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The Locker Room Claim

The first punch always feels like coming home.

My fist connects with Kowalski's jaw — a clean, beautiful right hook that sends his mouthguard spiraling across the ice in a spray of blood and spit — and the crowd at T-Mobile Arena loses its collective mind. Eighteen thousand people on their feet, screaming, and I can feel every single one of them in my chest like a second heartbeat.

This. This is the only thing that's ever made sense.

Kowalski staggers but doesn't go down. Good. I don't want him down yet. I want him to keep swinging so I have an excuse to keep hitting, because the alternative is standing still, and standing still means thinking, and thinking means feeling the hollow place behind my ribs that's been there since —

He catches me with a left. Stars burst across my vision. My helmet's already gone — ripped off in the first clinch — and the cold arena air stings the cut that opens above my eyebrow. Blood runs hot down my temple and into my mouth. Copper and salt. I grin.

"That all you got?" I shout, and the crowd roars louder.

I grab a fistful of his jersey and drive my fist into his ribs — one, two, three times — fast, heavy shots that fold him over my arm. The refs are circling but they know better than to step in when Wyatt "Wrecker" Callahan is working. I've been doing this since I was nineteen. First-round draft pick out of Michigan State. Most penalty minutes in the league three years running. The fans didn't come to watch me pass. They came to watch me fight.

Kowalski's knees buckle. I let him drop, arms wide, turning to the crowd like a conductor. The noise is a physical wall — deafening, intoxicating, the closest thing to a drug I've found that's still technically legal. The penalty box door swings open and I skate toward it, flicking blood off my knuckles.

Five-minute major. Worth it. Always worth it.

I drop onto the bench and press my split knuckles against the cold glass. The sting centers me. Through the plexiglass, I can see the Vipers' bench — Moose standing at the boards shaking his head, his goalie mask pushed up, mouthing something I can't hear but can guess. Probably "you fucking psycho." He's been saying it since my first practice three weeks ago and he means it with love.

The jumbotron replays the fight. The arena erupts again. I lean back, legs spread, blood still dripping into my eye, and wink directly at the camera.

The crowd loves it.

The hollow feeling doesn't care.

•   •   •
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Twenty minutes later the final buzzer sounds — Vipers win, 4-2, and I had two assists before the ejection that my stat line will absolutely not reflect — and the locker room is pure, beautiful chaos.

Music thumping from someone's speaker. Moose has already stripped out of his pads and is doing some kind of victory dance in compression shorts that leaves nothing to the imagination. The rookies are hollering. Someone sprays water across the room and it catches the overhead lights like a strobe.

I love this part. The pack energy. The noise. Everyone high on the win and their own adrenaline, bumping into each other, talking shit, replaying highlights at maximum volume.

"Wrecker! You absolute animal!" Moose grabs me around the neck — no small feat given that I've got four inches and fifty pounds on him — and musses my sweat-damp hair like I'm a golden retriever. "Two assists AND you knocked Kowalski's mouthguard into the third row. That's gotta be some kind of record."

"They don't track that stat, Moose."

"They should. I'm writing a letter." He peers at the cut over my eye. "That needs stitches."

"It needs a butterfly and a beer."

"It needs stitches and you're going to medical."

"After my shower."

"Fine. After your shower. But if you bleed on my stuff, I'm billing you." He slaps my ass — standard hockey greeting — and goes back to his victory dance.

I strip out of my gear slowly, methodically. Shoulder pads first, then the chest protector, then the sweaty base layer underneath. The cool air hits my skin and raises goosebumps across the tattoos covering my right arm — the geometric sleeve that starts at my wrist and crawls over my shoulder, the eagle with its wings spread across my deltoid, the clock face set to 4:44 because that's the minute I was drafted and I'm sentimental even though I'd rather eat my own stick than admit it.

I peel off the rest. Hockey pants, compression shorts, cup, socks, tape. Everything's damp. Everything aches. My right shoulder throbs where I caught a crosscheck in the second period and my knuckles look like ground beef. Standard Tuesday.

