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	For every woman who ever held the whole thing together with both hands and never once asked for help.
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Chapter 1: The Floor Is Mine

	Rory

	The music finds me before anything else does.

	It comes up through the soles of my shoes as I descend the back staircase, a low, insistent pulse that settles somewhere between my ribs and reminds me why I love this job on the nights when it is hardest to remember. Two hundred people are out there losing themselves in the beat, and I am the one making sure none of it falls apart.

	Axel is stationed at the base of the hallway, broad and still as a wall, and I give him the two-finger salute we've used since my first week here. He's already ejected three people tonight, and it's not yet midnight. The man looks like he was built specifically for this corridor, for this exact purpose, and I've never once had cause to doubt him.

	He returns the salute with a nod, and I move on.

	My skirt has crept up again. I tug it back into place without breaking stride, checking the buttons on my vest out of habit. Everything at Neesons runs on a dress code of solid black, floor to management, which has always suited me just fine. Black is the only color I've ever really trusted.

	The door to the main floor is heavy, and it swings back hard when I push through it. The music doubles in volume, and I pause at the edge of the room, scanning before I commit to entering. I always take thirty seconds at the threshold. It costs nothing and tells me everything.

	Zara, Kai, and Rio are behind the bar, moving with the kind of easy efficiency that only comes from people who actually enjoy what they do. The line of customers is long but orderly, voices raised over the music in the way that signals excitement rather than irritation. Good sign.

	I stay where I am a moment longer, reading the room the way Cillian taught me to, from the outside in, perimeter first, then center, then the details.

	The volume surprises me. It's a Friday, so busy is expected, but this is something else. The energy in here is almost frantic with enthusiasm, glasses clinking, laughter breaking through the bass line in bright little bursts.

	Cillian is going to be pleased when I give him the numbers tonight.

	I catch Zara's eye as I cut through a cluster of rowdy guests near the bar. She flicks her bangs out of her face and lifts a hand in greeting without missing a beat on the cocktail shaker. I move on, making my way upstairs, keeping my attention loose and wide, the way you have to when you're responsible for a room this size.

	Everything up here is running cleanly. I skim my fingers along the balcony rail and look down at the main floor, the dance floor sprawling out below me, VIP sections arranged along its edges like parentheses around a sentence. The DJ booth is banked against the far wall, the plasma screens behind it strobing in sync with the kick drum, and the sound system is doing exactly what it cost us to make it do.

	I nod to a pair of regulars on my way through and head up to the top floor, where both rooms are open tonight.

	Cillian named them for the color of the furniture inside, which tells you everything you need to know about my oldest brother's approach to branding. The Green Room is the larger of the two, with a wrap-around terrace above the city that the vapers have claimed as their own personal kingdom. Clouds of white steam drift up against the cold night sky as I step inside.

	"How are we doing, Rico?" I ask, stopping beside the security post at the doorway.

	"Smooth so far, boss," he says, with the particular brand of calm that makes him good at his job.

	I check in with both bartenders at the Green Room bar. Their expressions tell me everything is under control before either of them says a word.

	The Blue Room is different the moment I walk in.

	It's meant to be the quieter alternative, a space where the music drops to something softer and more eclectic, where groups of women can sit and talk and not have to shout over each other all night. It's become our most reliably popular room for exactly that reason, and I've always been proud of what it offers.

	Tonight, something is off.

	Sage catches my eye the instant I cross the threshold, and the specific quality of that look, steady, controlled, but urgent underneath, sends my instincts into gear. I don't change my pace. I don't look where she's looking. I let myself drift naturally across the room, taking in the tables one by one until I find what she's pointed me toward without pointing at all.

	Corner booth. Four men. One of them has left his shoes kicked off beside the table, a pair of expensive leather loafers left sideways on the floor where anyone walking past could go down hard on them.

	Leni is at their table with a drinks tray, and her body language is doing the thing it does when a situation is quietly wrong. She's standing a half step further back than she normally would, shoulders pulled in just slightly, the kind of micro-adjustment that most people would never notice.

	I stop moving and watch.

	One of the men, the one without the shoes, stretches his arm out in a long, casual arc toward her. His friends are talking loudly, filling her attention from the front while his hand moves in from the side. It has the practiced quality of something done before, a routine with assigned parts, and my jaw tightens at the familiarity of it.

	I wait. I've learned to wait.

	His fingers brush her thigh, and she steps back immediately, her lips moving in what I know from here is polite but firm. He does it again.

	I move.

	His hand is reaching toward her inner thigh when I close my fingers around his wrist, and I do not do it gently. My nails press against the vein there, and I feel him go rigid with surprise before the pain catches up.

	"Get the hell off me," he slurs, twisting his arm as I stand perfectly still beside him. I tilt my head once at Leni, and she goes without a word, though the look she throws me over her shoulder carries an entire conversation in it.

