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      He was hired to kill her. He never expected to fall in love with her.

      

      Former MI6 agent Jasper Kent gave up being a good man when his wife and daughter were murdered. Now, he’s a paid assassin for the highest bidder, using the payouts from his underworld contracts to fund his search for the man who killed his family. He gets the break he desperately craves when he’s invited to join Stark Security, a legitimate organization that knows nothing about his deadly side hustle, but provides the cover he needs for his private missions.

      

      Then he hits the jackpot — kill the woman he’s been assigned to protect, and his payment will be the identity of the man who murdered his family.

      

      Heiress and rising author Zelda Clayton has spent her young life projecting a bubbly personality while putting all her fears and doubts onto the pages of her novels. She’s certain that if she shows her darkness, she’ll be abandoned once again. Now, the pulse-pounding attraction between her and the older but devastatingly gorgeous bodyguard Jasper Kent is off the charts, and she’s terrified he will leave, too, breaking her heart right as she’s falling in love with him.

      

      But a broken heart may be the least of Zelda’s worries…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Charismatic. Dangerous. Sexy as hell.

        Meet the elite team of Stark Security.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m no stranger to being alone. To being surrounded by people, but entirely by myself. Wrapped in darkness, yet hiding it with bright smiles and bubbly laughter. Faking a life in the hope it will become real but knowing that won’t ever happen.

      Then he entered my world, stepping past the walls that surround me. Filling the dark, small place in which I hide with light and hope.

      He’s here and he’s real. He’s sunshine and joy. Light and love.

      But that is only an illusion. The truth is he belongs in the darkness. It feeds him. Fuels him.

      He’s horrible.

      A monster. A bastard.

      I look at him and know that’s what I should think now that I know what he planned. What he wanted.

      And yet there’s warmth under his icy exterior. There’s hope in his eyes.

      I see it. I crave it. And somehow the monster turns beautiful in my sight.

      But the more his heat engulfs me, the more I am afraid.

      Because I know better than anyone that fire destroys everything, and all I can hope is that love can still bloom from the ashes of those flames.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasper Kent sat on the bottom step of Jamie and Ryan Hunter’s back porch, his toes in the sand as he watched the sun slip away. A few clouds hung low in the sky, now illuminated in vibrant shades of purple and orange as Mother Nature painted yet another masterpiece on the Malibu horizon.

      This was what he’d dreamed of so many years ago. A home outside of London with a beautiful view where he could grow old with Sandra. A house where Bonnie could grow up, huge and roomy and ready to be filled with sisters and brothers for her. A fairytale life wherein he and Sandra would sit on the porch and watch their children play and laugh and grow. The world would continue to turn with its horrors and tragedies, but his family would stay warm and safe in the protective bubble of a loving home.

      And how much of a crock had that turned out to be?

      Instead of London, he was living in Los Angeles.

      Instead of a family, he was all alone.

      Instead of a home, he had a hotel room.

      Instead of a life, he’d become a ghost.

      No. Not a ghost. A hunter. For ten years, he’d been chasing the monster who’d murdered his family. That was his quest. His mission. That was why he’d left MI6 and gone freelance, sliding into a dark world where he killed for both money and information, taking out evil as he pursued his own vendetta.

      For ten years, he’d chased lead after lead, but his efforts had led nowhere. Now, though, he had another. Thin, true, but it was all he had, and he would tug on this thread to the end.

      That was why he’d come back to the States. Why he’d accepted the offer from Stark Security. He needed access to the well-funded agency’s databases. He needed resources. Because with a decade of misses piled up behind him, he knew damn well that this was his last shot at finding the bastard who’d ripped Sandra and Bonnie from him. Screw this up and there’d be no retribution. No closure.

      They’d be gone. Finally and truly gone.

      Then he really would be a ghost. A haunted man, moving through the world, stripped of purpose and desire.

      But not yet, dammit. Not quite yet.

      He stiffened at the footsteps behind him, his training kicking in, then immediately relaxed as he recognized the gait. Ryan Hunter, the director of Stark Security and his new boss.

      “You have an incredible house,” Jasper said without turning around.

      Ryan chuckled, then sat beside him. “And that’s why we hired you. A man with eyes in the back of his head is handy in our business.”

      Jasper glanced over his shoulder and met the other man’s piercing blue eyes. “And here I thought it was my good looks and sharp humor.”

