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      (Stark World standalone novels)

      Sometimes it feels so damn good to be bad.
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      This book takes place in Los Angeles, and as I sit here proofing the final pre-publication document, the fires are still raging through that city I once called my own. I spent several happy years practicing law in SoCal and was thrilled to call myself an Angeleno. I love LA.  Always have and always will, and my heart goes out to everyone who has suffered through the horror of those fires.
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      The dream is always the same.

      My parents have gone out, and I’m trapped in my own living room, held tight in the prison of the monster’s arms, my back pressed against his chest.

      I whimper, but I don’t yell. I know the rules. The monster reminds me of them every time he comes. I’m eight and I know how to follow rules. I’m a good girl. I do what I’m told.

      But I don’t want to do this at all.

      I whimper again, and the arm around me tightens. My captor whispers words in his monster language, but I squeeze my eyes closed and try not to hear or feel or even exist.

      It doesn’t work.

      I don’t want to be here. Downstairs. This close to the monster.

      I don’t want to be in the house at all.

      Mommy says there aren’t really monsters. That there’s nothing bad hiding in my room or lurking under my bed.

      She’s right about my room. But not about the monsters.

      I open my eyes, and hot tears snake down my cheeks. “I want to go,” I whisper.

      Except I don’t. I say it only in my head, because I’m not supposed to talk. He told me the rules. And when a monster gives you rules, you have to follow them.

      I start to squeeze my eyes shut, and that’s when I see him.

      My eyes go wide as I gape at the man. He’s dressed all in black, his body flattened into the shadows on the staircase. I don’t know him. I don’t even know the monster holding me. Not really. I only know Celia, my babysitter, who invited the monster into the house. Who brought him last time, too, and the time before that. She says it’s only a game, but I don’t like how he touches me. I don’t want to play that game again.

      But this time, the Stair Man is here, and he’s looking toward me, and I don’t know what to do. I want to call out. Maybe the Stair Man will help me. But before I can yell, he puts a finger to his lips, and little tickles of hope dance in my belly.

      I don’t let myself believe, though.

      It happens fast, as things sometimes do in nightmares and memories. One minute the monster has me in his grip. The next, I’m clinging to the Stair Man as he uses bad words and a voice like a knife to tell Celia and the monster to get out. To go. And to never, ever come back.

      The words are like music, and my body wants to burst from the warm wash of joy that spills through me when the icy terror finally slithers away.

      Tears clog my throat as the Stair Man carries me up the winding staircase. “He won’t be back. Not ever.” The Stair Man’s voice isn’t sharp now. It’s as soft as Mr. Quack, the yellow stuffed toy I’ve had for as long as I can remember.

      I cling to him, and that’s when the tears finally flow. Fear. Relief. A whole wash of emotion that feels too big for my small body.

      The Stair Man makes shushing noises as he tucks me into bed with Mr. Quack, then whispers that it will be okay.

      I believe him. Then he turns out my light and leaves, but I’m still not scared. He’s there, somewhere in the house. He saved me from the monster. He’ll stay to watch over me until my parents come home.

      I roll over and try to sleep, but I can’t. My body aches. My breasts are swollen. I feel a needy pressure between my legs. I’m Aurora and I did sleep after all. I slept for years. I had to. How else could I catch up to the Stair Man?

      I’m no longer in my little girl nightie. Now, I’m all grown up in a lacy camisole with matching panties. He’s with me, and I realize the Stair Man isn’t a Stair Man at all. He’s a cat, with feline cunning and grace. With eyes that see right through me, and a tongue that works magic on every inch of my body.

      I try to see his face, but I can’t. Not really. No matter how hard I look, he’s always in soft focus. All I can see are deep green eyes and a taunting smile.

      “Please,” I whisper. Those gorgeous eyes narrow, and I fear he’s going to ease away from me. That he’ll disappear from my bed, from the house, from this city. From me.

      But then a flash of heat fires behind the green. I barely have time to breathe before his mouth finds mine. Before his hands are stroking me, undressing me.

