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			PROLOGUE

			Twenty years ago, a competitive Monopoly showdown was underway. Ten-year-old Terrence Ware and eleven-year-old Justice Cole battled it out as the bankrupted eleven-year-old Brandon Perez shuffled a deck of cards on the side. 

			Terrence, the battleship game piece, parked on the B & O RAILROAD space. He owned all the red and orange properties, each one with a hotel. He also held a majority of the Monopoly money. Justice held the racing car game piece with very little cash to stay in the game. He owned all green and yellow properties and had a few houses on them. It was Justice’s turn to roll the dice, this after he had rolled two consecutive doubles that landed him on the FREE PARKING space.

			“Roll another double, and you’re going to jail, Justice,” said Terrence.

			Justice grabbed the dice and rolled a three. He hesitated to move his game piece because his next move would land him on Terrence’s red property, which had a hotel on it. Terrence grew smug, realizing he’d bankrupted Justice and the game was over. Terrence flashed a shit-eating grin.

			An irate Justice swiped all the pieces off the gameboard. “I don’t wanna play your stupid game anymore.” 

			“Aww… Justice is sentimotional, again!” Terrence said.

			“Sentimotional ain’t even a word,” said Brandon.

			“Ain’t ain’t a word either,” Terrence said.

			“What does sentimotional mean, anyway?” a curious Justice asked.

			“It’s when you’re acting sensitive and emotional because you suck at Monopoly.”

			“I don’t wanna play your stupid game anymore,” Justice said as he pouted.

			“Just say you’re mad because you suck.”

			“I don’t suck. You cheated!”

			“I’m no cheater. You can’t count.”

			“Yes, I can, Terrence!”

			“Okay, bet! Prove it! What’s nine times seven?”

			Justice utilized his fingers while calculating the equation in his head.

			“It’s sixty-three,“ Brandon said.

			“Nobody asked you, Brandon!” Justice shouted.

			“At least he knew the answer, dummy,” Terrence said with a giggle.

			“At least my family’s not poor like yours.” The room grew silent. Justice had said the quiet thing out loud.

			Terrence took a moment to calm down but the words were too triggering for him to not lash out. Suddenly, Terrence grabbed the board and smacked Justice upside his head with it. Justice retaliated by tackling Terrence to the ground. The two boys rolled around on the floor.

			“Fight! Fight! Fight!” Brandon instigated as he picked up all the Monopoly money off the floor before dashing out of the room.

			CHAPTER 1

			They say, “Whatever Happens in Vegas Stays in Vegas,” but that only applies to money. When you leave this town, you take home the hangovers, the photos capturing your drunken degradation, along with any financial grief or STDs you may have contracted from being an irresponsible slut. But there is a different side to Vegas beyond the strip unknown to those who do not live here. I will tell you a little bit about my side of living in this big, small town.

			It was a random Thursday night in the historic heart of Las Vegas’s bustling downtown, an area locals frequent to avoid the conundrum of the Las Vegas Strip. The Strip is a tourist trap and a money pit that I avoid. I will only go out to the Vegas Strip or downtown for special occasions such as concerts, sporting events, or when some of my favorite relatives come to visit.

			Who wants to be around all that loud music and egotistical unaware drunk idiots, while paying for expensive watered-down drinks? But that night, I had no other choice. It was Ladies’ Night at the once-swanky Allure Lounge. There were beautiful women wrapped in sexy gowns sprinkled throughout the lounge, staring at their phones and taking pictures of themselves. Most of them were not interacting with anyone. Despite the decent crowd, the dilapidated bar was not the heavyweight hype it was several years ago. 

			Two sophisticatedly dressed gents were in a discreet part of the lounge people-watching from a bar off to the side. One of the guys was my childhood best friend Justice Cole, a curly-haired pretty boy, and the burly, good-looking fellow sitting next to him was me, Terrence Ware. We were days away from this fool’s wedding date, and he had me out here in these streets. 

			An intoxicated party guest was in the process of hounding down a strikingly gorgeous lady dressed in a tight, red Cushnie Et Ochs skirt. As the lady attempted to maneuver through the crowded bar area, the inebriated guest beelined right in her direction. He whispered something in her ear and the two of them approached the bar. Moments later, the cavalier handed the lady a drink, leaned in, and attempted to kiss her. She dodged his effort, then threw the cocktail in his face. Security guards swooped in to mediate the situation.

