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			Chapter One

			Aria

			LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

			Whales belong in the ocean, not in a casino. But in my experience, more often than not, that’s exactly where you find them. Cozied up to a poker table or a craps table or a roulette wheel, sucking down Lagavulin and hassling every pretty girl that walks by.

			Then again, I live in Vegas and I work at the Atlantis, currently the hottest casino on the Strip. Where the hell else am I going to see a whale other than right here in my own backyard?

			Tonight the place is crawling with them, rich men throwing around thousand dollar chips like confetti and tossing back thousands of dollars’ worth of free liquor the same way. I want to say that it’s an unusual occurrence, but the truth is, this is my life. Has been for a while now.

			It’s a different view on this side of the casino from your typical Vegas experience, one filled with ten thousand dollar suits and ten million dollar bets. The air fairly crackles with the sound, the scent, the feel of money. Which translates into much higher tips than working the regular floor does, tips I desperately need. All I have to do to earn them is ignore the fact that the whales on this side of the velvet ropes have much grabbier hands. And an overdeveloped sense of entitlement.

			“I need two fingers of Lagavulin, a Belvedere and cranberry, another Nolet’s Reserve and tonic and a shot of Patron Silver,” I tell Michael, tonight’s bartender, as I pick up a dirty martini and a couple of mojitos made with top shelf booze.

			
			He nods, never breaking rhythm as he shakes a margarita in one hand and squirts Coke on top of rum in another.

			And then I’m off again, teetering back toward the high roller tables in the four-inch stilettos my boss insists all the cocktail waitresses wear. I don’t mind them so much—learning to walk in Louboutins and Manolos was pretty much a required course growing up in my house—but after seven hours straight on my feet, even my steel arches are beginning to whimper.

			Which is probably why I’m not at my most patient when Whale Number One, a Japanese businessman who just flew in from Tokyo, rubs a suggestive hand over my ass and down my scantily clad thigh.

			I turn around and shoot him a look, and he holds his hands up in a pretend gesture of surrender. “Can I get you anything else?” I ask him, keeping my voice sweet and my eyes steady. It’s my experience that guys like this have trouble keeping up the letch act when they’re looking straight into your eyes. It’s a lesson I learned from my mother years ago: rich men will only give you respect if you demand it.

			Even if you’re married to them. Or maybe, especially then.

			But that’s a different story, a million worlds away from where I am right now. Thank God. These days, the most I have to worry about are guys who like my butt a little too much.

			
			“Another Lagavulin, Aria,” he tells me, his English accented but precise.

			“Of course, sir. I’ll be back with it in just a moment.”

			This time when I turn away, my ass goes unaccosted.

			I drop off the mojitos to Whale Number Two and the idiot blonde about forty years his junior who is currently decorating his arm. He flips a fifty dollar chip onto my tray and I thank him for the tip before bracing myself to deliver the dirty vodka martini. It’s going to Whale Number Three, a Russian billionaire, and he’s a real douche. He’s only been here an hour and already I’ve got more than one bruise on my ass from his unwelcome advances.

			“Here’s your dirty martini, three olives,” I tell him with a forced smile as I set the glass down in front of him. I take care to keep my body—and my ass—angled away from him, but somehow the fucker gets a pinch in anyway. I grit my teeth and count backward from ten as I remind myself of all the reasons that punching him is a bad idea. Starting with the fact that I really need this job. “Can I get you anything else?”

			I pull the eye contact trick, but this guy is one of the rarest—and the worst—ones. He looks me straight in the eye and fucking gropes me again. I’m seeing red at this point, my hand itching to curl into a fist I can plow into his face. He’d look so much better with a broken nose. And a missing tooth or two.

			I, however, wouldn’t look nearly so good living on the streets, and right now, the only thing standing between me and total poverty is this job. Not quite what I imagined for my life when I graduated from Vassar top in my class, but I figured out a long time ago that beggars really can’t be choosers.

			
			Besides, right now it’s this or crawling home to Daddy with my head down and tail between my legs. And since that’s so not going to happen, I’ll just have to grin and bear it. I might not be able to control this guy and what he does, but I’m damn sure able to control myself and the life I’m making for myself. And that includes not giving in to my temper, no matter how much I’m provoked.

			Besides, my shift is almost over. I can take anything, even the loss of control that comes with this job, as long as the end is in sight. I learned that the hard way a long time ago.

			“How about a date tonight?” he says as he slides a warm, slightly sweaty palm up my arm. It’s all I can do not to shudder in disgust.

			“The casino frowns on employees dating customers. But I’m happy to bring you another drink, or a menu if you’re hungry.”

			“What the casino doesn’t know won’t hurt anybody.” His hand continues its foray up my arm, the backs of his fingers brushing against my breast, my nipple. “When do you get off?” He grins at his own innuendo.

			I meet the dealer’s eyes over his head and Jake speeds up his dealing. His face is carefully blank but I can see the look of disgust in his eyes, know that it mimics the one I’m currently doing my best to hide.

			“I’ll be working for a while yet,” I tell him, gently extricating myself from his grip. “Just let me know if you need anything else.”

			
			I smile tightly as he flips a chip onto my tray—a twenty dollar one—but I can’t bring myself to say thank you. Instead, I nod in acknowledgment and disappear into the flow of traffic just outside the ropes marking the high roller area. It’s not until I’m several steps away that I allow myself to breathe again.

