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      Bianca did another lap around her brother Raphael’s living room in an attempt to outrun her mother.

      She loved her mother, she really did, but Francesca was just too much on a holiday. Even on a minor holiday, like Halloween, she could get quite spikey. Though she normally saved the bulk of her Francesca nastiness for Thanksgiving and Christmas, using Halloween as a warmup for her passive-aggressive meddling was not unheard of, and she’d already asked Bianca twice if she was dating anyone of consequence. What the hell did that even mean? Bianca wasn’t twenty-four yet. Who was she supposed to be dating, the French foreign minister?

      She went back to the Halloween-themed canapés and champagne discreetly offered in the dining room area of her brother’s enormous open-plan penthouse, which was at the top of the newest and flashiest skyscraper in the heart of the oldest section of Boston. Bianca was pretty sure he owned the building, or at least their family’s company, Arc A Enterprises, did. So, technically, it was owned by her Uncle Gabriel, and her brothers Raphael, aka Rafe, and Cassiel. And herself, she supposed. Arc A was in part hers, but in name only because she didn’t have a job there. Bianca still had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. Her mother took Bianca’s indecision as some kind of white flag and had decided that Bianca should just get married and start having more Loring babies.

      Bianca liked babies. But she wanted to be of service to the world, too, because making babies and going out for lunch for the rest of her life just wasn’t going to cut it for her.

      “You can’t run from her forever,” her brother Cassiel said in her ear, knowing full well what Bianca was up to. “She does way too much cardio. Besides. You have to get in there and protect Abbe. She’s new.”

      Bianca caught Cassiel’s warm smile as he watched Rafe with his arm around Abbe, glowing instead of glowering for the first time pretty much ever. “You like her,” Bianca said, eyes flashing tauntingly.

      Cassiel nodded as if admitting a fault. “What can I say, he picked a good one.”

      Bianca studied her mercurial brother. “I told you, you wouldn’t find any dirt on her no matter how deep you dug.”

      “Not one speck,” he said as if still shocked about that. “Frigging all-girls schools and only three real boyfriends in her entire life. And she saves animals for a job!”

      Bianca nodded, throwing an arm over her brother’s shoulder. “She’s a peach. I’m definitely keeping her, even if Rafe screws it up.”

      Cassiel nodded, but a worried frown was creasing his brow.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Hell, I’m thinking Abbe might be too good for us.”

      “Oh, definitely,” Bianca agreed. “So we better not scare her off. It’d kill Rafe.”

      Cassiel looked at his little sister out of the corner of his eyes. “That’s why you have to get back in there and fight the good fight.”

      Bianca sighed heavily. “Fine. But only for another ten minutes. Then I’m out of here.” She bent down to pet Daisy, Rafe’s dog, who was wearing a Zorro costume. She looked adorable in her little cape.

      Cassiel took in Bianca’s costume. She was the only one of them dressed for Halloween. This year she was Pris from the original Blade Runner. Not the all-white doll costume, but the first outfit that Pris wore when she was hiding in the garbage out in front of J. F. Sebastian’s dilapidated building—with the black micro mini dress, the garter-style stockings, the white wig, and the black spray-painted line across her eyes. Bianca looked amazing, even though she knew that there were going to be very few people who got it. That was the story of Bianca’s life.

      “Where are you off to tonight?” Cassiel asked, taking in her punk-inspired Halloween costume. He, of course, had no idea who she was. Bianca’s interests had always been obscure.

      “Pbbt,” she replied, blowing air through her lips. “As if you don’t already know.”

      Cassiel was seven years older than she was, and Rafe was ten years older. The large age gap made it easy for them to get along. They hadn’t grown up fighting over things, or their parent’s attention, but since their father had died when Bianca was twelve, it created another dynamic between them. Rafe and Cass acted like dual dads and they insisted on treating her like she was still a little kid. Rafe had a whole suite of rooms set aside for her in his penthouse like she was still going to be coming home to stay with him on break from college. She had her own place in Boston, and she wasn’t going to be living with either of her brothers ever again if she could help it. Still, Rafe treated her like she was his daughter.

