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Chapter 1 – The Scandal
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The music was too loud to be accidental.

That was Luca Devereaux’s first thought as he stepped onto the terrace of the Mulholland estate, a glass of twelve-year Scotch resting untouched in his hand. The bass from inside the mansion pulsed through the marble floors and into his ribs, a deliberate attempt to drown out secrets.

Or create them.

Below the terrace, Los Angeles glittered like it always did — artificial, breathtaking, hungry. The Hollywood Hills shimmered under a velvet-black sky, every light a promise or a threat. In this town, it was usually both.

Luca leaned against the railing and exhaled slowly.

He hated parties like this.

The guest list read like a power index of the industry — studio executives, streaming moguls, a handful of Oscar winners, influencers who made more money in a week than most actors saw in a year. It was the kind of event you didn’t skip if you wanted your next film greenlit.

And Luca needed his next film greenlit.

Inside, someone laughed too loudly. A flash went off — not from a phone, but from something sharper. Professional. Controlled.

He turned slightly, scanning the property. Security had been tight. Phones supposedly sealed in silk pouches upon entry. NDAs signed at the door. The host — legendary producer Victor Brandt — prided himself on discretion.

Which meant if cameras were here, they weren’t accidental.

“Luca.”

He didn’t flinch at the voice behind him. He’d learned years ago not to react to anything too quickly.

Victor Brandt stepped onto the terrace, immaculate in a midnight-blue tuxedo, silver hair slicked back, smile polished and unreadable. He carried no drink.

That was always a detail worth noting.

“You disappeared,” Victor said mildly. “My guests were hoping for a toast.”

“My guests?” Luca arched a brow. “Last I checked, I wasn’t footing the bill.”

Victor’s smile didn’t falter. “You’re the reason half of them showed up.”

That much was true.

Luca Devereaux — two-time Academy Award nominee, international box-office phenomenon, America’s most eligible bachelor — was currency. Studios insured his face for more than some films cost to produce. Luxury brands built entire campaigns around the cut of his jaw.

He was valuable.

And valuable things were owned.

“I don’t perform for free,” Luca replied evenly.

Victor stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Careful. You don’t want to sound ungrateful.”

There it was.

The reminder.

Three films left on Luca’s contract. One already in pre-production. A passion project Victor had agreed to finance — reluctantly — because Luca had leverage. For now.

“I’m not ungrateful,” Luca said. “I’m selective.”

Victor studied him for a moment, calculating. Then his gaze flicked toward the sliding doors.

“There’s someone inside I’d like you to meet,” he said. “Important investors. They’re very interested in the direction of your career.”

Translation: Play along.

Luca finished his Scotch in a single swallow and set the glass down. “Lead the way.”
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The investors turned out to be three men in tailored suits and one woman in diamonds so heavy they looked like armor. They spoke in numbers. International distribution. Franchise potential. Market expansion into Asia.

Not once did they mention art.

Luca smiled when required. Nodded at the right intervals. Let Victor do most of the talking.

He’d mastered this choreography years ago — the illusion of compliance.

But then the conversation shifted.

“We’re looking for reliability,” one of the men said, eyes sharp. “Stability. The right kind of publicity.”

Victor’s gaze slid to Luca for a fraction too long.

The woman in diamonds tilted her head. “No more... complications.”

Luca felt it then — the tightening in the air.

“What complications?” he asked smoothly.

Victor laughed lightly. “Just rumors. You know how social media can be.”

Rumors.

Luca’s jaw tightened, almost imperceptibly.

There had been whispers lately. That he was difficult. That he’d turned down a private afterparty in Cannes. That he wasn’t as... cooperative... as certain people preferred.

He’d refused to attend a yacht gathering last month — a gathering known for things that never made it into press releases.

He’d made it clear he wouldn’t be paraded.

Apparently, that had consequences.

“I assure you,” Victor continued, clapping a hand on Luca’s shoulder, “Luca understands the importance of relationships.”

The pressure in that grip wasn’t friendly.

Luca met Victor’s eyes.

“I understand boundaries,” he corrected softly.

The investors exchanged subtle glances.

The music shifted inside — slower now. Darker.

Victor’s smile cooled. “Excuse us,” he told them.

He steered Luca toward a quieter hallway, away from the crowd.

“You’re making this harder than it needs to be,” Victor murmured.

“I didn’t realize my autonomy was negotiable.”

Victor’s expression sharpened. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“Then don’t treat me like a commodity.”

Silence stretched between them.

“You think you’re untouchable right now,” Victor said at last. “Because audiences adore you. Because critics call you ‘transformative.’ But this industry builds and buries its idols with the same hands.”

Luca held his gaze. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s advice.”

A beat.

Victor straightened his cufflinks. “Enjoy the party, Luca.”

And walked away.
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By midnight, Luca was done pretending.

He slipped out a side entrance, nodding to security as he stepped into the cooler night air. The driveway curved down toward the gates, lined with black SUVs.

He was halfway to his car when he heard it.

The click.

Subtle. Mechanical.

Not from the front gate.

Behind him.

He turned.

For a split second, he saw nothing.

Then — movement. A shadow near the hedges. Too deliberate to be staff.

Another click.

A flash burst across his vision.

“What the hell—?”