      His lips tease over my bare belly, sliding down until his tongue is dancing along the elastic of my panties, then lower and lower until I’m arching up. Until my hands are fisting in the sheets, and I’m trying not to scream as he brings my body to life, sending heat racing through me only to pool back between my legs until I’m shattering beneath him, crying out for him, gasping from the power of the orgasm that has almost broken me.

      I reach for him, trying to pull him down. I’m weak with longing. Ridiculous with need. I feel as though I’ll die if he doesn’t ride me hard. If he doesn’t take me over again and again and again.

      But he doesn’t.

      He never does.

      Instead, he brushes a kiss over my lips, then disappears, leaving me alone on my bed. My fingers grasp the tousled sheets. My heart pounds in my chest. And I clench my thighs together in a desperate attempt to cling to the lingering wisps of passion that twine through me.

      But it’s no use, and I whimper as my eyes flutter open, pulling me out of the world of dreams. I fight back a soft moan, hating that I feel the loss of him so much. This man I haven’t seen for twenty years. Who I barely saw that night, hidden as he was in the shadows.

      He’s a man who lives only in my memory. And in my fantasies. A man I can’t control. A shadow. A savior. A fiend.

      A bastard and a thieving son-of-a-bitch.

      And a jerk, to boot.

      He may have saved me from the monster, but he betrayed me, too. And now—when he slides into my dreams—I hate how much I crave the fantasy. How much I crave him, a man whose face I’ve never fully seen and whose name I do not know.

      Once, I’d called him the Stair Man. But that was before I learned the truth. That he’d broken in to steal from my family. A damn cat burglar.

      I should hate him, but I can’t. Despite knowing the truth about him, what started as a little girl’s gratitude for being saved has turned into an erotic escape where I imagine his hands, his lips, his tongue.

      His cock.

      I still remember the feel of his chest and arms as he carried me up the stairs, then tucked me safely into bed. I recall the musky scent of cologne that tickled my nose.

      At the time, it had been only a pleasant, safe aroma. Over the years, though, my innocent childhood thoughts devolved into deliciously erotic fantasies. And now that woody, citrus scent makes my nipples peak and my core tighten and tingle with longing.

      Acqua di Parma Colonia. An elegant, timeless scent. And popular enough in Los Angeles that I often feel like Pavlov’s dog, brought to arousal by that familiar fragrance, only to sag with disappointment when the random man who caught my attention lacks even an inkling of the presence and bearing of The Cat.

      “Idiot,” I mutter, as I force myself fully awake, then rub my face, as if that will scatter the unwanted memory and the dream it sired.

      The dream is always the same.

      But this time, it had been different. I frown, trying to grab the tail of the dream before it fades.

      Jenny.

      The memory of my friend hits me like a slap, and a cold chill rushes through my veins.

      Jenny had been there when the dream began, whispering to me while the monster held me. Begging me to help her. But how could I when I was trapped myself? And now that she’s dead, what help could I possibly be?

      A wave of caustic sadness rolls through me. It’s too late. I don’t even know what I could have done back then. Maybe I’d missed a sign. A cry for help that she⁠—

      “Dammit, Aria!” Bree’s voice beckons from the other side of my bedroom door, and I jump, now fully jarred from the dream world. “Will you turn off the stupid alarm and get out here? I’m starving!”

      “Sorry! Sorry!” She’s right—my phone is squalling. I roll over and slap the screen to turn off the alarm. “Gimme five secs.”

      I yank on the leggings and long-sleeved tee I’d left hanging on the back of the closet, then hurry into the living area. As soon as she sees me, she cocks her head, raises her brows, and says, “Another erotic fling with Mr. Cat?”

      I grimace. Sometimes having a lifelong bestie can be a real pain in the ass. “It’s The Cat,” I tell her. “And a girl doesn’t dream and tell.”

      She just crosses her arms and lifts a brow.

      “Fine,” I say. “He was there, it was hot, enough said. Just put away your prurient fantasies for a sec and listen to me, okay?”