      And Cassiel was worse in many ways. Over the past few years, Bianca had realized that Cassiel’s job as the Head of Marketing and Public Relations for Arc A Enterprises was just code for a big scary guy who knows everything about everybody and who controls the way the press sees the family and the company. Basically, he handled all potential shitstorms that could come their family’s way, and he wasn’t very forthcoming about how he did that. Part PR, part security, part fixer, all Bianca really knew was that Cass had a team of men and women who were constantly present both in real life and online, but who never said very much.

      On special occasions when the family was going to be at a large event, Cassiel’s team acted openly as drivers and bodyguards, but most of the time they would just fade into the background. The disappearing part was more unnerving than the bodyguard part because Bianca suspected they were still there, watching everything that could potentially affect the family, she just couldn’t see them. Of course, her brother Cassiel knew who she was going to be hanging out with that night, and Bianca’s overstated eye-roll let him know that she knew he knew.

      “So, my next question is, why are you still hanging out with Eden Ronson?” he asked.

      Okay. Bianca knew Eden was a trainwreck. She drank too much, did drugs, went through men faster than packs of chewing gum, and was always in some sort of crisis that usually involved Bianca having to get on a jet and rescue her from a skeevy dude in Dubai. But they’d been friends since they were girls, and Bianca wasn’t the kind of person to quit on a friend, no matter how fantastically they tried to screw up their lives.

      Bianca held up her palm in a “talk to the hand gesture” to her brother as she walked away and joined their mother, who was doing her best to whittle away at Abbe’s self-esteem while seeming to pay her compliments.

      “It’s just so nice to see young people doing what little they can to help the community,” Francesca was saying.

      Her mom was in a mood. Bianca visibly cringed, but Abbe smiled and nodded. “Well, you know, we all need to pull together to get anything done these days. In fact, we could use someone like you at the shelter if you ever found the time.”

      Bianca saw Rafe’s eyes widen slightly in fearful surprise, and she stepped into damage control mode.

      “Mom, seriously, we should go to Furry Faces together,” Bianca said, hating the fact that this meant she might have to spend more time with her exhausting mother. “I mean, when was the last time you had a pet?”

      “Do they all look like that?” Francesca said pointing to Jinx.

      “What do you mean? Jinx is perfect,” said Bianca. Her dog was, quite literally, one of the ugliest dogs in the world. He’d even won a competition to prove it. “You’d be lucky to get a dog that looked like him. Right, Jinxie? But if it makes you feel any better, most of Abbe’s animals have all their teeth. And don’t have skin conditions. And have normal body proportions. Right, Jinx?”

      This shift in the conversation to Jinx served its purpose and brought the attention off of Abbe and Francesca, though Bianca had to hand it to Abbe, of the two of them Francesca was the more frazzled. She wondered if maybe this once Mommy Dearest would learn her lesson. But Bianca didn’t think so. She’d probably just declare a cease-fire for Halloween and start a new salvo on Thanksgiving.

      Bianca knew why, too. The way Rafe looked at Abbe with such obvious love and devotion, it was hard to not feel left out. Francesca was, quite simply, jealous. Her new husband certainly didn’t look at her that way.

      Bianca had to admit no one had ever looked at her that way, either. Oh, she’d had lots of guys pledge their undying love to her, but none of them had been for real. She was young, rich, and beautiful, so a lot of guys had thought that they’d fallen in love with her, but none of them had ever really gotten to know her. She couldn’t blame them, though. She knew she was rather a strange girl on the inside, one who just so happened to look like a supermodel on the outside.

      Bianca was tall, naturally slender, and she had that black-haired, blue-eyed, pale-skinned, Snow White look that you can’t buy or dye your way to. You either have it or you don’t. Bianca had it but she had no idea what to do with it. She knew she had an odd sense of humor, a geeky laugh, and she liked fantasy and sci-fi movies and she loved to read. Guys who’d asked her out usually spent half the night saying okaaaay in a very freaked-out way when she was trying to connect with them.

      Because of that, she’d sort of stopped dating. Her mother was not amused, but her brothers were thrilled. She’d gone through a wild phase in high school and her brothers had threatened to put her in a convent, but Bianca had managed to convince them that she would probably do more damage in a convent than with civilians, and they’d agreed with her.