More flashes. Rapid now.

From two angles.

Security shouted somewhere near the entrance.

Luca moved instinctively, striding toward the nearest camera.

“You’re trespassing,” he snapped.

The photographer backed up, grinning. “Smile, Luca!”

“Who sent you?”

No answer.

Just more photos.

Security finally reached them, grabbing the man by the arm. But not before Luca caught sight of something that made his stomach drop.

The photographer wasn’t alone.

Across the driveway, near his car, stood a woman.

Young. Elegant. Definitely not paparazzi.

Her dress strap had slipped slightly off her shoulder. She looked startled — confused.

And positioned perfectly in frame with him.

The optics hit him instantly.

Late night.

Private party.

Mysterious woman.

Security dragging photographers.

It was a headline waiting to happen.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” the woman whispered, eyes wide.

“It never is,” Luca muttered.
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By 6 a.m., it was everywhere.

Luca stared at the ceiling of his bedroom as his phone vibrated relentlessly on the nightstand.

He didn’t need to look.

But he did anyway.

Entertainment sites. Gossip blogs. Social feeds exploding.

LUCA DEVEREAUX’S MIDNIGHT RENDEZVOUS
HOLLYWOOD’S GOLDEN BOY CAUGHT SNEAKING OUT
WHO IS THE MYSTERY WOMAN?
The photos were artfully framed. Him leaning toward the woman — mid-step, expression intense. Her hand lifted as if reaching for him.

It looked intimate.

It looked scandalous.

It looked deliberate.

He scrolled further.

A video clip.

From the terrace earlier.

Him arguing with Victor.

No audio — just body language. Tension. Victor’s hand gripping his shoulder.

The narrative was already forming.

Difficult actor. Late-night hookup. Industry friction.

Unreliable.

His phone rang.

Cassandra Blake.

Publicist. Strategist. Crisis manager.

He answered.

“Tell me you’re seeing this,” she said without preamble.

“I’m seeing it.”

“You were set up.”

“I know.”

A pause.

“The studio’s panicking,” she continued. “Brand deals are asking for clarification. The investors from last night are concerned.”

“Of course they are.”

Cassandra exhaled slowly. “We need to move fast.”

Luca sat up, running a hand through his hair. “What are my options?”

Silence.

Then—

“We give them a story they can control.”

He closed his eyes.

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“You won’t,” she agreed. “But you’ll like the alternative less.”

“And what’s that?”

“They bury you.”

Another vibration. Another headline.

Cassandra’s voice hardened. “We craft a redemption narrative. Stability. Commitment. Something wholesome.”

“You want me to adopt a dog?”

“I want you in a relationship.”

Luca went very still.

“A real one?” he asked dryly.

“No,” she said. “A strategic one.”

The word tasted like ash.

“With who?”

“I have someone in mind.”

He swung his legs off the bed, staring out at the sprawling city beyond his windows. Even from up here, Los Angeles looked deceptively calm.

Behind the velvet ropes. Behind the gates.

War.

“Who?” he repeated.

Cassandra hesitated just long enough to make his pulse tick up.

“Her name is Sienna Vale.”

The name landed like a spark near gasoline.

Investigative journalist.

Industry watchdog.

The woman who’d exposed three producers in the last two years for misconduct and manipulation.

She didn’t do fluff pieces.

She didn’t play nice.

And she definitely didn’t like him.

“She’d never agree,” Luca said.

“She already has.”

Silence.

He felt something shift.

Not panic.

Not yet.

Something sharper.

Interest.

Outside, the city shimmered under early morning haze — beautiful and ruthless.

“Schedule the meeting,” Luca said quietly.

Because if this was a game—

He intended to win.
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Chapter 2 – The Journalist
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By the time the sun rose over Los Angeles, Sienna Vale had already read six different versions of the same lie.

She sat cross-legged on her living room floor, laptop open, hair piled messily on top of her head, reading the headlines with a mixture of irritation and grim satisfaction.

LUCA DEVEREAUX’S FALL FROM GRACE?
MIDNIGHT ESCAPE WITH MYSTERY WOMAN
STUDIOS QUESTION HIS PROFESSIONALISM
She clicked through the grainy photos again.

The angles were too clean. The lighting too convenient. The timing too perfect.

Set-up, she thought immediately.

Hollywood didn’t implode organically. It detonated on cue.

Sienna took a sip of black coffee, eyes narrowing as she studied the body language in the terrace video clip. Luca Devereaux — impeccably dressed, jaw tight, shoulders squared — stood across from Victor Brandt.

She paused the frame.

Victor’s hand was on Luca’s shoulder.

Not friendly.

Possessive.

Control disguised as camaraderie.

Interesting.

Most reporters would run with the scandal angle. Affairs sold. Downfalls sold even better. America loved building men into gods just to watch them bleed.

But Sienna wasn’t most reporters.

She didn’t care about who Luca Devereaux might have kissed at midnight.

She cared about why cameras were there when they weren’t supposed to be.

Her phone buzzed on the hardwood floor beside her.

Miles – Editor-in-Chief

She let it ring once.

Twice.

Then answered.

“Tell me you’re not writing a sympathy piece,” she said before he could speak.

Miles laughed. “Good morning to you too.”
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