The locker room is thinning out. Guys heading to showers, to medical, to the parking lot. The noise fades to a manageable hum. I grab a towel — just one, slung low on my hips because I've never been shy about anything in my life — and head for the showers.

The water is scalding and it feels like absolution.

I stand under the spray and let it beat against the back of my neck, washing the blood and sweat down the drain in a pink swirl. The cut over my eye stings. My knuckles scream. I press my palms flat against the tile and drop my head, letting the water hammer my shoulders, and try to hold onto the high.

It's already fading.

This is the part nobody sees. The comedown. Twenty minutes ago I was a god — eighteen thousand people chanting my name, blood on my teeth, invincible. Now I'm just a naked man in an empty shower room, staring at scarred knuckles, waiting for the adrenaline to drain so I can feel whatever's underneath.

There's never anything underneath. That's the problem.

I've tried to explain it exactly once, to a team therapist in Detroit who had kind eyes and a degree from somewhere impressive. I feel numb, I told her. Not sad. Not depressed. Just... empty. Like there's a frequency everyone else is tuned to and I can't find the station. She said it sounded like I was understimulated. Gave me some exercises. Breathing techniques. Journaling prompts.

I tried for two weeks and then punched a guy through a bar window and got traded to Vegas.

So here I am. New city, new team, same emptiness. Different shower tiles.

I stay under the water until my skin is red and the room is quiet — everyone else gone, the last locker banging shut somewhere in the distance. I should get out. Get dressed. Go to medical. Go home to whatever hotel the team has me in until my "living situation" gets sorted, which apparently involves some kind of handler the front office has assigned me because I'm a "PR liability" and a "risk to the franchise's public image."

Their words. I'd have gone with "fun at parties."

I kill the water and step out, grabbing the towel from the hook and wrapping it around my hips. Low. Barely hanging on. I swipe water off my face with my forearm and walk back into the locker room, leaving wet footprints on the concrete.

The room is empty.

Except it isn't.

•   •   •
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He's standing just inside the door like he materialized from the shadows. Like the darkness in the hallway beyond simply condensed into the shape of a man and decided to wear a suit.

And what a suit.

It's dark — so dark it's almost black, but not quite, hovering in that space between charcoal and midnight that only exists when someone has paid an obscene amount of money for the distinction. It fits him like it was stitched directly onto his body. Three pieces: jacket, vest, trousers that break perfectly over shoes so polished they reflect the overhead fluorescent lights. The shirt beneath is white. The tie is black silk. Everything about him is precise, curated, deliberate — like he calculated the exact visual impact of every thread before leaving the house.

He's wearing leather gloves. Black. Butter-soft from the look of them. Indoors, in a locker room, in the desert, he's wearing fucking gloves.

He's leaner than me — most people are — maybe six feet even, with a build that's all efficiency. Narrow waist, defined shoulders beneath the jacket, a stillness to his posture that isn't relaxation but rather the absolute absence of wasted movement. He stands the way a weapon sits in a display case: perfectly balanced, deceptively quiet, designed for a single purpose.

His hair is black and swept back from his face with the kind of precision that suggests either an expensive product or a terrifying amount of self-discipline. Probably both. His skin is pale — porcelain-pale, the kind that's never seen the Vegas sun — and his features are angular, sharp, European. High cheekbones. A jaw that could cut glass. And his eyes —

His eyes stop me dead.

They're pale. Grey-blue, almost colorless, like ice that's frozen so deep it's forgotten what water looks like. And they're locked onto me with a focus so intense it feels physical. Like a hand pressed against my sternum. Like a scope's crosshair settling between my ribs.

I know those eyes.

The recognition hits me like a blindside check — full speed, no warning, all the air punched out of my lungs in a single devastating impact.

Chicago.

Three years ago. All-Star Weekend. A hotel bar with dim lighting and overpriced bourbon. I was two drinks in and buzzing with the kind of restless energy that makes me do stupid things — which is to say, my normal state — when I spotted him at the end of the bar. Alone. Drinking something clear in a crystal glass. Radiating a do not approach signal so strong it was practically visible, which of course made me approach immediately because I have the self-preservation instincts of a lemming with a death wish.