			I take a couple more orders, deliver them to Michael as I pick up my latest round of drinks. And then I’m off, making yet another circle around the tables. Tonight, this half of the high roller circle is much better behaved. As long as you don’t mind a few lingering glances and a pat or two on the ass.

			It’s not forever, I remind myself as I ignore the way Mr. Benson slides his hand up the inside of my arm. He takes his Johnnie Walker Black on the rocks and flips a twenty dollar bill onto my tray as a token of his appreciation. I pocket it and thank him nicely.

			Next stop is the poker table. Buy-in is fifty grand tonight, and every seat is taken. I drop the Belvedere and cranberry at Mrs. Jenkins’s elbow, the Nolet’s Reserve and tonic next to Mr. Davies and the shot of Patron Silver beside Mr. Cervantes. I back up without waiting for a tip—three hours delivering drinks to him has already taught me to get in and out as quickly as possible.

			It’s as I’m heading back to the bar that I notice Whale Number Three—the Russian guy—hassling some casino bunny who’s wandered into the big leagues. She’s dressed up, probably planning on catching herself a high rolling whale, but even from here I can tell the one she’s caught is way out of her league.

			
			Damn.

			I hurry back to the bar, pick up my drink order and scoot in that direction. The last thing I want to do is engage in another conversation with this guy, but his hand is wrapped around that girl’s arm and I can tell by the way she’s twisting around—and the grimace on her face—that he’s hurting her.

			On my way over, I stop by one of the security guards, nod in their direction. He takes a look, but then shrugs at me, like he has no idea what I expect him to do.

			Shit. I am so sick of this rich old boys’ club, the one where men get to do whatever the hell they want as long as they’re ponying up the dough. It’s amazing how much willful blindness and sexual harassment a couple million dollars will buy.

			With no other recourse available, I head over to the whale and his unlucky choice for the night.

			“Here’s your drink,” I tell him, banging the glass down onto the table a little too forcefully. “Can I get you anything else?”

			He doesn’t even look at me as he runs his free hand up the girl’s thigh and under her dress, but she does, her heavily made up eyes pleading with me to do something as she tries to inch herself away from him. For a second, it’s like staring into my own eyes, into the memories of the girl I used to be.

			Damn it. I can’t get involved. Not in this—I’m smart enough to know that it won’t end well for me. But at the same time, I can’t leave the poor, dumb kid here, either. Not when she’s so obviously uncomfortable.

			
			I give her a subtle nod, then head back over to the security guard. Manny, I think his name is. “Look, you’re going to have to intervene. That guy is totally out of bounds over there.” I nod toward the Russian.

			Manny’s eyes follow where I’m indicating. “She doesn’t look like she’s asking for help.”

			“Well, she is. He’s practically assaulting her. You need to get involved.”

			“I’ve got strict orders from Mr. Caine. We don’t intervene in those situations unless we’re specifically asked to by a customer.”

			“Seriously?” I don’t wait around for his answer—it’s not like he’s got one that will make me happy—and instead take off to deliver the last of my drinks.

			I keep my eye on the two of them as I take new orders and continue to deliver drinks. A couple times it looks like she’s trying to brush him off, to escape, but both times he refuses to take the hint. She even gets up to leave at one point, moving to another table, but he follows her, his hand sliding over her ass much like it slid over mine a little while ago.

			I grit my teeth, try to tell myself it’s not my business. If she really wanted to, she could just get up and walk out of the casino. At the same time, though, I’m not sure he wouldn’t follow her. And obviously, neither is she. It’s not a stretch to think that she’s safer here, being hassled by him, than she would be trying to walk away on her own. Protection in numbers and all that.

			
			And still I tell myself to stay out of it. That it’s not my problem. That I have enough going on right now without taking this on, too. That I’m set to get off in fifteen minutes and I should just put my head down and ignore it.

			But I’m swinging back over to that group of tables anyway and it costs me nothing to stop and ask him if he wants another drink. So I do. And this time I see his hand skimming under the hem of her dress, his finger running along the top seam of her stockings.

			I glance at her face then, my brows lifted just a little. She looks at me pleadingly before grabbing his hand and shoving it off her leg. Of course, he’s a creep—and an entitled one at that—so it’s only a matter of seconds before his hand is back, even higher than before.

			I turn away, determined to get Manny over here this time—no matter what it takes. But I’ve barely taken a step or two before I hear her shriek. I turn back just in time to see him squeeze her breast.

			“Get lost,” he says to me, breathing heavily, and there’s a part of me that knows that’s exactly what I should do if I want to keep this job.

			But I can’t do that. Not when Manny’s turned down my plea for assistance twice. And not when I know that leaving her alone with him is only going to lead to a worse assault.

			
			Bending down so that he can’t help but look me in the eye, I tell him, “I’ll get lost when you do. She’s obviously not interested.”

			“What do you know?” he sneers at me, his hand tightening on her leg until she yelps again, this time in obvious pain. A couple of the other players look over, and one even looks like he’s going to intervene. But one stone-cold look from the Russian and they’re all suddenly fascinated by their cards again. “Whores like her are always interested.”