      Her dark eyes widen at the edge in my voice, but she nods.

      “Jenny.” I cross my arms, letting the name hang there as I give her my most meaningful stare.

      She exhales with a surprised little oh as she takes a step back, looking down as she tucks a strand of long, dark hair behind one ear. With a Jewish father and a Cherokee mother, she is both exotic and stunning. And the only reason I don’t hate her for it is because she’s my best friend in the world.

      Or I thought she was. She should be able to read my mind, and the fact that she’s not jumping on the Jenny train has me sighing with exasperation.

      “Jenny,” I repeat as Bree looks up, brushing a fingertip under each glistening eye. “She was in my dream,” I add softly, undone by Bree’s tears. I’ve always been the emotional one. Even after the hell she went through with the kidnapping and the blackmail, she’s the practical, self-controlled one. Comparatively speaking, anyway.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I shouldn’t have blurted it out like that.”

      She shakes her head. “No. It’s okay. Tell me. Did you learn something? Do you know why she …?” She trails off with a shudder, then draws a breath as if steeling herself. “Do you know why she did it?”

      In lieu of an answer, I cock my head toward the kitchen. She nods, then heads into the galley-style kitchen like she owns the place. Which, actually, she does. I used to be her roommate. Now she’s my landlord, having decided that moving out to live with her new husband after the wedding would be a jolly good idea.

      Thankfully, she’s not here to collect the rent.

      I watch as she pops bagels into the toaster and starts a pot of coffee. When the bagels pop back up, she grabs two plates, two knives, and the tub of cream cheese. She slides it all onto the newly retiled kitchen bar, courtesy of yours truly’s labor and Bree’s credit card. Then she comes around and hops on the stool next to the one I’ve claimed.

      “Shouldn’t you be off banging your husband?” I ask. “It’s only been three months. Don’t tell me the honeymoon’s over.”

      “Yes, alas, we’re done with all of that.” She digs into the cream cheese and starts slathering her bagel. I do the same. “Now all I do is walk around in a frumpy housecoat while he repairs appliances and scratches his balls.”

      “Living the good life.” We share a grin. “Is it horrible that I’m insanely jealous of how happy you look?”

      Bree cocks her head, giving me that look.

      I stop her with a hand up. “Nope. Nada. Nyet. This is not Neuroses on Parade. I’m okay. Really.” And that’s true. Mostly. For the time being I’m doing just fine with toys in lieu of a guy. Complete control and all the attention focused on me. That’s the dream, right?

      And as to the small issue of my current unemployment and empty bank account … well, that should be remedied soon.

      She narrows her eyes. “Come on, Aria. This is me. Whatever it is, I can help. Do you need to skip this month’s rent?”

      Yeah, she knows me well. I have to smoosh down the urge to say yes so that I can shake my head. “No,” I say. “I told you. It’s not me who needs help. It’s Jenny.”
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      “Help?” Bree’s expression tightens as she glares at me. “What the fuck, Ari? That’s a horrible thing to say.” Tears fill her eyes as she struggles to speak. “We sh—should have been helping her before she killed herself.”

      “That’s my point,” I say, forcing the words out past a clog of my own tears. “I don’t think it was suicide.”

      A slideshow of emotions passes over her face. “What are you talking about?”

      “She asked me to help her. Don’t you get it? She didn’t kill herself.”

      “Ari …”

      “But—”

      “It was just a dream,” she snaps. “You’re sad and upset. I am, too. But⁠—”

      “Dammit, no. It was more than a dream.” I’m certain of it. But I can see the doubt all over Bree’s face. “Please.” I taste the salt from an errant tear. “Please. We can’t just ignore her. She needs our help.”

      “Ari …”

      “Listen to me. Jenny wouldn’t kill herself. Plus, hello, she told me she didn’t.”

      “In your dream.” Her voice is flat. She’s talking to me with the kind of voice she might use to tell a little kid that why, yes, of course fairies are real.