			Next to that chaos was a go-go dancer with a very familiar face that I had not seen in over a year. Once I saw her, I could not take my eyes off her. Shontae Hillman. A classic beauty with long, flowing curls and gorgeous caramel skin. Something radiated from within her, rendering her irresistible to everyone. She stood alone as she swayed her hips side to side with the music. She was the apple of my eye but also my first love. I never loved anyone like I loved Shontae. I could not shake her off of me. And this was coming from a guy that has cut off a shit ton of people. I was still in love with her for some reason. There was not a day that went by that I did not think about her. This bothered me to the core. How could my feelings remain the same after a year had passed since our breakup?

			“Did you see her?” Justice asked.

			I snapped out of my thoughts and nodded yes. “Did you get it?”

			Justice dug into his pocket, grabbed his phone, and scanned through his notifications. “Yep! Thank you, sir. Pleasure doing business with you.”

			

			“Pleasure doing business with you, my ass! That wasn’t business. You had insider information.”

			“Why, Tee, whatever do you mean?” Justice said with a bit of sarcasm. “Maybe betting against me isn’t your game.” 

			“You knew she’d be here because you work with her.”

			“You shouldn’t have bet half of your paycheck that you’d never see her again.”

			“That was a year ago. I was in my feelings when I made that bet.”

			“Your fault! A bet is a bet,” Justice said. “But I’ve been on a little hot streak. I won my fantasy football league.”

			“What was the buy-in?”

			“One thousand.”

			“What?! A thousand dollars, bro?”

			“Yep, I won seven grand as first place. Second place got a couple of thousand, and third place broke even,” Justice said.

			“I wish I could afford to make money swings like that.”

			“There are opportunities everywhere.”

			“Like what?”

			“Knocking off a church.” 

			“Knock off a church? What kind of heathen do you think I am, Justice?”

			“The kind of heathen that goes on ridiculous church rants.”

			“I do not go on ridiculous church rants. I just don’t believe that religion is the gateway to eternity. And while we’re broaching the subject, some preachers are like strippers. They play with your emotions, take your money, then leave you questioning yourself.”

			Justice and I paused as the church rant was acknowledged. 

			“We’re going to hell anyway,” Justice said. “Why not make some money and have fun before we go?”

			“WE aren’t going anywhere because I’m not going to hell.”

			“I can name at least ten specific moments of things you’ve done that guarantee you will.”

			I thought about all the foolish things Justice and I had done over the years while living in Las Vegas and all I could do was nod my head. “Touché.”

			“See that guy there?” Justice pointed at a heavily tatted man hustling across the club. 

			“What’s so special about him?”

			“That’s Hollywood. The company I work for wants to buy the club from him. His family’s net worth is three billion dollars.”

			The only billionaires I’d seen were on television. “What would you do if you were a billionaire?”

			Justice thought about the question for a second. “I’d buy a yacht with a helicopter pad; I’d have a mansion off all of the coasts. I’d get a Lambo, a Ferrari. What about you?”

			“I’d create generational wealth for my family.”

			“Can you purchase generational wealth from the Gucci store?”

			A frown formed on my face as I flashed an irritated gaze at Justice, who shrugged it off.

			“Creating generational wealth just sounds boring.”

			“So, being selfish is fun?”

			“Call it whatever you want,” Justice said with a shrug as he took a sip from his drink. “I’m about the good life.”

			“I can’t afford the good life right now because I’m stuck in life playing checkers at that stupid ass job. I’m tired of living from paycheck to paycheck, working at a place I hate. I’m ready to play chess with my money. I wanna be free.”

			“I guess,” Justice said.

			“What do you mean ‘I guess’? You don’t want to be free?”

			“Free from what, Terrence? It’s over for me. I’m getting married in a few days.”

			“I’m talkin’ about financial freedom, bro. Flashy cars and designer clothes don’t make you rich. Real wealth is having the freedom to spend your time exactly how you want. That’s the ultimate chess move. Don’t you wanna be a boss?”

			“I’m a senior vice president at my company. I’m kinda a boss,” Justice said.