			I’m seeing red at this point, but I use every ounce of self-control I have to keep my voice even when I say, “Please let her go.”

			“Or what?” He glances over at Manny who is looking everywhere but over here, it seems. “You’ll sic your fat-ass security guard on me? That threat doesn’t impress me.”

			To prove his point, he slides a finger even higher beneath her dress.

			She shudders, starts shoving at his hand.

			“Stop it, you little bitch,” he tells her then, viciously squeezing her thigh in retaliation. “You should be glad I’m even bothering with you.”

			It’s the last straw. “You’ve got that wrong,” I tell him as I turn my empty drink tray on its side. “You’re not bothering with her, you’re just bothering her.”

			“And why’s that your business, you little cunt?”

			The insult rolls right off my back. These guys aren’t known for their class after all, at least not when they’re being thwarted. “Because she’s a customer of this casino, too, and you’re making her uncomfortable.”

			
			“I could buy and sell this casino. You’d do well to remember that.”

			Of course he could. Why, oh why, do discussions like this always come down to bank balances? I don’t have many good things to say about the life I led before I came here, but at least in my family and among their associates, the size of a man’s dick depends on a lot more than how many zeroes he has after his name.

			Deliberately rolling my eyes, I tell him, “Much as I’d like to be impressed by your cock of the walk routine, I’m not. So back off the girl. Now.”

			He raises an incredulous brow at me even as his whole hand disappears beneath her skirt. I wait for her to fight back, to shove him off, to do something besides sit there looking terrified, but all she manages is a little squeak. Damn it. She seriously needs to grow a backbone.

			The fact that he doesn’t even see her anymore, that this has become nothing but a pissing match between the two of us with her as the unfortunate bystander, grates on me. If he was messing with me, I could take it. But she obviously can’t, and by trying to help I’ve only made it worse.

			It’s my only excuse for what happens next. After all, I’d had every intention of keeping this peaceful when I came over here. But when he leans over, his eyes locked on mine, and licks a long, wet stripe up the girl’s cheek, the temper I work so hard to keep control over explodes.

			
			And I rack him with my drink tray.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Sebastian

			What the fuck am I doing here?

			It’s a question I’ve been asking myself at least five times a day, every day, since I got here and it’s a question I anticipate asking myself—at least at this point—five times a day every day for the rest of my life.

			It’s a depressing thought, one that has me raking a hand through my hair and fighting the urge to walk out of this office, out of this casino, out of this whole damn town. But that’s not an option. Not for me. Not right now. No matter how out of place I feel. I reach for control, remind myself that it was my decision to come back. My decision to be here right now, working to improve the casino’s bottom line and save the jobs of everyone who works here.

			The intercom on my father’s desk—my desk—buzzes and his secretary—my secretary—says, “Sebastian, Todd Waters needs five minutes.”

			I wrack my brain, trying to remember who the fuck Todd Waters is. I’ve been back here five days after being gone for ten years and nothing is like I remember it. Not the employees, not the casino, not even my father, who has become a sick, wasted shell of the man he used to be.

			I’m not sure what it says about me—or him—that I like this version better.

			
			“Send him in,” I tell Linda, turning away from the window and moving back toward the desk I never thought I’d ever have to sit behind. The desk I’ve never wanted to sit behind.

			The moment Todd walks in the room, his face clicks into place. Daytime Manager, Casino Floor, High Roller Relations. I’m shitty with names but I never forget a face. He’s one of hundreds of people I’ve been introduced to in the last few days, but I remember liking him. Thinking he seemed not only competent but also like a pretty decent guy.

			“I know you’re still settling in,” he begins before he even reaches my desk, “and I wanted to give you a few more days before I started beating down your door, but we’ve got a situation that I think needs either you or your father to smooth it over.”

			My dad is in no shape to smooth anything over and we both know it. A victim of a series of mini-strokes in recent months, neither his speech nor his mental faculties are up to the job right now. Especially after his latest incident.

			Which is, of course, the main reason I’m here, trying to run a casino I have no interest in running, when I’d much rather be back in Boston acting as CFO of one of the largest children’s charities in the world.

			“That’s what I’m here for,” I tell Todd, gesturing for him to sit in one of the chairs on the other side of my desk. He does, and not for the first time since getting here, I’m struck by how much shorter they are than my father’s own chair. A ridiculous piece of psychological warfare, meant to make his visitors ill at ease and make him feel like a king.

			
			I’ve got no time—or interest—in power plays like that, though, and I make a mental note to have the chairs switched out before the end of the day. It probably shouldn’t be a top priority for me—not after looking over the books and seeing how badly my father has managed to screw over the Atlantis in the last few years—but fuck it. I can have more than one priority.

			“What’s going on?” I ask after Todd’s settled and so am I.

			“There was a situation last night with one of the whales. He and one of the cocktail waitresses got into it and she ended up hitting him in the balls with her drinks tray.”

			Well, I have to admit, that’s a new one. Or at least, one I haven’t heard before. I stare at him, nonplussed for a moment as I wait for him to continue. When he doesn’t, I finally ask, “So, did she at least tell you why she did it? Was he hassling her?”

			“I haven’t spoken to her—this happened on night shift before I got here. But probably. She’s a real looker, so she gets messed with more than most of the waitresses. But she’s always been pretty even-tempered before last night.”