I sat down next to him and said something stupid. Probably "come here often." He looked at me with those pale, killing eyes and said nothing for a full ten seconds. I should have left. Instead, I kept talking — because that's what I do when I'm nervous, I fill the silence with noise until the other person either engages or calls security.

He engaged.

Not with words, at first. Just a slight tilt of his head. A barely perceptible shift of his body toward mine. Like I'd said something that surprised him and he was recalibrating. Then he spoke — low, accented, precise — and I felt it everywhere.

We talked for an hour. I don't remember about what. I remember his voice. I remember the way his gloved fingers turned the glass. I remember that he didn't smile once but something in his eyes shifted when I made him almost-laugh, and I decided right then that I would spend the rest of the night trying to make it happen again.

We didn't make it to the end of the second drink.

What happened in that hotel room —

I don't let myself think about it in detail. Not usually. Not in daylight, not sober, not standing in a locker room wearing nothing but a towel. Because what happened in that hotel room rewired something in my brain. Opened a door I didn't know existed and shoved me through it. He took me apart so thoroughly, so completely, with such devastating, quiet authority, that I spent the next three years trying to replicate the feeling with every fight, every bender, every reckless act of self-destruction, and nothing — nothing — even came close.

He was gone before dawn. No name. No number. No trace except the bruises on my hips and the absolute, bone-deep certainty that I'd been ruined for anything less.

And now he's standing in my locker room.

My brain does the thing it does when it's overloaded — it defaults to bravado. The armor I've worn since I was old enough to throw a punch.

"Locker room's closed, sweetheart," I say, leaning against the nearest locker like my heart isn't trying to jackhammer through my chest. "Players only. Unless you're here to shine my skates, in which case — " I gesture down at myself, the towel, the whole situation. "Take a number."

He doesn't react. Not a flinch, not a blink, not a flicker in those frozen eyes. He looks at the remaining stragglers — a equipment manager in the corner loading a bag, a PR intern gathering towels — with the same expression a man might use to consider whether an insect is worth the effort of stepping on.

"Leave," he says.

One word. Not loud. Not aggressive. Just a statement of absolute fact delivered in a voice like a razor drawn slowly across silk — low, Russian-accented, so controlled it makes the hair on my arms stand up.

They leave.

Both of them. The equipment manager — a guy who's been with the franchise for fifteen years and has never taken an order from anyone outside the coaching staff — grabs his bag and walks out without a word. The PR intern practically sprints. The door shuts behind them with a heavy, metallic click.

The lock engages.

We're alone.

He takes a step toward me. Then another. His shoes don't squeak on the wet floor — they click, precise and rhythmic, like a metronome counting down to something inevitable. He moves the way predators move in nature documentaries: no hurry, no hesitation, absolute confidence that the prey isn't going anywhere.

I'm not going anywhere.

My back is against the locker. I don't remember retreating but I must have, because the cold metal is pressing into my bare shoulder blades and the ridged vents are digging into my spine and he's still coming. Closer. Closer. Until he's standing directly in front of me — close enough that I can smell him: cold air, expensive leather, something underneath that's just skin, just him — and I have to look down to meet his eyes because I've got four inches on him but somehow, impossibly, insanely, he's the one who feels bigger.

"You recognize me," he says. Not a question.

My mouth is dry. My cock is stirring against the towel and I am furiously, desperately willing it to stop because the terry cloth is thin and clinging to wet skin and there is nowhere to hide.

"Should I?" The bravado sounds hollow even to me.

Something shifts in his expression. Not a smile — he doesn't smile, I learned that in Chicago — but a micro-adjustment. A knowing. Like he can see straight through my chest to the place where my heart is hammering and he finds it... interesting.

He raises one gloved hand. Places it flat against my chest. Right over my heart.

The leather is cool and impossibly soft against my overheated skin. I can feel the precise pressure of each finger. His hand doesn't move — doesn't stroke, doesn't push — just rests there, feeling my heartbeat through black leather, and the possessiveness of the gesture is so staggering that my brain whites out for a half-second.