			“Yep, and the president of the company can fire you. All I’m saying is I don’t wanna wake up forty-something years from now and have to depend on the government to take care of my family. I don’t wanna outlive my money.”

			“That sounds great and all, but I came to the club to get that off my mind. I’m in over my head with debt because of this stupid wedding and that stupid IVF procedure,” Justice said with a pout.

			“So, you jerked off in a cup?”

			“Basically.”

			“So, when your child asks, where do babies come from, you’re going to say—”

			“Magazines.” Justice downed the last sip of his drink. “I could’ve hired two sex slaves for the amount of money I spent trying to do the right thing and start a family.” Justice took a deep breath. “But I won’t complain. I recently closed on a multifamily rental property.”

			“Nice! Playing Monopoly in real life.”

			A tense cloud of silence blanketed us as tension brushed across our faces. Hearing or saying the word Monopoly triggers PTSD. Justice and I had played several games of Monopoly during our childhood, and every match we played ended in some traumatic way. 

			“My apologies for saying that word.”

			“It’s cool,” Justice said meekly.

			The bartender approached us. She was pretty, beautiful even, but in a fit, toned-down way.

			“It’s the last call. Can I get you guys anything else?”

			“Two shots of Don Julio 1942 for the groom-to-be, who just closed on a rental property. And me. I saved fifteen percent on my auto insurance.”

			“Make that a double,” Justice said.

			“A double?” I said as I turned toward Justice. “Do you know how much one shot of Don Julio 1942 is?” This was why I did not like to go out. I was paying for his drinks, and he had way more money than me. But I was involuntarily chosen as the best man for his wedding. “Whatever, make it a double.”

			She poured two shots. We clinked glasses and downed the shots. I handed the bartender my debit card, and she walked off. Moments later, I noticed a tear rolling down Justice’s cheek. 

			“Justice! What…the…entire…fuck…is wrong with your face? You’re being sentimotional in public.”

			Justice took a few moments to compose himself. “I don’t wanna get married anymore.”

			“I wish you’d said something earlier. I could’ve stayed my ass home.”

			“I feel like I’ve been muscled into the whole marriage thing.”

			“You are the one that asked that woman to marry you, fool!”

			“I think I’m going through a midlife crisis.”

			“Midlife crisis? You’re only thirty, bro.”

			

			“I just don’t think I’m marriage material,” Justice said. “I still sleep with random women. I want to do ignorant things like lines of cocaine off strippers. I need thrills in my life. I’m not domesticated enough for the marriage life.” Justice closed his eyes and sighed. “There are things I have accomplished during my life but for the most part, I feel like I’ve wasted a lot of my life doing things other people wanted me to do. Will I ever come first?”

			“I get it. I feel like I’ve wasted my twenties doing things society said I needed to do, never accomplishing anything I wanted. But I also wish I were marrying a woman I loved,” I said as I stared across the club at Shontae who was several feet away serving drinks to a bunch of drunk guys in suits. 

			As Justice reached up to wipe a tear from his eyes, my eyes flickered down at his wrist, where a glimmering timepiece rested. “We’ve been together for so many years, and people kept saying I should put a ring on it. I think the pressure got to me. Hell, I don’t know if I’m even in love with her.”

			“That’s a ‘You Problem.’ You slept with your best friend’s little sister when I advised you not to. You bought a ring when there was no need to. You asked her to marry you when you didn’t want to. And you dragged me into this mess by asking me to be your best man when you shouldn’t have.” 

			“I’m in over my head. I need to call this whole thing off.” 

			“Name one solid reason why you should call off the wedding?”

			“Sex. We have sex once a week. That once-a-week sex will eventually turn into twice-a-month. Turning me into a perverted horny old man. By statistics, we’d end up getting divorced anyway. Why not stop it before the inevitable happens?”

			“As the best man, I have to discourage you from calling off the wedding. Even if I didn’t mind you calling it off and preventing me from hanging around Brandon more than I wanted to.”

			“Why do you hate him so much? 

			“I don’t hate him. I think the people who tolerate him daily are the real heroes. He’s a con artist that I despise being in my space. He’s always running around committing petty crimes and getting away like he’s the damn gingerbread man. Have you seen him lately?” 

			“It was a few months ago. Brandon borrowed a dollar from me to get some gas.”