			“So what set her off, then?”

			“That’s just it, I don’t know. David fired her after the incident—told her to come back today to collect her last paycheck—and that should have been the end of it. I hadn’t even heard about the incident until the whale called me, screaming his head off. I just got out of a meeting with him. He’s pretty pissed off and he’s threatening to sue if he isn’t compensated for his physical and mental distress.”

			
			It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. “His physical and mental distress?”

			Todd presses his lips together and I get the impression he’s trying not to snicker. “Yeah.”

			“Aren’t we already compensating him? Comped high roller suite, comped everything else?”

			“We are.”

			“So who is this guy? What does he want? If the waitress has already been fired, I’m not sure what he’s looking for.”

			“His name is Petrov Rubinov. He’s a Russian billionaire, made his money on the black market, smuggling diamonds, weapons, girls.”

			My stomach turns and again I wonder what the fuck I’m doing here. I’ve spent years working with charities to help end human smuggling and the underage sex trade and now here I am, comping one of its worst offenders. Is it any wonder I feel so fucking dirty all the time?

			“Have you pulled the film?” I demand, because there’s no way this creep is getting anything from me, especially if he’s the one in the wrong. I want to know exactly what happened before Todd arranges a meeting so that I can “smooth things over.” As if that’s ever going to happen.

			“They were pulling it when I headed up here. It should be in your inbox by now.”

			
			I turn to my computer, refresh my browser so I can see my most recent emails. Sure enough, there’s one from security labeled “Rubinov footage.”

			I click on it, then gesture for Todd to come around the desk and watch with me.

			There are two different video clips, one that’s five minutes long and one that is twenty-four minutes. I click on the five minute one first, then watch as Rubinov walks his fingers up the thigh of a pretty redhead about twenty years his junior. From the way she’s shoving at his hand and looking around for help, she doesn’t look like she’s enjoying the attention.

			Angrily, I note the way she makes eye contact with the dealer—and how the dealer very deliberately looks away. “What the hell was that?” I demand.

			“I don’t know.” Todd sounds as pissed off as I feel. “David and I have different styles of running things, but neither of us are okay with customers being harassed. Even by the high rollers.”

			The fact that he has to qualify it that way only makes me more annoyed. I grew up in Vegas, in a casino about two blocks up the Strip and then in this one. I went to Harvard, worked in high-finance fund-raising. I know how this rarified world works. How money gives men a false sense of control, makes men think they can have anything they want.

			That doesn’t mean I have to like it.

			Twenty seconds later, a cocktail waitress—the cocktail waitress, I assume—comes into view. She’s dressed in the short navy skirt, crisp white blouse and fishnets that all the cocktail waitresses here wear and I can tell right away that Todd is right. The woman really is a looker.

			
			She’s gorgeous actually, and for a minute I’m so busy staring at her that I lose track of what it is I’m supposed to be doing. Her dark hair is shoulder length and tied back in a ponytail that only emphasizes her stunning bone structure and long, delicate neck. She’s got dark eyes, plump lips, olive skin. She also has an angry flush to her cheeks that only makes her more attractive.

			As does the control over herself—and her temper—that I can tell she’s exerting.

			Interested now, as much in her as in the situation, I watch the way she moves, the way she holds herself. She’s tall even without the high heels she’s wearing, at least six foot with them, all long legs and curvy hips and an ass that looks like a million bucks in that skirt. And she carries herself like she knows she’s too good for this job, too good for this place.

			Shit. Is it any wonder all the rich letches hassle her? For most of the guys she comes into contact with on a daily basis, self-denial isn’t exactly a concept they’re familiar with. Hell, I’m a pretty straightforward, always-be-respectful-when-it-comes-to-women kind of guy and all I can think about is testing that control, seeing how far I can take her before she loses it completely.

			But even as I’m thinking it, she does lose it completely—though not in the way I’ve spent the last couple minutes imagining. Instead, she pulls back her tray and racks the guy, her long, curvy body moving with perfect precision. The unexpectedness—even with Todd’s warning—snaps me out of my momentary stupor and I start the clip over. I watch it again, this time paying attention to what’s going on instead of how much I want to test the waitress’s control.

			
			It only takes about thirty seconds for me to figure out that she’s doing her best to get Rubinov to stop hassling the other woman. Another thirty seconds has my temper simmering and by the time she racks him, I’m furious that I hadn’t been there to do it for her.

			The guy’s a bastard of the first order.

			I play the footage one more time, just to make sure I’ve caught every nuance of the situation that I can. Then I play the longer video, watching as the waitress goes over to security, nodding toward Rubinov and the girl.

			So she did try to report it, did try to get help. And the security guard turned her away. The knowledge makes the anger simmering in my veins burn hotter and higher. They stripped her of control, left her out there alone with no alternative but to do what she did. And then fired her for it.

			No. Absolutely not. Maybe that’s how things went on my father’s watch, but he’s not in charge anymore. I am. And that’s not how things are going to go around here.

			“Where is he?” I ask Todd after the video finally plays out.

			“When I left him, he was in his suite, waiting for your apology. It’s room 2857.”

			
			“My apology, huh?” More like my foot in his ass, because that’s the only thing—the last thing—this bastard is getting from me or the Atlantis. “Looks like he’s going to be disappointed.”