      I’m about to say exactly that, but she cuts me off with, “Come on, Ari. You know that you⁠—”

      “I am a little bit psychic,” I insist as I go into the kitchen, yank out the carafe, then pour our coffees, my back to her.

      “Ari … I want to believe you,” she says, as I slide the coffees onto the bar. “You have to know that. I hate that something was so terrible she felt like the only way out was to kill herself. But she’s gone now. And we⁠—”

      “I can prove it.” I’m staring her down, and she’s holding her own right back at me. Weirdly, the familiar back and forth gives me a warm feeling in my belly. This is my total BFF. There’s no one else in the world I could have this argument with, because there’s no one else who gets me the way she does.

      Which is why I’m not even remotely surprised when she leans back in her stool, her whole body telling me that she’s surrendering even before she says, “Fine. You say you can prove it? Then prove it.”

      “Done.” I race into the bedroom, her “What the hell?” still echoing when I return seconds later bearing a deck of Tarot cards.

      I see the grin that tugs at the corner of her mouth before she says, “Why am I not surprised?”

      I shrug, fighting my own smile. She’s not surprised because she’s Bree and we know each other as well as we know ourselves. Not only were our mom’s besties, too, but they were pregnant at the same time, and—hello freaky universe—they gave birth on the same day. To say Bree and I are close is like saying there are a lot of stars in the sky. Yeah, duh.

      I take the Tarot cards out of the box, then hold the deck out to her. “Draw.”

      She takes one, then lays it on the bar. The Hermit.

      I wave at the card, feeling more than a little smug. “See? See?”

      “See what? It’s an old guy with a staff.”

      “Forgive my poor, ignorant friend,” I say, looking up toward the heavens. Then I look directly at her with a small shake of my head. “Girl, that’s the Hermit. And everyone knows he bridges the gap between the known and the unknown. He’s like a guide.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “He’s a messenger. Don’t you get it? Jenny’s asking us to look closer.”

      “It’s a twelve-dollar deck of cards you got at the Beverly Center a few years ago.”

      “Twenty dollars.” I hop back on my stool, then hold out the deck again. “Pick another.”

      “Ari—”

      “Dammit, Bree,” I snap, surprising both of us. “Jenny wouldn’t kill herself. Fuck the cards,” I add, tossing them across the room, then watching them flutter down to the carpet. “We both know she’d never do that.”

      I can tell by her face that she wants to argue, but before I can open my mouth to parry, her shoulders drop. “Fine. You win.”

      I exhale in relief. “The cards know what they know.”

      “Not the cards,” she says. “Me. It’s not only that I can’t imagine her killing herself, it’s that I can’t imagine her killing herself like that.”

      “Exactly,” I say, but softer. Now that she agrees with me, the persuasive oomph has left my voice, replaced by lingering sadness for our friend, now dead for just over two weeks.

      Beautiful and outgoing, Jenny was the girl who landed the lead in every single play and musical in high school. Everyone in our graduating class knew she was going to leave New York for La La Land five seconds after she tossed her cap. Bree and I always figured we’d see her on TV the very next season, because how could Hollywood ignore her?

      With a sigh, Bree grabs our mugs and moves to the lumpy couch. I take my untouched bagel and follow. “We should have been better friends,” Bree says the second I sit down.

      “She was usually the one who blew us off,” I remind her, probably to assuage my own guilt. “I swear she went to acting class more than she ever went to chemistry.”

      “Can you blame her?”

      I trail my fingertip through the cream cheese, then shrug. “Really can’t.”

      Bree nods. “And once that guy at Hardline started inviting her to those parties⁠—”

      “She called them meet-and-greets.”

      Bree shrugs. “Like I said—parties. When she started going to those it seemed like she was busy every weekend.”

      “I always figured it was more about the guy that invited her than the work.” I suck the cream cheese off my finger, then slide my plate onto the coffee table, realizing I’m not hungry at all.

      “I don’t think there was a guy involved,” Bree says. “She always said those parties were opportunities.”