      “That and Quincy’s recommendation,” Ryan retorted. Quincy Radcliffe, a former colleague from MI6, had left the service years ago. Jasper had heard rumors that he’d been involved in a vigilante group founded by billionaire playboy Dallas Sykes, but that seemed so unlike Quincy that Jasper had discounted the intel. Then again, the world was full of strange things—Jasper himself was proof of that— so maybe it was true. All he knew for sure was that Quincy was one of the first agents recruited to Stark Security by its founder, billionaire Damien Stark.

      So when the possible trails to his family’s killer petered down to one narrow path leading to the States, Jasper had made a call. Quincy had introduced him to Damien and Ryan, and just like that, Jasper had a solid base in the States from where he could run his own operation. While doing the job they paid him for, too, of course.

      “We don’t have sunsets like that in London,” Jasper said, gesturing at the pyrotechnics that were wrapping up in front of them, seemingly lighting the ocean on fire. Soon, darkness would fall completely, and the only illumination would come from the upper patio where the party was starting to ramp up as more and more guests arrived.

      “We ordered it especially for you,” Ryan said. “Wanted you to feel good about accepting this job.”

      “You certainly know how to roll out the red carpet.” He turned to face his boss. “Seriously, thank you. It was time to leave London. Time for a change.” That had been his excuse. The well-rehearsed explanation that after so many years, he needed to leave the memories behind. He could hardly tell his new boss that not only would his attention be split, but that he also intended to covertly utilize his new employer’s tech to follow that precious, single lead.

      Ryan nodded, his expression compassionate. “Come on. You already met Jamie, but Zelda’s just arrived. And this party’s just as much about her.”

      “Sounds good.” He stood at the same time Ryan did, then shrugged into his jacket before bending down for his shoes. He slipped them on, then glanced once more at the infinite ocean. The light was gone, and the world hung in shades of gray. The same gray that had enveloped him since Sandra’s and Bonnie’s light had been stolen from him. His wife had been thirty. Their daughter only five. Two entire lives gone, and he’d never get them back.

      But somehow, someday, he would avenge them.

      He turned his back to the gray, then followed Ryan up the wood and stone staircase that led toward the twinkling fairy-style lights that illuminated the upper levels of the huge back patio, and with each step he told himself he was getting closer to his goal.
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      “We’re so glad you could make it,” Jamie Archer Hunter said as she squeezed his hand and flashed a very camera-ready smile. She was the kind of woman the camera loved, with her sculptured face, wide mouth, and thick, dark hair. He knew she’d worked as an entertainment reporter and part-time actress before finally landing solid roles, including the lead in the upcoming Intercontinental, a thriller based on a book written by the other guest of honor, Zelda Clayton.

      They were on the top level of decking by the infinity pool. The house was designed with four levels of decks, the top one partially covered with huge glass doors that could be fully opened. During the day, the view must be incredible. At night, the stars twinkled above, the house far enough away from its neighbors to welcome the darkness and invite starlight, making this outdoor living space warm and inviting and beautiful. Jasper could only assume the interior of the home was equally remarkable.

      “I hope you didn’t feel obligated to come,” Jamie added, “what with being the new guy and all. This really wasn’t intended to be a command performance.”

      Jasper laughed, immediately liking this woman. He’d heard that she said what was on her mind—most often unfiltered—and he appreciated the honesty. “Truth? I heard the house was completely remodeled by Jackson Steele, so I wanted to see it. And, of course, I wanted to congratulate you on your movie.”

      “Liar,” she said with a laugh. “About the movie. I believe you about Jackson.”

      He grinned. Jasper was a long-time fan of the renowned architect’s work. A man who also happened to be Stark’s half-brother.

      “We completely lucked into this house,” Jamie said. “The former owner ended up moving away. A family thing. And then Damien mentioned to Ryan that it was going on the market, and we had Jackson come over to suss out the potential.” She shrugged. “So now we live next door to our best friends. It’s pretty awesome.” Her smile rivaled the sky’s brightest stars.

      “At any rate,” she continued, “I’ll give you the tour later, or feel free to wander inside. Jackson did a freaking amazing job.” Her mouth twisted, and she rolled her eyes. “Did you hear that? I really just said freaking. That’s me censoring my language even when there are absolutely zero kids around. Yo, Nicholas,” she shouted to a lovely blond woman he recognized from various photos as Nikki Stark. “You and your brood have ruined me.”

      “I’ve got news for you, James,” Nikki called back. “You were already ruined.”

      She shifted as she spoke, the movement just enough for Jasper to catch a glimpse of a woman passing behind her. The vision wore a dangerously short metallic-gold dress, her brown hair pulled up in a messy bun, the flickering lights catching some strands and making them glow red.