			I push back from the desk, stand up. “I want to know the second Ms.—what’s the waitress’s name?”

			“Aria. Aria Winston.”

			“I want to know the second Aria Winston comes to pick up her paycheck. Have HR send her up to me, will you, please?”

			He nods. “Absolutely.”

			“And I want a meeting with all the heads of daytime staff today. I want to ensure everyone from floor security to the check-in staff understands that turning a blind eye to that kind of harassment is not acceptable and will not be tolerated.” I glance at my watch as we head out of my office. “Let’s say eleven o’clock.”

			I pause at my secretary’s desk. She’s in her fifties, smart, shrewd and from what I understand, completely loyal to my father. I’ve yet to decide if she’s transferring that loyalty to me—maybe because she hasn’t decided yet, either. I hope she does. I like her and think she makes a really strong addition to this office.

			“Linda, I need you to make a meeting happen in one hour. Every head, director, and manager of every area of the casino during the daytime is to meet in the conference room. Please let them know that attendance is not optional. Then set up the same thing for the nighttime managers. Let’s do that one at nine, okay?”

			
			“Absolutely. What should I tell them it’s about?”

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ll fill them in.”

			—

			Twenty minutes later—after making a couple phone calls that turned out to be quite enlightening—I’m standing outside of Rubinov’s door, waiting for him to answer. Of course, it takes a couple of minutes—classic power play of the weak and narcissistic—and when he does finally open up, he’s dressed in one of the hotel’s robes and nothing else. Just to make sure I understand how unimportant I am to him. Just to make sure I understand how important he is and how he’s got control of the situation.

			Too bad no one ever taught him that those who have real control, real power, never have to flaunt it.

			It’s a mistake most rich men make and one I swore long ago that I never would. I grew up watching my father play these power games. I know all about how they work and maybe, if I wasn’t so pissed off, I’d be willing to show Mr. Rubinov just a little of the respect he thinks he’s due. But I am pissed off and I don’t give a shit about how important this fucking bastard thinks he is. He doesn’t get to assault women in my hotel and then come crying for compensation when he gets called on it.

			“I was expecting you half an hour ago,” he says as he makes his way to the luxurious couch positioned to look out over the Strip. It’s a view I’ve grown up with and one that ceased to awe me a long time ago—but it’s one that visitors to Las Vegas never seem to get enough of. Although in the daytime, it doesn’t look much different from any other city—provided you don’t count the pyramids and water fountains, the replicas of the Eiffel Tower and the Empire State Building.

			
			I very deliberately don’t apologize, just as I don’t wait for him to ask me to have a seat before I claim one for myself. His nostrils flare and I can tell from the look in his eyes that he’s not happy, but then, I’m not here to make him happy. Just because I have no interest in petty power trips doesn’t mean I don’t know how to control a situation when I want to.

			Rubinov picks up a glass of water, vodka—I don’t know or care—and tosses the contents back in one long gulp as he waits for me to open the conversation. He has a long wait coming—he wanted this meeting, he can talk first.

			The silence stretches between us, taut as one of the high wires at the Cirque du Soleil show that’s headlining the Atlantis right now. Rubinov shifts uncomfortably as the silence grows, but I don’t move, don’t speak. I barely blink as I keep my posture deliberately relaxed. And wait for him to crack.

			It only takes a couple minutes before he’s barking something in Russian. Two naked girls come out of the bedroom. They look barely legal and though neither of them are currently wearing bruises, both look like they’re coming down from a week-long bender. They settle on the couch next to him and he pets them like a normal person would pet his dogs.

			
			I’m smart enough to know he’s putting on a show for my benefit and still it sets my teeth on edge, has my shoulders tensing. Because while they look like they’re here of their own volition, I can’t be sure. Not with Todd’s words about how Rubinov makes his money running through my head like a ticker tape.

			He picks that moment to speak. “I want the waitress fired. And my limit raised at the tables to twenty million a hand, unsecured. I’d like to stay an extra week—my girls have grown fond of this suite.” He shifts his hand a little, squeezes one of the girl’s nipples. She doesn’t flinch from his touch, instead arches into it, smiling, and I feel a trickle of relief make its way through my veins. I might be disgusted at how he treats these women, but at least they don’t seem to mind. It’s one less thing for me to worry about controlling in an already untenable situation.

			“And my girls, they like pretty things. Jewelry, lingerie, the like.” He shrugs like the concept baffles him. Like he’s not wearing a hundred grand in gold and diamonds on his own work-hardened fingers. “It would make me very happy for them to have whatever they want from the shops on the promenade level. And, of course, the spa as well.”

			He looks me in the eye. “Whatever they want. If this is what happens, I am sure I’ll be able to forget the unfortunate incident that occurred last night.”

			“Unlimited access to the shops and the spa,” I repeat. “An extra week at my hotel, comped, of course. A higher, unsecured limit at the tables. Do I have your demands correct?”

			
			“Requests,” he tells me with a smile that says they are indeed demands. And that he is sure he is in control—all of which shows what a fool he really is. “That whore. She needs to be fired. I was assured by your employee that this has already taken place, but I want your assurance as well.”