      She’d mellowed out since then, even found a way to be happy with herself and what an odd duck she was, but watching her brother falling in love with Abbe and she had to admit it. She wished she could find what they’d found. Bianca had no idea what it felt like to click with someone so completely that she wouldn’t even feel weird anymore, because there would finally be someone in the world who understood her completely.

      Bianca checked her watch. “And that’s my time, folks. Try the buffet,” she said to no one in particular. Abbe heard her and laughed. At least Abbe appreciated her sense of humor, and if there was one person who did, there could be two.

      “Have fun tonight,” Abbe said, giving her a quick hug. “And be careful.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’m a Replicant,” Bianca replied. “Practically indestructible.”

      Abbe’s smile faltered, not understanding that Bianca was talking about her character, Pris. Apparently, there was still no one who understood all her jokes.

      “Where are you going?” Rafe asked.

      “The Ronson’s,” Bianca replied, sighing at her brother’s disapproval. “And then out with Eden. I’ll try not to light anything on fire.”

      He cracked a smile. “Have fun,” he said.

      “Have fun? Wow.” Bianca looked at Abbe, stunned that her brother was smiling and relaxed. “Whatever it is you’re doing to him, keep doing it,” she said, backing away from her family with a wave.

      Her Uncle Gabriel followed her to Rafe’s private elevator, stopping her before she got on. “Listen. The Ronson’s don’t know I’m thinking about running for office,” he said. “I know you and Eden are close, but⁠—”

      “—don’t say anything to her about you maybe, probably, almost definitely, running for congress. I know, Uncle Gabe,” she clapped him on the shoulder heartily. “Your political aspirations are safe with me.”

      He gave her a look that she’d become used to. It was a look that told her that the other person was wondering where the hell she came up with the things she did. Most of the time she cracked jokes to make other people feel more comfortable. She was really tall and beautiful and she knew those two things together intimidated people, and she didn’t want anyone to be afraid of her. That was something her mother liked to do, and Bianca was fully aware of the fact that a large chunk of her personality had formed as a direct response to the fact that her mother was a tall, skinny, beautiful bitch who loved to make people squirm.

      It was so tiring being a Loring.

      “It’s just that there’s a reporter sniffing around,” Gabriel said.

      “That woman who wants to write a book. Cat Something-Or-Other. I know,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “I know you know,” he said, finally backing off with a smile.

      “I’m smarter than I look,” Bianca said with a cavalier toss of her long, shiny hair.

      “Take care,” he said.

      “You too! Keep your pants on tonight, Uncle Gabe!” she called out after him as he walked away. It made him laugh and shake his head at her ridiculousness. Her Uncle Gabe was practically a monk, though she had no idea why he hadn’t had a girlfriend in forever because he was a total silver fox, but she sure did love to tease him about it.

      She took the elevator down to the car that Cassiel had waiting for her. The driver was definitely going to be keeping tabs on her all night. She didn’t recognize him, but she smiled and gave him directions to the Ronson’s (like he didn’t already know where they were going) and they kept playing the game that they were a normal family that didn’t do shit like have each other followed.

      

      The Ronson family was very much like the Loring family in several respects. They were an extremely wealthy family of Bostonians who could trace their line back several generations. In the last two generations, they had even managed to reproduce at almost exactly the same rate without intermarrying as of yet, which meant that between the Lorings and the Ronsons, there was a parental generation who had been contemporaries, and also a new generation of fully grown children who were of the same age.

      It had not escaped anyone’s attention that the elder sibling, and Eden’s only big brother, Maxwell, was a handy four years older than Bianca. He was also quite good-looking and not an insufferable jackass like his father, Rick. Maxwell even appreciated, or at least tolerated, Bianca’s sense of humor. And he thought she was beautiful. He’d even told her as much.

      He was not, however, seriously interested in Bianca as he was too busy catching the staggering number of women who threw themselves at him. In turn, Bianca had always thought he was extremely handsome, even when they were kids, but—and she’d told him this to his face once after they’d both had too many negronis and kissed—the fact that he was a giant slut turned her off.