      Inexplicably, he took a step forward, pausing when she disappeared behind a cluster of guests. Who was she?

      “—totally right.”

      Jamie’s words startled him, and he shook himself, mortified at his almost physical reaction to the woman in gold. He tried to think why—she hadn’t reminded him of Sandra. She was pretty enough, but not breathtakingly beautiful. She didn’t look the slightest bit familiar.

      And yet damned if there hadn’t been a tug.

      “I lost you,” Jamie said with a laugh. “Oh, god, I’ve turned into a boring hostess. I never would have believed it.”

      “You? Never. I just saw—”

      She waited for him to finish his thought.

      “I don’t know,” he confessed. “Possibly someone I knew.” That wasn’t it, but it was the only thing that sounded plausible. “Lost her in the darkness and the crowd.”

      “Well, we’ll have to find her, won’t we?”

      He could practically see the gleam of matchmaking in her eyes, and since that was absolutely not on his agenda, he scrambled to change the subject. “Did I hear you call Nikki Stark Nicholas? And she called you James?”

      “Oh, totally. Childhood nicknames.”

      “You grew up together?”

      “In Texas, yeah. And you’re from the UK. You don’t have much of an accent. I would never have guessed if Ryan hadn’t told me.”

      “Born in Manchester, but we moved to Manhattan when I was two. My father worked at the British Consulate in the city. I moved back to Britain to attend Oxford and ended up at MI6. I like tea, and bloody hell is my go-to curse. So I managed to fit in.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “I’ll tell Ryan he got it all wrong.”

      “Great. Get me in trouble with the boss in my first week.”

      “Speaking of bosses, have you met Damien yet?”

      He shook his head. “Ryan hired me over the phone. When I came back to the States last month, I started out in Manhattan. Familiar territory. Besides, I understand Damien isn’t in the office day to day.”

      “Yeah. He’s got fingers in a lot of pies.”

      “I only started on Friday,” Jasper told her. “And that was really just paperwork. Monday will be my real first day.”

      “Damien was gone all last week, anyway,” Jamie told him. “Family getaway. They have a place in Lake Arrowhead. But he’s great. Not nearly as intimidating as you’d think from the packaging.”

      “Is that so?” Jasper wasn’t easily intimidated, but he’d watched interviews of the former tennis pro turned tech billionaire, and the man was formidable. Still, Jasper glanced around for a glimpse of the man, hoping to meet him soon.

      He didn’t find Damien in the clusters of people scattered across the various patio levels—nor did he find the woman in gold. Not that he’d been looking. Well, not too hard, anyway.

      Nikki caught his eye, however, then came over, a tall man with an easy smile beside her. “I would apologize for Jamie,” Nikki said to him, “but there’s really no excuse for her.” She extended her hand, clearly trying not to laugh as Jamie rolled her eyes. “Nikki Fairchild Stark. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said. She had sea-green eyes and wavy hair that fell to her shoulders in loose curls. She was girl next door pretty, and he remembered reading that she’d competed in pageants as a teenager. Now she ran a software development business, though most people outside of the tech world probably remembered her as the woman to whom Stark had paid a million dollars for a nude portrait. A scandal that started what had apparently turned into a very strong relationship.

      The man with her wore jeans and a gray Henley, suitable for the casual party. The way he held himself wasn’t casual, though. He stood tall, shoulders back, wavy hair in perfect order. He wore glasses, through which he was studying Jasper. His earlier smile had turned into a small frown at the corner of his mouth.

      “Problem?”

      “I’m sorry,” the man said, apparently realizing he was staring. “I’ve been trying to place you. Have we met?”

      Jasper shook his head. “I don’t think so.” Actually, he was certain; he had an almost infallible memory for faces. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m so sorry,” Nikki said. “I should have introduced you.”

      “I’m Orlando McKee,” the man said. “But call me Ollie. I’ve been friends with these two since the beginning of time.”

      “Jasper Kent. Just met them, but I expect we’ll be friends to the end of time.”

      “Good answer,” Ollie said, extending his hand to shake. “Your name doesn’t ring a bell, but damn, your face is familiar.”

      “Crossed paths through work, maybe?”

      Ollie shook his head. “I don’t think so. I used to be a lawyer. Was in private practice for awhile here in LA, a bit in Europe.”

      Jasper shook his head. “Fortunately, I haven’t had the need of counsel.” Except in dealing with the aftermath of Sandra’s and Bonnie’s deaths, but he wasn’t going to mention that.