			I take a minute to decide what tack I want to take, but honestly, I’m out of patience with this bastard and his bloated sense of self-importance. It might be fun to play with him a little, to bat him back and forth like a cat does with a mouse, but I’ve never really had the stomach for games like that. Even when it comes to jerks like this.

			So, instead of letting him twist himself up even more in his demands, instead of letting him think for one more second that he’s got the Atlantis—that he’s got me—on the run, I look him straight in the eye and say, “No.”

			It takes a moment for the word to register, for the complacent and avaricious look to fade from his eyes and confusion to take its place. “I do not understand.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that, as I thought no was fairly self-explanatory.”

			He looks like a fish, his mouth opening and shutting like a guppy’s as he gapes at me. Then he’s barking at the girls in Russian and they’re jumping up from the couch, running back into the bedroom and slamming the door behind them. Not that that’s exactly a shock. Ego is always the place to hit guys like this.

			
			“I assume you are joking,” he tells me after the sound of the door slamming fades.

			“You assume incorrectly. But since you seem to be having trouble understanding me, let me spell things out for you. No to the extra week. No to the raise at the tables. No to the comped visits to the stores and spa for your `girls.’ And definitely no to firing the cocktail waitress, whose name is Aria, by the way, for doing what any number of my employees should have done. Does that make my position on this situation clear?”

			Rubinov’s face is bright red by now and it’s only basic human biology that is keeping steam from coming out of his ears. “You think this is a game?” he demands. “You think you can fuck with me on this? I’ll destroy this casino.”

			“You’re welcome to try,” I tell him. “I don’t think you’ll get very far—I saw the film of what was happening when my waitress hit you. She was very definitely trying to stop an assault that was in progress.”

			“That’s ridiculous—”

			“It’s not. I wish it was, because the idea of anyone treating a woman like that anywhere, but especially in my casino, infuriates me. But it’s not ridiculous. And you know what else isn’t ridiculous? The fact that when I had my chief of security call a few other casinos, he found out that this isn’t the first time you’ve been mixed up in something like this. In fact, you’re already banned from the Bellagio, New York–New York and the Venetian for incidents very similar to what happened here last night.”

			
			I push to my feet, give him a look that tells him I’m not dicking around, that I’m in control of this situation and have been from the beginning. “So, to be sure that there is no misunderstanding about what’s going to happen, let me spell it out for you. You’re going to pack up your bags and your girls, and you’re going to get out of my hotel. Today. If you leave in the next hour, you won’t be charged for the four days you’ve already spent in this suite and the four million dollars you currently owe the casino will be forgiven.

			“If you choose not to accept what I’m offering you, then I will have you removed and you will be billed for every penny you’ve spent in this hotel in the last four days. Now, it’s your choice which way you want to go, but I strongly suggest you take the first option.”

			I turn away then, very deliberately giving him my back even though I know it’s a risk. Still, for guys like this, the humiliation of being ignored, of being dismissed, is about a million times worse than having a punch thrown at them. Which is why I can’t resist showing him just how unimportant I think he is. About as unimportant as he feels Aria and that woman last night are. As unimportant as all the girls—and boys—he’s built his empire on.

			He’s cursing in Russian, a bunch of words I don’t understand. But I don’t need to understand them to figure out that he’s gotten my message.

			“You aren’t going to get away with this,” he tells me, his accent suddenly ten times stronger than it was five minutes ago. “Don’t you know who I am?”

			
			I do look at him then. I can’t resist. But I make sure my stare is flat and unimpressed as it rakes over him from the top of his half-bald ponytailed head to the tips of his bare feet. “I know exactly who you are,” I tell him after a minute, making sure he can see precisely how unimpressed I am by who, and what, he is. “It’s why I never want to see you anywhere near my hotel again.”

			With his curses ringing in my ears like music—it’s early but still I can consider my day complete now that I’ve ruined his day so absolutely—I let myself out of the suite.

			“One hour,” I remind him before closing the door behind me. Somehow I don’t think it will take that long.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Three

			Aria

			“I’ll be over later, Lucy. I have a few errands to take care of first,” I tell my sister as I climb out of my car and start the long trek toward the Atlantis, through the hotel’s employee parking lot.

			“Do you promise?” she demands. “Because Mom has gone crazy and won’t even let me get out of bed. I’m losing my mind here.”

			“She’s not crazy. She’s just…overprotective. You did have major surgery less than a week ago.”

			“And I survived it just fine!” Lucy harrumphs. “Just like I’ve survived all the other ones. But we all know it hasn’t fixed anything, that it’s just prolonging the inevitable. And I don’t want to spend the rest of my inevitable lying around in bed when I could be doing things!”

			It’s a punch in my gut to hear her talk about her own death so flippantly. There’s a part of me that knows it’s good that she isn’t in denial, that she’s fighting this damn disease with everything she’s got. That she’s as healthy as anyone with a severe case of brittle bone disease can be. But there’s another part—the part that keeps me in Vegas even when I want to be far, far away—that gets ripped open just a little more every time she talks about it. Every time I have to face the fact that my little sister won’t be around forever. That she might not even be around for ten more years.

			
			“I know, I know,” I soothe, glancing at my watch as I all but speed-walk across the parking lot. It’s almost two, damn it, which means if I want to get over to the house to see Lucy before my father gets home, I need to hustle. I should have come first thing to pick up my damn paycheck, but I spent the morning online, looking at want ads and trying to find another job.