"My name is Lev Volkov," he says. His voice is close enough that I can feel the words against my collarbone. "I represent the ownership group of this franchise. As of this morning, I am your full-time public relations handler. Your schedule, your appearances, your behavior — all of it falls under my authority."

His thumb shifts. A quarter-inch to the left. Now it's resting directly over my nipple and there's no way that's accidental.

"You have been traded to this team," he continues, "because no other franchise in the league would take you. You are talented, expensive, and catastrophically self-destructive. My job is to ensure that the first two qualities justify the investment while eliminating the third."

"I'm not —"

"You are." The pad of his thumb presses down. Not hard. Just enough to make my breath catch and my abs clench and my cock twitch against the towel in a way that is absolutely, mortifyingly visible. "You are also going to comply with every instruction I give you. Starting now."

I should push him off. I'm 6'4", 235 pounds, and I just beat a man unconscious on the ice twenty minutes ago. I could move this guy with one hand. I could pick him up and set him down somewhere else like a piece of furniture.

I don't.

I stand there, pinned to a locker by nothing but a leather-gloved hand and a pair of colorless eyes, and I don't move. My hands hang at my sides. My shoulders are against the metal. My whole body is humming at a frequency I haven't felt since Chicago — that specific, devastating vibration that only this man has ever produced, the one that makes my chaotic, screaming brain go quiet.

Quiet.

It's the quiet that undoes me. Not the touch, not the voice, not the obscene power of being physically cornered by someone I could snap in half — it's the silence in my head. The hollow place fills. The static clears. For the first time in three years, the frequency tunes in.

Lev watches the fight go out of me in real time. I see him clock it — the way my shoulders drop, the way my jaw unclenches, the way my breathing changes from combative to something slower, deeper, more dangerous.

His pupils dilate. A fraction. Barely visible. But I'm four inches away and I see it.

He knows what he does to me. He knew in Chicago and he knows now.

"Good," he says, and the word lands in the pit of my stomach like a lit match.

He holds my gaze for three more seconds — long enough for me to memorize the exact shade of his irises, the thin scar I never noticed along his left jaw, the way his lips part exactly one millimeter before he decides not to say whatever he was going to say — and then he removes his hand from my chest.

The absence of his touch is worse than a punch.

He steps back. One step. Two. The distance between us fills with cold, fluorescent-lit air that tastes like nothing. He adjusts his cuffs. Straightens his tie. Every gesture deliberate, controlled, a man reassembling his armor in real time.

"Tomorrow," he says. "Six AM. My car will be at your hotel. Don't make me come find you."

He turns and walks toward the door. His shoes click on the concrete. He doesn't look back. The lock disengages with a soft snick — I didn't see him unlock it, didn't see a key, didn't see anything but the precise movement of his gloved hand — and the door swings open.

"Lev."

His name comes out of my mouth before I can stop it. Raw and hoarse and nothing like the cocky shit I was talking five minutes ago. He pauses in the doorway. Doesn't turn around.

"I remember Chicago," I say.

A beat of silence. Then:

"I know."

The door closes behind him.

•   •   •
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I stand there for a long time.

The towel is the only thing between my dignity and the empty room, and it's doing a piss-poor job because I'm hard — painfully, aggressively, stupidly hard — and there's no one to see it but the fluorescent lights and my own mortified reflection in the mirror across the room.

I catch that reflection and take stock. 6'4". Tattooed. Scarred. Blood drying over my eyebrow. Split knuckles already swelling. I look exactly like what I am: a brawler, an enforcer, a man built for violence and destruction.

And I just stood there like a well-trained dog while a man four inches shorter than me put his hand on my chest and told me I belong to him, and my body's response was to get so hard I could hammer nails.

I press my forehead against the cold locker and close my eyes.

Lev Volkov.

I have a name now. Three years of not knowing, of replaying that night in Chicago on a loop in my head during every sleepless 3 AM, of searching for that face in every crowd and that voice in every room — and now I have a name and it sounds exactly the way he tastes: sharp, clean, expensive, and dangerous.