      “Now I’m with the FBI,” Ollie said, then grinned. “Maybe I’ve seen you on a Most Wanted poster.”

      Jasper chuckled. “No, I’m far too careful with my criminal activities for that. Former MI6, so I know how to be invisible.” All true. Which, as Jasper knew well, was the best way to frame a lie.

      “Well, it’s a mystery. The only one I know from MI6 is Quincy.” He shifted his attention to Jamie. “Is he here?”

      “He and Eliza were heading down to walk on the beach when I saw them last. But they might have come back without me noticing.”

      “I’ll go find him and introduce you,” Ollie said.

      “No need,” Jasper said. “Quincy and I go way back.”

      “There you go,” Jamie said. “You two have something in common. Do I know how to do hostess duty, or what?”

      As Nikki laughed, Ollie gave Jamie a sideways squeeze. “You’re the Hostess Queen,” he assured her. “But I think the queen is supposed to mingle.”

      “He has a point,” Nikki said, her face alight with amusement.

      “I suppose I could use another drink and a fresh round of gossip. Come on, Nicholas. Let’s go find our husbands. These two can talk manly things.”

      With a smirk, Nikki followed her friend into the depth of the party. “So what’ll it be?” Ollie asked. “Cigars? Car racing? We could stand around scratching our balls, nothing more manly than that.”

      Despite himself, Jasper laughed. Then even harder when Trevor, an agent he recognized from Stark Security, joined them. Trevor’s brows rose as he put his hand on Ollie’s shoulder and asked, “Did you really just say that? And way too loud?”

      “I was being an ass,” Ollie said, taking a casual step to the side and breaking contact. “It’s my hobby.”

      “I’m going to go find a Scotch,” Jasper said. “Because that’s damn manly. Then I’m going to track down this writer—Zelda?—and congratulate her. Then I’m heading to my hotel and turning in. I’m still on London time.” He wasn’t, but he’d had enough socializing for the month. Sandra had been the one who loved parties. She’d made them fun. Now if he enjoyed himself for an hour, he considered it a stellar function. Beyond that, it was nothing but grueling work.

      Tonight, Jamie and Nikki and the architecture itself had made the evening enjoyable. Better to leave on an up note.

      “I saw her by the bar a few moments ago.” Ollie grinned. “You can’t miss her. She’s wearing a gold mini dress. Like something out of an old James Bond movie.”

      Anticipation tightened Jasper’s chest as the woman in gold filled his mind. Zelda. “Well,” he said, “I look forward to meeting her.” He shouldn’t. He wasn’t at this party—hell, he wasn’t in this town—looking to get laid. And yet the first emotion—the only emotion—that had filled his head when he’d seen her was desire.

      Not good.

      He was in the States for one reason only. To locate and kill the man who’d murdered his family. He needed to stay focused, not fuck around or get distracted by women. Not even if a fast fling might take the edge off. Not even if the woman had piqued his interest in a way he hadn’t felt in over a decade.

      The woman was trouble, and if he knew what was good for him, he’d give Zelda Clayton a very wide berth.

      “—she wouldn’t come.”

      Jasper frowned, unable to play back Ollie’s words. “Sorry,” he said. “I missed that. What were you saying?”

      “That I’m glad Zelda came. When Ryan suggested to the two of them that they should co-host a celebratory party, she almost said no.”

      “I suppose some authors are uncomfortable in crowds,” Jasper said.

      “True,” Ollie said. “But that wasn’t the reason for Zelda. I think she was afraid her stepfather would be here.”

      “Ollie…” There was a hint of warning in Trevor’s voice. “You really shouldn’t—”

      “It’s not a secret,” Ollie retorted, then shrugged. “But okay, yeah. It is gossip. Sorry.”

      “No problem,” Jasper said. “But I admit I’m curious.” He shouldn’t be, dammit. He should excuse himself and go get a drink. Chatting about the lovely author was an absurd exercise.

      Ollie eyed Trevor. “Fine,” Trevor said. “Like you said, it’s hardly a state secret. Zelda’s stepfather is a Stark Security client. Carter Malloy. He’s former CIA, and he runs a private security company.”

      “A client? Sounds like a competitor.”

      “Not really. Stark Security tends to do more investigative work, providing support for government agencies, stepping in to help private citizens when the authorities have turned away. That type of thing. We do take on protective services, but usually there’s a personal connection between someone at the agency and the client. And those clients are usually smaller, whereas Malloy provides coverage for royalty and politicos on a regular basis.”