			Unfortunately, it’s summer and most of the jobs I’m qualified for—even if I wasn’t keeping my Vassar degree in philosophy under wraps along with my real last name—have already been taken by college students wanting to spend their summer vacations partying in Vegas.

			All of which means I’m pretty much screwed, at least if I don’t want to go running back to Daddy for help. Which I absolutely refuse to do.

			I have a little money saved, not much, but enough to last six weeks without getting paid. Two months if I cut out my weekly therapy sessions—which I really don’t want to do. But considering the alternative—going home with my tail tucked between my legs—a few weeks without seeing Dr. Collins is a small price to pay.

			It’s one hundred and twelve today and I’m sweating by the time I reach the casino/hotel and I pause for a moment, right inside the doors, to soak up the air-conditioning and say good-bye to my sister.

			Then I wind my way through the casino with its blinking lights and ringing slot machine bells, heading for accounting to pick up my check. By my calculations, it should be about forty-eight hours’ worth—a full week before my five days off—and then a full day yesterday. Which sounds like it should be a decent amount, but really isn’t when you think about how long this paycheck has to last me since there won’t be any more tips until I find another job.

			
			I figure it will be a relatively quick procedure—I’ve been fired, after all. It’s not like that requires an exit interview. But when I get to accounting, they send me over to human resources and when I get to HR, they send me upstairs to Mr. Caine’s office.

			Which totally pisses me off. I mean, come on. Yes, I hit a high roller but the jerk totally had it coming. Plus, I’ve already been fired—what the hell else does the old man want to do to me?

			I’m tempted to duck out, to say to hell with the whole thing. But I need that paycheck—it’s the only thing standing between me and asking my father for money—and I’d rather hook on the Strip than ask him for a cent. Not because he wouldn’t give it to me, but because he would. The only problem is it would come with about a million strings attached to it and I am so done with that. It took me twenty-four years to cut those damn strings and gain control over my own life and when I did, it was messy as hell. No way am I voluntarily tying myself back up in them.

			My stomach is roiling a little by the time I get to Mr. Caine’s office on the thirtieth floor. Not because I’m nervous about meeting with the big boss—I don’t get nervous like that anymore—but because I’m afraid of what he’s going to say. This is Vegas and these guys have all the power. If he doesn’t want to pay me because the high roller has suddenly decided to sue or something, there’s nothing I’m going to be able to do about it. Not without an attorney that I can’t afford anyway. And not when I’m the one who’s so clearly in the wrong.

			
			Not that I’m about to admit that to him or anyone else. No, I need that damn paycheck and I’m not walking out of here without it.

			When I get to his office, I check in with his secretary—an older woman with short hair and a sour expression that reminds me of the nuns at Our Lady of Lourdes, the all-girls Catholic school I attended all the way through my senior year in high school. She tells me to take a seat, but I ignore her. Instead, I wander over to the window and look out at the Strip far below me. From here it looks almost magical—the dirt and porn pamphlets and desperation are a million miles away.

			I can’t help remembering a time when they were always a million miles away, a time when the glitter and the glam was all I knew of Las Vegas.

			But that was a long time ago and there’s no use looking backward. Or at least, that’s my philosophy and I’m sticking to it. As soon as I can get this damn paycheck and be on my way.

			I brace myself for a long wait—I can’t believe a fired cocktail waitress is exactly high priority to Richard Caine—but barely a couple minutes pass before the nun in civilian clothing tells me to go in.

			
			I head to the door leading to the office’s inner sanctum, but before I can so much as touch the knob, it swings open. And reveals a tall, well-built man with the broadest shoulders I’ve ever seen. A man who is very definitely not seventy-year-old Mr. Caine is standing there.

			Our eyes meet as I cross the threshold, our bodies brushing in the narrow doorway. And for long seconds I can’t think, can’t breathe. Can’t do anything but stare as my carefully constructed don’t-give-a-shit attitude comes crashing down around my ears.

			I don’t want him to see it, can’t let him see it, so I look him in the face, straight in the eyes, just like my mother taught me. But this time, it doesn’t work. This time all it does is make me shakier. Not because he’s a letch like that Russian bastard from last night, but because he isn’t.

			I blink, try to focus, but all I can see are his green eyes. Lush, verdant and filled with a darkness that seems to echo the one inside of me. It’s a darkness I’ve worked hard to ignore, a darkness I’ve spent so much time trying to pretend isn’t there.

			The fact that I can so readily see it reflected in him is terrifying. I should be looking away, pulling away. Running away. But instead I just stand there for several long, quiet seconds. Spellbound. Captivated. Enthralled.

			I don’t move. I don’t blink. Hell, I’m not sure I even breathe. It’s only the wild galloping of my heart that proves to me I’m still alive.

			There’s a small part of my brain—the only part that’s still functioning, it seems—that is horrified by my fascination with this man. It’s the same part that is screaming at me to walk away, to get out now while I still have a modicum of control and to hell with the forty-eight hours of pay that they owe me.

			
			And still I don’t move. Still I stand there in that doorway, my breasts only an inch or two from his chest, my face much too close to his for comfort. And I watch him as he watches me.