      I take a sip of coffee, hoping my brain will kick into gear and what she just said will magically make sense.

      Nope. “Opportunity for what?” I ask.

      “Hardline’s Talent Relations department throws those parties for aspiring actors,” Bree explains. “I guess the parties are meant to be a kind of pre-audition. Which is why she went to everyone she could.” She shrugs. “That’s how Jenny explained it to me, anyway. And then Matthew pretty much said the same thing.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. Slow down.” I shift on the couch to see her better, one foot tucked under me. “Matthew Holt? The Matthew Holt? He told you that? Why would he tell you that?”

      Holt is the CEO of Hardline Entertainment—the company that sponsors the meet-and-greets. He also has the starring role in my various nighttime fantasies.

      Or he did until Jenny died. Now, he’s got a big, red, Jenny-sized question mark above his head.

      Which is why he is very, very firmly in my crosshairs.

      “I know him,” Bree says, and I remind myself of the circles she now travels in. “You’ve met him, too, remember? At that party at the Starks’ house?”

      Bree used to work as a nanny for Damien Stark—a billionaire force of nature—and his wife Nikki. Now she’s married to Damien’s son, Ashton. So she’s been to a lot of parties at the Starks’ Malibu estate. I, however, have only been to a few. Usually as Bree’s plus-one.

      “I’m sure I introduced you,” she adds. “You were waiting for a drink.”

      I shrug, totally nonchalant. “I barely remember him.” I’m trying to sound casual. The truth is, I remember only too well.

      The party had been a celebration because Nikki’s best friend, Jamie, and her husband, Ryan, had a new baby. I’d said my congrats, then got in the drink line.

      That’s when I caught the familiar scent of his cologne. I turned to look behind me, then almost melted from the force of pure, animal pleasure.

      I’d seen his picture before, but the camera didn’t do him justice. He seemed more god than man, with that chiseled face and perfect body. And his smile … that smile was like the glow of a full moon. Bright. Sensual. But somehow full of secrets.

      Bree had been passing by, and she paused to introduce us. He met my eyes, and my insides had melted away. It was as if I was looking at myself from some other dimension, and I saw my whole life spread out in the warmth of his embrace.

      The moment had been wonderful and terrifying and very, very strange.

      The second Bree moved away, I made up some excuse to get out of line, abandoning my desperate need for a drink. Then I scurried to the far side of the pool and avoided looking at him until I finally had to just leave the party.

      But I looked back once before I slipped through the gate. And there he was, his eyes on mine. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been watching me ever since the bar.

      That should have been the end of it, but he’d lingered in my thoughts. And starred in some very, very vivid fantasies.

      With a hard mental shove, I force myself back on track and turn my focus back to Bree. “Why was Holt talking to you about Jenny’s parties?”

      “Oh, he wasn’t. I was kind of eavesdropping.”

      I grin. “Do tell.”

      She glares. “I’m trying to.”

      I mime zipping my lips. She smirks but continues. “This was about a year ago. I wasn’t living at the Starks’ place anymore, but I’d come over to babysit. The kids wanted to swim, and I didn’t realize that Holt and Damien were having cigars on the patio when I agreed to the pool.”

      I’ve never been jealous of Bree’s job as Damien and Nikki Stark’s nanny, but for a while, she actually lived in the guest house at Stark Mansion, which was almost the same as living like a billionaire in Malibu. Now that she’s married to Ash, she hangs out at the mansion all the time.

      Nope. Not jealous at all.

      Then again, if she hadn’t taken the nanny job, she never would have been kidnapped or blackmailed. So … yeah … not jealous at all.

      She tilts her head, her mouth curved into a frown, as if she knows exactly what I’m thinking. Considering this is Bree—who knows me better than anyone—she probably does.

      “Sorry,” I say, then clear my throat. “Mind wandering. Please continue.”

      She does a massive eye roll but complies. “Matthew and Damien were talking business, so I was only half-listening. But then they mentioned those parties. Jenny had been to one or two back then, so I listened.”

