listings, and got on stage to dance whenever the girls had earned themselves a well-deserved break.

“Yeah, Miss Scott.”

“We’d love it if you joined us one night.”

“Just for one dance?”

“Maybe an exclusive, one night only type of thing?”

I pulled myself out of my trance. “Already thinking like a businesswoman, Scarlett?”

She shrugged. “You’re an inspiration to us. If you don’t already know that.”

The girls all nodded and my heart swelled with pride.

“Well, I’m honored to be,” I said.

“So, does that mean you’ll dance with us?”

I grinned. “Maybe someday.”

The girls squealed and clapped their hands as I pushed off the doorframe. I backtracked down the hallway, leaving them to prepare for their last show of the night. That particular weekend had been well earned by everyone. Because this week had been particularly trying. I passed by the door of my office, then reached out for it. I doubled-back, seeking the warmth and comfort and safety of the one place people never bothered me in.

Almost, anyway.

I locked the door behind me and flipped on the light. I went and sat in the plush leather chair at my desk, and I pulled up my books on my computer. I didn’t need to check numbers or anything. I had balanced the books just two nights ago. But, looking at the profit I was pulling in every night reaffirmed me in times of stress. In times of worry.

In times of sadness.

Come on, Sierra. Snap out of it.

I sighed as I clicked through the pages. It was a normal night for my club to pull in seven figures an evening. And every time I reminded myself that I was the sole owner and investor of this place, it made me smile.

Before it made my eyes water.

I hated how many people had looked down on me for this. How many people I loved and cared for that I had lost along the way. Not everyone was proud of me. Not everyone was happy with the choice I had made with my life. I mean, being a club owner in Vegas did come with a certain reputation that wasn’t forgiving when it came to being a woman.

And sometimes, I wondered if that reputation was the exact reason why people left me.

Don’t do this. Not tonight.

I shut down my computer and sat back. I drew in one last deep breath, shoving aside those thoughts. Those memories. Those ... people who didn’t support my dream. I wasn’t a kept woman. I was destined for more. And every time I stepped into Sapphire, it reminded me of the fact that I was right.

But, even seven figures a night didn’t quell my loneliness.

And I began wondering if anything ever would.
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