      Since that ill-fated kiss and comment, they’d been respectful acquaintances. Everyone expected more to happen between them eventually. The two of them had already agreed more wasn’t happening.

      “Hey, Bumble Bee,” Maxwell said, leaning in to kiss her cheek. He was vaguely dressed as an old-school Lugosi-style vampire, but he didn’t have the teeth, opting to just go for the tux and some pale face powder.

      “What’s up House?” she replied. He grinned at the nickname.

      She was the one who’d come up with it when they were little kids. Most people didn’t even get the coffee reference, but all of his high school friends had called him that because she did. In the stuffy world of international finance that he inhabited now, he probably didn’t hear it much anymore.

      “Little bit of this, a hell of a lot of bullshit,” he replied, looking away somberly. He’d gotten much more serious in the past year, she’d noticed. It was like something was weighing on him.

      She gave him a concerned smile. “You okay?” she asked.

      He pursed his lips and nodded. Then he brightened up suddenly. “Where are you two off to tonight? Because I know you’re not staying here.”

      Here was the Ronson brownstone on Beacon Hill. It was a stone’s throw from where Bianca lived, but it couldn’t have been more different on the inside. Bianca had styled her brownstone like an eclectic and elegant yet relaxed farmhouse in Provence, and the Ronsons went right for that glaring, gaudy, we-have-more-money-than-you look. There was even a gold toilet somewhere in the house. Right now, that gold-toileted brownstone was decorated with carved jack-o-lanterns, lots of glittery fall-colored leaves, and it was filled to the brim with a bunch of dusty old farts and their way-too-young dates, most of whom were ironically dressed as sexy nurses. Handy, in case one of their dates had a heart attack.

      “Yeah, no, we’re heading out,” Bianca said, cringing when she met eyes with a girl who couldn’t have been older than she was, looking bored out of her mind while some paunchy fifty-year-old with a red nose put his arm around her. Bianca shivered with revulsion.

      “Tell me I’m not that bad,” Maxwell said, seeing what she was seeing.

      “Oh, hell, no. The women you paw love it. You’re a babe,” Bianca assured him. She caught sight of Eden in the corner, dressed as Harley Quinn, and arguing with her father. “In thirty years, though? Might want to bump up the ‘minimum age to enter’ requirement on your fly.”

      He shook his head at her, a little smile on his face. “You get funnier every year, you know that?”

      “Nah. You just get smarter,” she replied, leaving Maxwell to make her way across the room toward his sister, who was in the midst of a tense argument with her father, Rick Ronson.

      Everything that Eden knew about Rick could be summed up in the next words she heard coming out of his mouth. “Seriously Eden, if you’re going to sleep with half of Boston, it’d be great if you did it with people who could benefit me?”

      Yup. That was Rick. Talking to his twenty-three-year-old daughter. And people looked at Eden and thought she was the problem. Bianca rushed in before he said something else that would scar her best friend for life.

      “Hey, Mr. R! Nice party. Could you excuse us for a second? I have a feminine product that needs adjusting, and I just can’t reach it on my own. Thanks so much!” she said in a rush as she grabbed Eden by the arm and started pushing her away from the lump of toxic masculinity that had, unfortunately, spawned her. “It’s okay,” she whispered in her friend’s ear. “We’re leaving.”

      “My bag,” Eden said in a dazed way. She was still spinning from the disgusting thing her father had said to her, and she probably would be for the rest of the night. Bianca wanted to get her out of there as fast as possible.

      Eden insisted on going upstairs and getting her giant Khaite lotus bag that was filled with enough stuff to get her through a couple of days. Then they went down the narrow, hilly street to where Eden had parked her car.

      “Wait, can you drive?” Bianca asked, eyeing her driver who was already shadowing them.

      “I haven’t had a thing to drink all night,” Eden said.

      “I have a car here,” Bianca said, even though her friend did sound sober. Not a slur to any of her syllables. “Wouldn’t it be better⁠—”

      Eden spun away from her and started marching toward a souped-up sports car, one that Bianca had never seen before. The whole situation had tragedy written all over it.