      Jasper nodded. “Got it. But what does that have to do with Zelda?”

      “She can’t stand him,” Ollie said. “She’s never said so publicly, but it’s obvious. And he’s a client, so Ryan couldn’t not invite him.”

      “So where is he?”

      “Europe somewhere,” Trevor said. “He and Zelda’s mom. That’s when it changed from a party for Jamie landing the role to a party for the two of them. I’m glad, honestly. Zelda’s pretty cool. Malloy’s an ass, but he’s an ass who pays the bills, and—”

      “And now you really are in gossip territory.” Ollie frowned at his friend.

      Trevor shrugged it off. “Hey, Jasper’s one of us now, right?” he asked, his inclusion of Ollie making Jasper wonder if the FBI agent was also working with the SSA. He didn’t ask, though. Not now. Not when Zelda was filling his thoughts. A woman whose vibrant presence had grabbed his attention and whose tragic story had twisted his heart.

      A woman he really needed to avoid.

      Which begged the question of why he was suddenly excusing himself, then walking across the decking as he searched for a flash of gold in the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Listen, Ms. Clayton, I know this isn’t a book signing, and I’m not supposed to be fawning, but I just have to say how much I loved—like really, really loved—Intercontinental.”

      “Are you kidding?” I say, grinning at the cute blond guy. “You can toss praise at me any time. But you have to call me Zelda, okay?”

      Jamie and I are standing in the middle of a semi-circle of guests—no press, thankfully, just friends and acquaintances and business associates, most of whom I’ve never met. Still, everyone is excited about the upcoming film, and Jamie and I are soaking up the praise and enthusiasm.

      I glance sideways at her, flashing my best Party Girl smile. “See? I told you the book was popular. She thought she was signing on for a dud,” I add to the crowd, grinning when they all laugh on cue.

      Right now, I’m in my element. Or, at least, it looks like I am. I can do the Perky Public Figure thing with the best of them.

      “Yeah, because Jamie so often picks a dud,” the cute guy says with a chuckle.

      I glance between the two of them, realizing that of course she knows this guy. She and Ryan organized the party, after all.

      “This is Eric,” Jamie says, answering my unspoken question. “He works with Nikki.”

      “I do,” Eric says. “And I read a lot of thrillers, and this series is one of my favorites. I’m looking forward to the next Martin King adventure.”

      “I’m very glad to hear it. Thanks.” I flash him one of my best smiles, trying to discern if he’s doing the fanboy thing or the flirting thing. And trying to decide which one I’m hoping for. I mean, he’s cute enough, and I have no intention of going home alone, but all things being equal, I’m hoping the dark-haired guy I’d noticed earlier seeks me out. The one who filled out his jeans so perfectly and looked deadly hot in his white crew neck tee and casual black blazer.

      He’d been standing on the lowest step leading down to the beach. The same place I’d been heading, needing a moment to ratchet down the joy. I play a good game in public—all bubbly and delightful in the role of the lighthearted heiress with the golden typewriter—but it’s an exhausting role to play. I’d wanted a few moments of watching the sunset. A few moments to be alone. To be me.

      But there he was, filling my space.

      At first, I’d been irritated. Then he’d moved, and I’d been intrigued. As I watched, he kicked off his Sperry boat shoes, then moved off the step and slipped his toes into the sand. He peeled off his jacket next, the movements as he draped it over the handrail accentuating the muscles in his arms and back. I sighed, relishing the way his T-shirt stretched across his shoulders. His hair was cut short, so I could see the back of his neck, and despite myself, I imagined how it would feel to put my hand there and let the bristles from his close-cropped nape tease my palm.

      I didn’t go to him, but I didn’t turn back either. Instead, I slipped off my shoes and held them by the straps as I slid under the handrail. Once my feet were in the warm sand of the dune, I crouched lower, knowing that if he turned around, I’d be hidden from his perspective by the support post.

      I’m glad I took that precaution, because a few moments later, he glanced over his shoulder. As he looked toward the house—and me—I got a good look at his face, the visage eliciting a satisfied sigh. The guy was definitely something, with deep-set hazel eyes, a wide mouth, and the kind of sculpted jaw that only looked better with his hint of beard stubble.

      The sun hadn’t yet dipped below the horizon, and I saw a hint of gray at his temples, which did nothing to reduce his hotness factor. On the contrary, it made him seem even sexier.