			But then something shifts in those gorgeous green eyes of his, something opens, and for a moment—just a moment—I can see as deeply into him as I suddenly fear he can see into me.

			It’s the scariest thing about this whole damn encounter, the idea that he can see with a glance what I’ve worked so hard to cover up. Just the idea of it snaps me out of the weird fugue state I’m inhabiting and straight back into my fucked up present.

			“Excuse me,” I say, bowing my back and pressing my spine against the doorway to ensure that I don’t touch him again. “I’m here to see Mr. Caine.”

			“I am Mr. Caine.”

			The blatant lie helps me get myself a little more under control. Narrowing my eyes at him, I inch my way back out of the doorway, sliding into the reception area. “I’ve seen Mr. Caine and you look nothing like him. Not to mention, you’re about fifty years too young to pass for the guy who runs this place.”

			He smiles then, and just that easily he goes from dark and good-looking to absolutely gorgeous, so gorgeous that if I hadn’t felt the heat of his body against my own, I wouldn’t believe that he was real. Wouldn’t believe that he was anything but a god of Atlantis stepping out of one of the paintings in the art gallery located twenty stories below us.

			
			But he is real, and that smile makes the most of his sharp cheekbones and full lips and suddenly my fingers itch to tangle themselves in the wild black hair that frames his fallen angel face. It’s not a feeling I normally have—not a reaction I normally have—and it makes me nervous in a way few things ever do.

			“People say I look like my mother. And I’m actually forty years younger than my father, but thanks for the compliment.”

			“You’re Richard Caine’s son.” I have a hard time believing that considering I haven’t heard anything about him being back. It seems like an awfully big secret to keep, and a totally unnecessary one.

			“I am. Sebastian Caine. My father’s been ill, so I came in last week to take over some of his duties,” he explains, answering the question I didn’t ask.

			But that explains why I didn’t know he was back—I was off all last week, hanging with Lucy in the hospital when the gossip would have been at its most rampant.

			“Please,” he says, stepping out of the doorway and gesturing toward his desk. “Come into my office.”

			Says the spider to the fly. Except that had something to do with a parlor, didn’t it? Still as he waits patiently, watching me with those laser green eyes of his, I can’t help but see the parallels. There’s a part of me—that part in charge of self-preservation—that wants to run as far and as fast as I can from this man, this office, this moment. But I’ve already run once. I promised myself then that I wouldn’t do it again and I don’t plan on breaking that promise. Especially not over something as ridiculous as a little sexual attraction.

			
			And so I do the only thing I can do—I step into his office. And pray I’m not letting pride get in the way of common sense.

			But I’ve barely made it past the threshold when my heel catches in the thick shag carpet and I pitch forward, my balance completely gone. Figuring I’m done for, I stick my hands out in front of me, brace myself for the fall. But it never comes. Instead, a strong arm winds itself around my waist, pulls me back sharply.

			Just that easily I’m upright again, but I’m also right back where I started—pressed against Sebastian Caine’s long, lithe, lethal body. Only this time it’s not a little brush of chest to chest, hand to hand. No, it’s full-on body contact—my back to his front—and I’m not sure if I’m startled or aroused by how good he feels.

			Maybe both.

			At least that’s the excuse I’m giving myself about why I don’t immediately leap away. Why I stay there, pressed against him—sheltered by him—for far longer than I should.

			Not that he seems in any hurry to let me go. No, his hand is curved around my hip, his thumb stroking my waist. My nerve endings spark at his touch, heat sizzling through me with every back and forth brush of his thumb.

			
			“Are you all right?” His voice is low, primal, with just enough gravel in it to send shivers down my spine. It’s a strange, new feeling, one that calls to mind tangled sheets and long, sweat-drenched nights. With him.

			He’s intense, powerful, and so darkly sexual that I find myself reacting physically to him. To the authority he exudes simply by breathing. My pulse speeds up, my nipples tighten, and my breath comes in short, harsh pants that I desperately try—and fail—to control.

			“I—I’m okay,” I tell him finally, my voice much shakier than I’d like it to be.

			I feel him nod, his chin brushing the top of my head as he uncurls his arm slowly—almost reluctantly—from around me.

			“Why don’t you have a seat,” he tells me, gesturing to the two chairs in front of his desk.

			It’s the reminder I need to shock my brain back into focus. Finally. Sticking my chin in the air, I make sure I sound firm—or as firm as any woman can after she’s just been caught, held and caressed by her boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I’m just here to pick up my paycheck.”

			He lifts his brows then, a quick up and down motion that makes my belly flutter. “Sit down, Aria.” He sounds accommodating but at the same time, I know an order when I hear one. I want to object on general principle—the woman I am now doesn’t follow orders well at all, but I need that money. And a not terrible evaluation. Which is why I bend my knees and sink slowly, painfully into the chair.

			
			He closes the door and I expect him to circle his desk, to sit in the huge, imposing chair that faces the one I’m currently sitting in. But instead, he drops down onto the chair next to me before reaching into his pocket and handing me an envelope.

			“I believe this is what you came for.”

			I nod without bothering to open it. Instead, I slide it into my purse and move to stand. His hand flashes out, rests gently on my arm as he applies just enough pressure to keep me in
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