	"You made a mistake," I say, keeping my voice even as I release his wrist and set his hand down on the table as though it belongs to someone I pity. "You meant to get my server's attention, but instead you almost grabbed her. Easy thing to do in a crowded room."

	He snorts, and the friends trade smirks that make me feel tired in a very specific way.

	"I apologize," he says, with the tone of someone who has never meant that word in his life. "The service was slow."

	"I hear you," I say, and I begin distributing the drinks from Leni's abandoned tray with the unhurried confidence of someone who owns the room, because I do. Bourbon for the first friend. Vodka for the second. An Old Fashioned for the man whose wrist I just released, set down in front of him with a precise little click.

	"The service here is worth the wait," I say pleasantly. "If anything else comes up tonight, ask for Rory Neeson. I'll come right over."

	Something shifts in his expression when he catches the name on the sign outside and the name I just gave him landing in the same place. But arrogance in men like this doesn't yield to logic. It just redirects.

	His eyes make a slow trip down the length of me, and he takes half his cocktail in one swallow.

	"So you're what, the head waitress?"

	"Manager," I say.

	"You should sit down with us," he says, scooting along the booth and patting the vacated space with the confidence of someone who has never once been told no and meant it.

	"I'm working, unfortunately," I tell him.

	"What exactly do you do? Walk around in a skirt assaulting people?"

	"If I were assaulting you," I say, "you'd know the difference."

	The table makes a noise that reminds me of adolescent boys watching someone get called out in a school hallway. His swagger wavers, just slightly. I consider moving on.

	Then I feel it. The tips of his fingers, creeping up the back of my thigh with the slow deliberateness of someone who believes consequences are for other people.

	I give him two seconds. Three.

	Then I have him out of the booth, face down, arm locked against his back at an angle that makes him shriek in a way that cuts clean through the ambient music. The surrounding tables go quiet in a ripple, the way sound dies outward from a dropped stone.

	"Ozzy," I say, and he is already there, solid and impassive at my shoulder, the way he always is when it counts.

	I lean down toward the man's ear, keeping my voice just above a whisper.

	"You were told," I say. "Nobody puts their hands on my staff in this room. Not once, not twice, and not like you thought you were being clever about it. You picked the wrong woman to test tonight."

	I straighten up and hand him off to Ozzy with the same composure I'd use handing off a coat check ticket. The friends are considerably quieter now as the second member of my security team materializes to walk them out. Their leader's shoes are still lying sideways on the floor.

	I pick them up and drop them on the table.

	"Your driver can bring those around in the morning," I say, and I walk away before any of them think of something to say.

	

	The room exhales around me as I turn back to face it.

	"Sorry about that, ladies," I say, raising my voice just enough to carry. "Carry on."

	The tension unspools slowly, conversation starting back up in overlapping waves, and I let myself breathe.

	The table beside the now-vacated booth is full of women who look young enough to make me feel ancient, which is a strange sensation at twenty-four. They're staring at me with the wide, startled eyes of people who just watched something they weren't expecting, and at the center of the group is a girl in a tiara with a balloon arrangement that's threatening to take out the light fixture above her.

	"Is today somebody's birthday?" I ask.

	The girl in the tiara nods, cautious but warming up.

	"Then let's get you a better table," I say, gesturing to the booth that Ozzy just cleared. "And a bottle of champagne for the trouble. On the house."

	I glance at the cake in the middle of their current setup. It's split down the middle, pink on one side and black on the other, a name written across the fondant in looping script.

	"Blair?" I ask.

	She lights up. "Yes."

	"Let us take care of you tonight," I say, and I mean it.

	The older woman at the edge of the group, who has been watching me with an expression I've been preparing myself for since the second I ejected the man from the booth, steps into my path before I can move away. I keep my face neutral and wait for whatever is coming.

	"Where did you learn to do that?" she asks, and her tone is nothing like what I braced for. There is genuine admiration in it, sitting just beneath the surface of the question.

	I tell her about the zero-tolerance policy, about the staff deserving to feel safe, about how I've been working this floor long enough to recognize a pattern when I see one. She listens with her arms crossed and her chin lifted, and when I finish, she tells me about her daughters.

	Twins, both of them. Blair and Kayla, twenty-one today.

	"I'm a twin myself," I tell her, and something in her expression softens at that.

	I get them settled in the booth, flag Leni down for champagne, and make a note to send a second bottle for the other twin once I'm at the bar. Two of everything. I know the rule.

	As I'm leaving them to it, the sound of a cork hitting the ceiling and a squeal of pure delight follows me out, and I almost smile.

	

	The VIP lounge sits at the far edge of the Blue Room, separated from the main space by a frosted screen, and when I step inside I find two distinct groups occupying its tables.