			“A dollar for gas? That’s walking distance.”

			Justice reached up to wipe the remaining tears from under his eyes, and he caught my subtle glances at his watch and grinned knowingly. “Oh, I know you see it,” Justice’s cocky ass said, lifting his hand to give the watch a twirl, making the light dance off its polished surface. “When the lights hit the ice… it twankle and glistens,” he said with a chuckle, quoting a Big Tymers song.

			I nodded with appreciation. I was in awe of the intricacies, the glistening dial, and the accuracy of its every movement, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it. It was an exceptional wristwatch, a monument to elegance and artistry. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy and devotion. Although my watch did not match Justice’s, we were friends, and he had impeccable taste and flair. “It’s... stunning,” I said humbly. 

			“It’s a handcrafted, limited-edition masterpiece from Switzerland. It took me forever to find it,” said Justice, proud of himself. “I bought myself the watch as a present after closing a major deal last quarter.”

			The lady in the red dress walked by Justice and stared him up and down as if she wanted to lick him. He took a few moments to reflect. “Love is cursed by monogamy. Why would God create men with all this sperm if he only wanted us to be with one woman?”

			The bartender returned. “I’m sorry… your card declined.” 

			I dug into my pocket, pulled out a hundred-dollar bill, and slid it to the bartender. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m broke again. Between rent and losing that stupid bet you tricked me into, I’m down to my last hundred.” 

			Justice chuckled and stood to his feet. “I’m out. I have to hurry home and not have sex with my fiancée.” He leaned in to dap me up. He navigated through the dwindling crowd and exited the club.

			The bartender brought back change, which consisted of a ton of $1 bills. 

			I studied the wad of one-dollar bills. Some were extra flimsy. “What’s with all of the dollar bills?”

			“We’re running low on the big bills tonight,” the bartender said.

			I examined the bills. “They don’t make money like they used to.” I tipped the bartender with the loose singles, stood from the bar, and maneuvered through the lounge. I managed to sneak around the lounge and creep up from behind Shontae and shout, “Shontae Hillman!”

			“Oh my God! Terrence,” she said, startled. She leaned forward and hugged me. 

			“Wow! You look amazing as always. How have you been?” I asked.

			“Good. Life has been good!” Some moments of silence slid between us as we both stared at each other. “It’s been a while.”

			“I tried to call you once after the breakup, but some old Asian lady answered.”

			“I changed my number.”

			“I understand. Let’s reconnect.” I handed Shontae my phone.

			“Terrence, there’s nothing else to discuss. You broke up with me.”

			“I only wanted what was best for you. I never wanted to leave you.” I took a deep breath and was prepared to lay it all out for her. “Shontae… look… I’m still in lo—”

			“This guy!” Victor Michaels, the tall and dapper gentleman, said as he slithered up from behind and placed his arm around my Shontae. “Of all the women in town, and you decide to stalk mine,” an irked Victor said.

			 We stared at each other firmly for a few moments.

			“Let’s get out of here, babe,” Victor said as he rolled his eyes at me. They walked off and headed toward the exit.

			“Okay, bet! It’s on.” At that moment, all I could do was nod. Victor is with the woman I am supposed to spend the rest of my life with, and I was prepared to do whatever it took to get Shontae away from him.

			CHAPTER 2

			Meanwhile, beneath the Allure Lounge in a private decadent speakeasy was a high-stakes, no-limit, Texas Hold’em poker match. Some of the town’s most social elite sat around the fancy traditional cherrywood poker table. Sitting next to the dealer was Reverend Murray Hillman, an opportunistic televangelist and founder of the non-denominational Planet Changers House based in North Las Vegas. Behind his crisp suits and immaculate demeanor was a cunning, stern businessman. Reverend Hillman was known for treating his church not as a place of worship but as a profitable enterprise. Faith to him was a business and business was booming.

			To Reverend Hillman’s left, puffing on a Fuente Fuente Opus X cigar, was Jorge “Hollywood” Sanchez, the heavily tattooed owner of the Allure Lounge. Hollywood wore his crimes like they were a second skin—literally. His arms were covered in inked serpents, skulls, and dollar signs, each representing a deal or a life he claimed. Hollywood was the kind of guy whose grin was as sharp as the expensive suits he wore.