      I guessed he was in his early forties, which made him almost twice my age. Not someone I’d normally be attracted to, but there was no denying the way my pulse had kicked up. It was as if he’d physically reached out and touched me, and I stood frozen in my hiding place, afraid he was going to see me, and equally afraid that he wouldn’t.

      A heartbeat later, he turned away, once again facing the riot of colors Mother Nature was painting on the horizon. Then he took a seat on the step, moving with the kind of confident precision that most people drop when they think they’re alone.

      I stood frozen for a moment, debating whether I should go talk to him. Did he know I was there, or was he the kind of guy who was always in control, never letting down his guard even when he was completely alone?

      Foolish, maybe, but right then, I wanted nothing more than to go to him. And I’d just convinced myself that I should when I heard someone coming. Damn.

      I ducked down further, only to see Ryan Hunter pass by, his feet inches from my nose. I waited until he reached the guy, then slipped back onto the stairs and darted barefoot up to the top level, hoping my sunset-watching stranger hadn’t noticed me, but still kind of hoping our paths would cross at the party.

      The memory washes over me in a flash, and as I smile at the group and stand by Jamie, I let my eyes skim over everyone that I can see on this level of the patio. But I don’t see my stranger anywhere.

      “When will filming begin?” The question comes from someone near Jamie, and she answers, but I’m not paying attention until she says, “Zelda loves it.”

      “I’m sorry?” I say. “What do I love?”

      Her brow furrows, and I realize she must be talking about writing. Because she’s right. It’s my life—what I love. Writing stories, sharing them with the world. Talking about them until the people around me are bored out of their mind, and then rejoicing when I find fans who are fascinated by my characters, my process, my made-up world. All the stuff that makes up the non-reality in which I live.

      “I was just saying that you love the world that Martin King populates,” Jamie says, referring to the hero of the series.

      “Oh, yes, I do. He’s got serious balls,” I say to laughter all around.

      “When’s the next one come out?” someone asks.

      “Knowing Zelda, it will be soon,” someone shouts in reply, and the crowd titters. “She’s a machine.”

      I force a chipper smile and a laugh, but this is the uncomfortable part. When you first hit the New York Times list at seventeen, then have five more bestsellers between then and now—which happens to be the ripe old age of twenty-three—some people get really weird. Like they think I’m a total fraud who’s been writing her books in crayon.

      Or maybe I’m just touchy.

      I shift the conversation to praising the screenwriter who wrote the adaptation. She’s not at the party—instead she’s in Manhattan having quality time with her family—but I describe some of our conversations, and how much care she took to understand the characters, and on and on, until I’m not listening to myself. It’s just a hum of noise, and I’m the one doing the buzzing.

      “Is it true you wrote Intercontinental in two months when you were only—” someone begins to ask, but I’m not in the mood to talk about my age, my break-out book, my family, or anything at all, really.

      “Sorry,” I interrupt, pressing my fingertips to my temple. “Light-headed. I’ve been going a mile a minute.” I flash a winsome smile, like the little soldier doing her duty. “I should probably track down something to eat and sit for a bit. But I promise this one has all the answers,” I add with a nod to Jamie, who frowns as if I’ve grown two heads. An understandable reaction. We’ve done a few public events, and usually I feed off the crowd’s enthusiasm. Or seem to, anyway. But until today, no one at our joint events has jumped on the age thing.

      I start to turn away, and she reaches for my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I just didn’t eat today.” A lie. My childhood bestie was in town overnight, and I’d met her for brunch before she hopped a plane back to Ohio. I’d been so excited to see her, but the truth was the brunch had been awkward. Full of long pauses interrupted by inane conversation, like we were meeting each other for the first time or something.

      I’d gone home depressed and in no mood to party.

      Which probably explains why my Perfect Party Girl manner isn’t actually working out as effusively as I’d expected.

      I need food. And alcohol. And a few moments alone to regroup.

      “Find me later,” Jamie says, and I nod in agreement, then flash my brightest smile and offer a finger-wiggle wave to the group.

      “I’ll be around,” I say, “so if you want to talk thrillers or whatever, just track me down. Ply me with drinks, and I’ll tell you everything.” My voice doesn’t sound as bright and shiny as I’d been going for, but I think I pulled it off, and with one final flash of my cheeriest smile, I turn and slip around the group clustered behind us and talking local politics.

      Since that sounds like death masquerading as conversation, I pick up my tempo and slip inside the house right as one of the caterers is coming out of the side door that leads to the breakfast area.

      I’ve been to Jamie’s new house twice now, and I pause long enough to skim mentally over the floor plan. Then I slowly grin and
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