      “Wait!” Bianca said, chasing after her and running to the passenger side. “There’s no way I’m letting you go wherever you’re going alone.” She paused, standing by the door. “Where are we going?”

      Eden cracked a smile. “Weston,” she said.

      “Weston?” Bianca parroted back, surprised. “That’s, like, twenty minutes away.”

      “Not in this thing,” Eden replied, opening up the doors.

      Bianca got in with her. “What is this car, anyway? I don’t recognize the logo.”

      “It’s Lebanese.”

      “They make cars in Lebanon?” she mumbled, looking around at the interior. The cushioning was sparse. This was definitely a race car.

      Eden started it and the engine made all kinds of roaring noises. “I have to bring it back. Do you remember Ben Goh, from boarding school?”

      “Ahh—yes?” Bianca said dubiously. She had a vague memory of a kid from Singapore loaning her a pencil in seventh grade.

      Eden pulled out and headed right for the Mass Pike. “It’s his car. He’s having a party. It’ll be fun.”

      Bianca glanced over her shoulder and was happy to see that her SUV and driver were following her. Having Cassiel and Rafe for brothers was usually a pain in the ass, but there were times like this when Bianca couldn’t have been happier about it.

      Eden caught her looking for the driver. “Uh-uh. No chaperones tonight,” she said, putting her foot down and weaving dangerously through traffic.

      “Are you insane!” Bianca screamed as they barreled down the narrow, ancient streets that were not built with wide race cars in mind.

      The comfortable yet heavy SUV with its deep seats and dramatic lighting was no match for a supercar. Eden drove up on the median, cut off dozens of people, and in moments, she had lost Bianca’s driver.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not talking to you,” Bianca said.

      “Why?” Eden said, smacking the side of her leg. “ Isn’t it fun to be totally off leash? When you’re ready to leave you can call whoever you want to come pick you up.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is, I said stop and you didn’t,” Bianca said.

      A few seconds went by. “You never said stop,” Eden said quietly. “If you’d said stop I would have.”

      Bianca thought back. “Okay, you’re right.” She sighed, angry with herself, and gave up. “So, where is Ben Goh’s house?”

      “The woods!” Eden answered, giggling. “No, actually, it’s really pretty. There’s a river and boat behind his house. It’s going to be fun.”

      As they got off at the Weston exit, Bianca realized that Eden hadn’t been kidding about the woods thing. Weston was an extremely wealthy suburb of Boston with multi-million-dollar estates dotting the countryside. But it was, actually, in the woods and Bianca was much more used to the city.

      Everything was dark, and it was hard to see street signs. Their supercar did not have GPS, strangely enough. There was some kind of super-fast button—totally illegal and crazy expensive—but non-racing extras that Eden and Bianca had both come to expect in any vehicle were not there. There wasn’t even a cup holder for Eden’s water. For the past five minutes, she had been taking little sips of it and then holding the bottle between her thighs.

      They were going very slowly, looking for the turn to Ben Goh’s street when they saw red and blue lights flash and the single pulse woop of a police siren.

      “Fuck me sideways,” Eden said quietly. She turned to Bianca. “Should we run for it?”

      She was actually considering it. Her friend was a lunatic. “What?! No! Eden, stop the damn car!”

      “Just hear me out. We can definitely beat whatever that cop is driving. And this car is⁠—”

      “Stop. The. Car.”

      Eden dropped her head back and groaned, “Fine! I hope you like spending the night in jail,” but she did pull over. She rolled down her window, kept both her hands on the wheel and the two women got their best smiles ready.

      They heard footsteps coming toward them and the sound of voices coming over the radio inside the officer’s car. A flashlight shone in the window.

      “License and registration,” said a very deep and grouchy voice.

      “What seems to be the problem officer?” Eden began cheerfully, really annunciating every word so he could hear that she wasn’t drunk. “We weren’t speed—oh shit, you’re fucking gorgeous.”

      “Eden…” Bianca cried out, smacking her friend’s arm.

      “But he is!”

      Bianca ducked her head down a little so she could see the officer standing outside the driver’s side window.

      He was in his late twenties, maybe early thirties. He was really tall, and
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