He's my handler. My babysitter. The guy the franchise has assigned to keep me in line, manage my image, stop me from punching fans and ending up on TMZ. He's going to be in my space, in my schedule, in my life, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

And he's Bratva. I'm not stupid — I caught the implication. I represent the ownership group. The Vegas Vipers have always had rumors swirling around their money. Russian money. The kind of money that doesn't come from ticket sales and merch. The kind of money that comes from the kind of people who wear leather gloves in the desert and can clear a room with a single word.

I should be terrified.

I press my hand flat against my chest, over the spot where his glove rested, and I can still feel the phantom pressure of his fingers. My heart is beating so hard the echo of his touch pulses with it.

I'm not terrified.

I'm starving.

I push off the locker and walk to the shower on unsteady legs. Turn the water to cold. Stand under it until my teeth chatter and my erection is merely aggressive instead of apocalyptic, which is the best I'm going to get because my body has apparently imprinted on Lev Volkov like a baby duck on the first thing it sees, and no amount of cold water is going to undo three years of obsession confirmed.

I get dressed in the clothes I left in my stall — grey sweatpants, a black t-shirt, slides, a backwards Vipers snapback pulled low. My knuckles are throbbing. The cut over my eye has started bleeding again. I should go to medical.

I go to medical.

Doc Patel butterflies the cut and tells me it'll scar. I tell her it'll match the other one. She doesn't laugh. She never laughs. She asks me how many fingers she's holding up and makes me follow a penlight with my eyes and asks if I'm experiencing any dizziness, nausea, or confusion.

"Just the regular kind," I say.

She clears me with a look that says I don't believe you but I can't prove anything and sends me on my way.

The arena is mostly empty now. The crowds are gone, the ice crew is resurfacing, and the hallways have that post-event feeling — deflated, echoing, too big for the few people left in them. I walk toward the players' exit with my bag over my shoulder and my phone in my hand, scrolling through the texts I missed during the game.

Moose: bro you're insane Moose: also you owe me a beer Moose: also who was that dude in the suit Moose: the locker room cleared out like someone pulled the fire alarm Moose: bro Moose: BRO Moose: are you dead Moose: if you're dead can I have your stall

I type back: not dead. just met my new handler.

Moose: the PR guy? what's he like

I stare at my phone. What's he like. How do I answer that? He's like standing in the path of an avalanche and deciding not to move. He's like the moment before a car crash when everything goes slow and sharp and terrifyingly beautiful. He's like the best sex I've ever had walking back into my life wearing a three-piece suit and a pair of leather gloves and acting like he owns me.

Which, apparently, he kind of does.

He's intense, I type. Then delete it. Type: He's fine. Then delete that too.

He's going to be a problem, I send.

Moose: lmao aren't you the problem Moose: isn't that literally why he's here

I shove my phone in my pocket and push through the exit doors into the Vegas night.

The heat hits me like a wall. Dry, relentless, 95 degrees at 10 PM because this city is an affront to God and nature. The parking lot is half-empty, the streetlights throwing long orange pools across the asphalt. In the distance, the Strip blazes — a gaudy, beautiful, screaming strip of light against the black desert sky.

A car is idling at the curb. Black. The kind of black that's so deep it looks wet. Tinted windows. Engine purring like something expensive and European and entirely unnecessary in a city with perfectly good Ubers.

The rear window lowers two inches.

"Get in," Lev's voice says from inside. "I'm taking you to your hotel."

I should say no. I should call an Uber. I should assert some kind of boundary, some kind of independence, some kind of control over my own goddamn life.

I get in the car.

The interior is dark and cool and smells like leather — the seats, his gloves, the intoxicating overlap of the two. Lev is in the far seat, ankles crossed, phone in his gloved hand, not looking at me. The partition between us and the driver is up. The city scrolls past the tinted windows in streaks of neon.

I'm too big for this backseat. My knee is six inches from his. My shoulder takes up half the bench. I'm hyperaware of every point where the space between us thins — the shared armrest I'm not touching, the leather seat that connects his body to mine through cushion and springs, the recycled air that carries his scent to me in waves.

He doesn't speak for four blocks. I count.