      “And?” I twirl my hand when she pauses to take another sip of coffee.

      “I don’t remember exactly, but Damien was asking about the cost/benefit, and Matthew said the parties were worth the cost. That the value lay in community involvement, brand loyalty, and all that.”

      “That’s it?”

      “And that they usually pull a dozen or so guests for screen tests. I got the feeling the parties populated a nice roster of extras, but rarely found a star.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work and money for little return,” I say.

      “I know, right? But Matthew’s worth almost as much as Damien, so I figure he knows what he’s doing.”

      “Guess so.” I frown, thinking. “I wonder how Jenny got invited. For that matter, I wonder what goes on at the parties themselves.”

      “Oh, I know all that,” Bree says. “I remember her first one. It was right after she did that play in West Hollywood. Someone from Hardline saw her in the show and gave her an invitation.”

      I nod. “Oh, yeah. I do remember that.”

      “And she loved the parties from the get-go. Said they were a great place to meet other actors and learn about casting calls and acting coaches and all that stuff. I know she got some work as a background actor at Hardline and somewhere else. Disney, maybe? And she landed lots of auditions. And the alien guy said she might be right for some roles they were casting in London.”

      “Alien guy?”

      Bree shrugs. “I just remember his initials. E.T.”

      I laugh. “Who says mnemonics don’t work? Oh!” I add, remembering. “She also landed the lead in that other play. No connection to Hardline, but she met someone at one of the parties who knew the director, and she landed the part.”

      “It was all about the networking,” Bree says.

      “Except it never really went anywhere, did it?” I draw in a breath, then let it out slowly. “I mean, she really worked those parties. Talked to folks, made connections. If the world was fair, I would have thought she’d be Margot Robbie by now.”

      Bree frowns, then stares down into her coffee before saying, “Maybe that’s why she did it. Jumped, I mean. Because she wasn’t Margot.”

      Margot. There’s a casualness to her voice, and I gape at her. “Oh. My. God. You know Margot Robbie.”

      A slow blush rises up her cheeks. “Matthew and Carson and I took her to brunch when we were casting Reveries at Dusk.”

      “Oh, well, of course you did.” Bree’s first book was optioned by Carson Donnelly, a producer/director who then took the project to Hardline. To say my life is becoming less and less like Bree’s by the minute is an understatement.

      Bree waves her hand as if her success is so much fluff. I’m tempted to lecture her—again—about how she needs to stop with the it’s nothing attitude, because it is so not nothing. But right now it’s All About Jenny time, not All About Bree.

      “I think you’re right in a way,” Bree continues. “The slog was getting to her. She was expecting high school all over again. Instant stardom.”

      “I get it. She really did think she’d be Margot Robbie. And she was expecting it to happen overnight.”

      “That’s my take,” Bree says. “If she really believed it would come so easily, then maybe she snapped and⁠—”

      “No,” I blurt. “No matter how much she wanted it, she didn’t melt down. I already told you. Someone from one of those parties killed her.”

      Bree groans, then pulls her bare feet up onto the sofa and hugs her knees. “Fine. Whatever. Let’s say you’re right. Who? And why?”

      I shrug. “Maybe something funky was going on. Drugs? Money laundering? And maybe she figured it out. That casting director doing something dirty? Or a producer? Hell, I don’t know. I saw a picture of her with Matthew Holt at one of those meet-and-greets. She told me he hardly ever goes to those—the team who actually put them together thinks having him there could intimidate the guests.”

      Bree’s brows rise. “You’re saying Matthew went especially to one so he could kill Jenny? No way. Matthew’s cool,” she adds, offering an assessment that’s a long way from my very heated thoughts about the man. “He’s nice, too,” she tells me. “After you get past the hard outer shell, anyway. I’ll re-introduce you one of these days, and you’ll see. Besides, why would he do that?”

      My mind is still on the I’ll re-introduce you part. Then I blink, as I realize I’ve totally lost the train of the conversation. “Why would he do what?”