	The first is a gathering of Japanese businessmen doing shots with competitive enthusiasm, who cheer collectively when I come in. I acknowledge them with a nod and move to the second table.

	The women here are the kind of put-together that costs real money, designer clothes worn with the ease of people who don't think about what things cost because they've never had to. Several bottles of wine are already open, and the brunette at the near end of the table is the first one to catch my eye.

	"Hey," she says, with a voice that has been professionally polished to sound effortless. "I watched what you just did out there. Ladies, this woman is an actual warrior. She just threw that man out on his face."

	"Did he give you any trouble?" I ask, scanning the table.

	"Only tried to get us to come sit with him and his sweaty little friends," she says, waving a hand like she's clearing smoke. "We don't need men. Girls' night."

	The table erupts in agreement, and then the brunette is holding out a folded hundred-dollar bill between two fingers, offered up with the casual authority of someone accustomed to making things happen with money.

	"For your nails, in case you broke one dealing with that idiot," she says. "This club is incredible. We'll be back."

	I tuck the bill away and thank her, and she leans in just slightly.

	"My name's Elena. If you ever want out of this kind of place and into something with serious money behind it, look up Vera Hardin at Sterling House. Tell her I sent you."

	She produces a card from somewhere and holds it out. Thick stock, embossed, minimal. The kind of card that doesn't need to say much because the weight of it says it for you.

	I take it. I tuck it beside the hundred without looking at it again.

	"Thanks," I say, and I mean it more than she knows.

	

	Upstairs, the atrium opens up around me, and I lean against the rail, looking down at the bodies moving below. The DJ is doing something extraordinary tonight, the kind of set that makes even the people standing still start to move without meaning to, and for a moment, the noise and the light and the sheer contained energy of it all sends something bright and electric through my chest.

	Then I see Mason.

	He's across the atrium, forearms on the rail, staring down at the dancers with an expression that has nothing to do with what he's looking at. The shadows under his eyes are deep enough to read from here, and his shoulders carry a weight that has nothing to do with the hour.

	He's been like this for weeks. Every time I ask, he redirects me with a joke or a deflection, and I let him, because pushing Mason before he's ready has never once worked for either of us.

	I watch him a moment longer, then I look away.

	It's nearly one in the morning, and the floor is running well. I decide to head up to the office and get into the accounts. It's been too long since I've gone through the books properly, and Mason always takes twice as long as he needs to on the financial side of things. It won't hurt him to have one less thing on his plate tonight.

	I check in with Ellis before I go. Everything is under control.

	The hallway behind the bar is quiet in the way that backstage always is, a parallel world running alongside the noise without touching it, and I take a breath I didn't know I needed.

	Mason's office on the upper floor is wide and cool, with a large window looking out over the street below. From here I can see the line outside Neesons wrapping around the corner, and the sight of it does something warm to my chest despite everything.

	I kick my shoes off, settle at the desk, and open the accounts.

	The records through September are clean. Everything filed and reconciled the way I would have done it myself: gross receipts, expenses, variances, all sitting in their columns like well-behaved children. I open the current month and feel the warmth drain out of me.

	An eighty-thousand-dollar deficit, sitting at the top of the screen like a bad joke.

	I lean forward, running my eyes down the columns, looking for the error, the misfile, the innocent explanation that would make this make sense.

	I don't find one.

	What I find instead is a pattern. A growing deficit appearing at the start of each month from September onward, compounding quietly, patient as rot.

	I am still staring at it when the office door bursts open and Mason comes through it at something close to a run.

	The shock on his face lasts about two seconds before fury replaces it, and he slams the door behind him hard enough to rattle the frame.

	"What the hell are you doing, Rory?"

	 


Chapter 2: The Books Don't Lie

	Rory

	I don't move right away.

	There's a particular kind of stillness that comes over me when something goes wrong, a narrowing of everything down to what is directly in front of me, and right now what is directly in front of me is my brother, breathing hard, sweat already beginning to show at his temples, his eyes carrying the specific panic of someone who has just been caught at something they cannot talk their way out of.

	I've seen that look on Mason's face before. I've seen it on Theo's and Finn's faces too, more times than I can count. But Mason is supposed to be the one who doesn't do this. Mason is supposed to be the steady one.

	"What do you mean, what am I doing?" I say, keeping my voice measured even as something cold starts to spread behind my sternum. "I'm going through the accounts. I wanted to take something off your plate. Why isn't anything reconciled, Mason? You can't carry a deficit forward from month to month and just let it sit there."

	He pushes past me without answering, moving straight to the desk, jabbing at the keyboard with the urgency of someone trying to close a window before the rain gets in.

	"I didn't ask you to touch the accounts," he says, his voice tight and brittle. "I have it handled."

	"You clearly don't," I say, planting myself beside him, close enough that he can't pretend I'm not there. "Show me what I'm
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