"Your fighting tonight was reckless," he says finally, still looking at his phone.

"My fighting tonight was effective."

"You took an elbow to the orbital bone."

"And gave back worse."

"You were ejected in the second period of your fourth game with this franchise."

"We won."

He looks at me then. Turns his head just enough for those pale eyes to fix on mine, and even in the dim interior of the car, the impact of his gaze makes my stomach drop.

"This is not a negotiation," he says quietly. "You will play the way I tell you to play. You will behave the way I tell you to behave. You will go where I tell you to go and come home when I tell you to come home. If you have a problem with these terms, you are welcome to find another franchise that will take a player with seventeen formal complaints, two arrests, and a viral assault video."

He pauses. The city lights slide across his face, illuminating and hiding him in alternating stripes.

"No one will take you," he adds, almost gently. "I am the only option you have."

The words should piss me off. They do piss me off. I can feel the anger — hot and familiar, my oldest friend, the emotion I've used to fill the hollow space since I was old enough to swing — rising in my chest.

But underneath the anger, deep down in the place where I keep the things I don't say out loud, there's something else. Something that responds to I am the only option you have not with fury but with relief. With hunger. With a desperate, humiliating gratitude that someone — this someone, this man — is finally going to hold the leash tight enough that I can't destroy myself.

"Fine," I say, and my voice comes out rougher than I intend. "But I have conditions."

"You don't."

"I want to know one thing."

He waits. His gloved fingers are still on his phone but they've gone motionless.

"Chicago," I say. "Three years ago. That hotel room. Was that — " I stop. Swallow. Try again. "Did you know who I was? Did you know you'd end up here, doing this?"

The car hums through the Vegas night. Neon paints Lev's sharp features in shifting colors: red, blue, gold, gone.

"No," he says. "Chicago was... an indulgence."

The word indulgence does something to me. Like he's classifying the single most important sexual experience of my life as a lapse in judgment. A moment of weakness. A treat he allowed himself before going back to being made of ice and razor blades.

"An indulgence," I repeat flatly.

"Yes." He looks back at his phone. "It won't happen again."

The car pulls up to my hotel. The door locks click open. Lev still doesn't look at me.

"Tomorrow," he says. "Six AM. Don't be late."

I get out of the car. The Vegas heat swallows me. The door closes. The black car pulls away from the curb and disappears into the river of taillights on the Strip, and I stand there on the sidewalk in my sweatpants and my backwards hat with blood on my face and an erection I can't will away and the absolute, bone-deep certainty that Lev Volkov just lied to me.

It won't happen again.

His pupils dilated when he touched my chest. His accent thickened when he said indulgence. His gloved fingers went still on his phone when I said the word Chicago.

It'll happen again.

I walk into the hotel lobby, ignoring the stares from the front desk staff — I look like I lost a bar fight, which, fair — and take the elevator to my room. Close the door. Drop my bag. Stand in the dark for a minute, breathing, trying to get my head on straight.

It doesn't work.

I lie down on the hotel bed and stare at the ceiling. The adrenaline from the game is long gone. The hollow feeling should be back — it always comes back, reliable as gravity, the emptiness that sends me looking for the next fight, the next drink, the next bad decision.

It's not there.

In its place is something else. Something that has a name now, a face, a voice, a pair of leather gloves, and a scar along his jaw that I want to trace with my tongue.

Lev Volkov.

My handler. My babysitter. My cage.

I press my hand against my chest, over the place where his glove rested, and I can still feel him. Like a brand. Like a promise. Like the first note of a song I've been trying to hear for three years.

Tomorrow. Six AM.

I close my eyes and I'm already counting the hours.
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The Penthouse Trap

The car arrives at 5:58 AM because of course it does.

I've been awake since four. Not because I'm disciplined — I'm the opposite of disciplined, ask anyone, ask TMZ, ask the Detroit franchise that traded me rather than deal with one more incident report — but because I couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw leather gloves on bare skin and pale grey eyes in a dim locker room and my body responded like Pavlov's dog hearing a bell.

I jerked off twice. Both times unsatisfying. Both times ending with me staring at the ceiling, hand still on my cock, thinking about a voice that said good like it was a loaded weapon.