			Next to him was a city councilman and owner of the Houston Commercial Realty Group, Dallas Houston. The middle-aged man’s name carried weight around Las Vegas, but not for the reasons most would expect. Mr. Houston’s official business was lucrative enough, it was his moonlighting that defined him. His presence was unsettling. Though he dressed like a tech geek, his tiny beady eyes darted around with an intensity that froze the room. 

			To Mr. Houston’s left with a mischievous smirk was Brandon Perez, a scruffy kleptomaniac with sticky fingers and a degenerate gambler in his early thirties. Brandon had a knack for mischief. He was always calculated and scheming for opportunities. Brandon found it hard to resist the thrill of pocketing things that were not his. From the unkempt hair and a permanent five o’clock shadow, Brandon looked like trouble from a mile away. But buried beneath his debauched criminal façade was a faint spark of decency.
The minimum buy-in for this poker game was $20,000. The blinds for the poker game were set at $1,000 and $2,000. The dealer button was on Reverend Hillman. Hollywood tossed in the small blind $1,000 burgundy poker chip. Brandon threw in the big blind $2,000 light-blue poker chip. 

			“It costs you more money keeping the Allure Lounge open than what you make from it,” Mr. Houston said. “This place is too prime of a location to be wasted on a traditional club.”

			“And what would you do differently?” Hollywood asked.

			“We—me and you—turn this place into a dispensary that is also a lounge. It would be like Planet 13 but better. Cannabis-infused liquor. We add a smoker’s lounge. It would be the ultimate Vegas Experience for smokers across the world.”

			“Okay. Then, why won’t you sell your wife’s club?” Hollywood said with a snark. 

			“I would but it’s in a shitty area. Besides, my wife loves that place.“

			Hollywood took a long pull from his cigar and blew out the smoke. “Speaking of your wife. She sure is a hot piece of ass.”

			“You know her?” Mr. Houston asked with jealous curiosity.

			

			“Boy, do I! Tell her I said hello,” Hollywood said with a cocky chuckle. 

			Mr. Houston lobbed a menacing glare at Hollywood, then over in Brandon’s direction. Brandon sheepishly lowered his head.

			“Tonight is a good night… so I’ll tell you what. If I win this hand, we’ll talk some more. If I lose, don’t bring it up the rest of the night.”

			“Fair enough,” Mr. Houston said with a nod that concealed his rage.

			The dealer pitched each player two cards. They each studied their hand. The bet was now on Mr. Houston. He threw out a $1,000 chip to call. The bet was now on Reverend Hillman. He studied his hand for a few moments. He tossed in a $1,000 chip to call. Hollywood threw in a burgundy chip to reach the call. The option was now on the stone-faced Brandon, who sat on a pocket pair of aces: Ace of Diamonds and Ace of Spades. 

			“I’ll raise,” Brandon said as he tossed in two $2,000 chips.

			“Raised to six thousand,” the dealer shouted.

			Reverend Hillman tossed in his two cards and rose from the table. “That escalated fast.”

			“I’ll meet you at the church later,” Mr. Houston mumbled to Reverend Hillman.

			Reverend Hillman gave a slight nod, right before he walked away. The dealer picked up his cards and threw them in the muck pile. The bet was now on Mr. Houston. He studied his hand for a few seconds and tossed in four burgundy chips to match the pot.

			“Call.” The dealer aimed his attention toward Hollywood. “Six thousand dollars is the bet.”

			Hollywood matched the bet. The dealer gathered the chips to the center. The dealer took the top card from the deck and “burned” it, facedown, under the pot. The dealer placed an Ace of Clubs, a 10 of Clubs, and a 10 of Diamonds face up on the table. The bet was on Hollywood. He tapped the table to check the bet to Brandon, who had on a boat: Aces full of 10s, on the flop. Brandon tossed out a $5,000 brown poker chip.

			“Five thousand dollars is the bet.” 

			The action was now on Mr. Houston, who studied his hand. Frustration washed across his face as he cast an irritated gaze at Brandon. Mr. Houston studied
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PART 1:
FiRST, GET THE MONEY!

ON A SILLY, SADISTIC QUEST FOR FINANCIAL
FREEDOM, THREE FRENEMIES SEARCH FOR
LOVE IN ALL. THE WRONG PLACES.
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