So I'm awake. Showered. Dressed in basketball shorts and a wrinkled Vipers t-shirt I pulled out of my bag. I've got a backwards snapback covering the disaster that is my unwashed hair and a butterfly bandage over the cut on my eyebrow that Doc Patel is going to yell at me about because I slept on it wrong and it's already peeling.

I grab my two duffel bags — everything I own that matters fits in two duffel bags, which either says something philosophical about material detachment or something depressing about the fact that I'm twenty-seven and live like a college freshman — and my PS5, still in the box because I haven't had a permanent address long enough to set it up.

The lobby is deserted at this hour. The woman at the front desk watches me leave with the specific expression of someone who is happy to see a problem walk out the door.

The car is the same one from last night. Black. Tinted. Purring at the curb like a panther deciding if you're worth eating. A driver I don't recognize — thick neck, earpiece, the particular build of a man whose job description includes "other duties as assigned" and those duties involve firearms — opens the trunk for my bags and the rear door for me.

Lev is not in the car.

The relief and disappointment hit simultaneously, which is a mindfuck I'm choosing not to examine.

The drive takes twenty minutes. Off the Strip, past the tourist corridor, into the kind of neighborhood where the buildings get taller and the logos disappear. No neon here. No noise. Just glass and steel and money, rising out of the desert like a middle finger aimed at God.

The car pulls into an underground garage and stops at a private elevator. The driver opens my door, hands me a keycard, and says exactly four words: "Penthouse. He's waiting."

I take the keycard. The elevator is mirrored on all sides, which means I get to watch myself from every angle as I ride forty-two floors up — a bruised, oversized hockey player holding two duffel bags and a gaming console, heading to move in with a mafia prince who once made me come so hard I forgot my own name.

Normal Tuesday.

The doors open directly into the penthouse and I step into a space so aggressively immaculate that my immune system might reject me.

•   •   •
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The first thing I notice is the silence.

Not quiet — silence. The kind of silence that costs money. Triple-paned floor-to-ceiling windows that block every decibel of the city forty-two stories below. Thick walls that absorb sound like a recording studio. No ticking clocks, no humming appliances, no ambient noise of any kind. Just the soft whisper of climate-controlled air circulating at what feels like exactly 68 degrees.

The second thing I notice is that nothing in this penthouse has ever been touched by a human being.

That's what it feels like, anyway. The open floor plan stretches out in front of me — living room flowing into a dining area flowing into a kitchen that's all marble countertops and matte black fixtures — and every surface is pristine. White marble floors, polished to a mirror shine. A massive sectional sofa in slate grey that looks like it's never been sat on. A glass coffee table with nothing on it. Not a magazine, not a remote, not a water ring. The walls are bare except for a single oversized piece of abstract art that's either worth a fortune or is pretentious bullshit or both.

The dining table seats eight. I'd bet my contract no one has ever eaten at it.

It's beautiful. It's expensive. It's the loneliest space I've ever stood in.

The kitchen island has a single item on it: a matte black espresso machine that probably cost more than my first car. Next to it, a white ceramic cup holding espresso that's still steaming, which means Lev poured it and left it. Establishing that he was here first. That this is his territory. That I'm an intruder even with a keycard.

Power move. Fine.

I drop my duffel bags in the middle of the living room floor. One lands with a thud on the marble. The other tips sideways and spills a gym shoe and a tangled phone charger onto the pristine surface. I set the PS5 box on the glass coffee table, leaving a smudge of fingerprints.

Then I walk to the kitchen, open the fridge — stocked with exactly the kind of food a nutritionist would recommend and a human being would never voluntarily eat: grilled chicken in glass containers, prepped vegetables, sparkling water, a bottle of white wine that probably has a pedigree — and pull out the only beer I brought in my duffel.

I crack it open. Take a long pull. Leave the cap on the marble counter.

"You're early."

His voice comes from behind me and I do not flinch. I absolutely do not flinch. What I do is swallow my beer wrong and cough, which is different and less embarrassing.

I turn around.

​
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