      She presses two fingers to her forehead, just above her nose. “Kill Jenny.”

      Right. I clear my throat. “Sorry. I was thinking. But that’s the point. I don’t know. And I want to find out. And as for him being a nice guy, how many folks did you believe were perfectly nice, only to learn the truth in the worst possible way?”

      Bree should know better than anyone that people aren’t always what they seem. But when I see her shudder, I immediately regret my words. “Oh, Bree, I’m so sorry. But just because you know and like him⁠—”

      “Yes. Fine. Point made.” Her voice is as sharp as a blade. “He could be the devil himself and how the hell would I know?”

      I wince, mentally kicking myself even harder. I know she’s fragile, and I went there anyway.

      But I’m right.

      “All I’m saying is that maybe she slept with him thinking he’d cast her, but he’s a cold, unfeeling son-of-a-bitch who tossed her aside, and she was going to go public.”

      “Don’t bite my head off,” Bree says, “but I really don’t think Matthew’s that guy. Besides, that dude’s seen all kinds of scandal. I don’t think a threat from Jenny would rattle him.”

      “How can you know that? The guy’s a machine.” Holt has his fingers in every form of media and entertainment, from local magazines to recording artists all the way to Oscar-winning films. And from what the gossip rags say, he is very hands on with all Hardline projects. “Even if he didn’t kill her, I bet he knows who did. And he’d keep it quiet to save his business.

      “You know I’m right,” I add, meeting Bree’s dark eyes. “He’s a machine who has a billion-dollar industry to protect. How many machines do you know who have a conscience?”

      She just shakes her head.

      “The dude’s got power,” I say, laying out the understatement of the year. “He’s the kind of guy who has to be in control, everything set up exactly his way. And I bet he’s the kind of guy who has no trouble holding onto his secrets, too. The kind of guy who can put on the good face that everyone likes, but underneath, he’s rotten to the core.”

      “Ari …”

      Her voice is chiding, and I know what she’s going to say. I hold up a finger. “Don’t even go there.”

      I watch her face, thinking that she’s totally going to go there.

      He’s not The Cat, Ari. Not every man is The Cat. There are some men you can trust.

      But she stays silent. She knows damn well that no matter what my personal issues might be, my read of Matthew Holt could very well be dead-on perfect.

      Dead on.

      I shiver, thinking about what I’d put in motion two days ago—and hoping I wasn’t about to make a huge, giant, gargantuan mistake.

      I start to speak, intending to tell her the rest of it. But at the last minute I call back my breath and curve my lips into a silent smile.

      It doesn’t fool her at all. That’s the downside of having a bestie. It’s really freaking hard to keep a secret.

      “Spill it,” she says, cocking her head and crossing her arms. And when I hesitate, she lifts a single eyebrow and stares me down. It’s a trick we taught ourselves when we were eleven years old. We’d practiced in front of the mirror for weeks until we had it down. And we only pull out the one-brow raise when one of us means business.

      “Fine,” I say, trying to make my voice sound matter-of-fact. “I’ve got an interview for a job as Holt’s personal assistant. I’m going to get that job,” I add. “And I’m going to learn the truth about those parties, about Hardline, and about Matthew Holt. I’m going to find out who killed Jenny,” I add. “And that’s a promise.”
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      Bree gapes at me. “He hired you as his PA?”

      “Well, not yet.” I offer up a casual shrug. “I happened to learn that he needs a new assistant. His old one’s getting married and moving to London.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “I told you. Three dreams. I haven’t been sitting on my ass for the last few days.”

      “So you snapped your fingers and got an interview? The man’s like Damien. You don’t simply jump to the head of the line.”

      I shrug.

      “Seriously,” she presses. “How the hell did you land an interview like that?”

      “Fine, fine,” I say. “Nikki got me pushed up the list.” She’s become a friend of mine through Bree. And Damien Stark might be a billionaire master of the universe, but he’s also a surprisingly nice guy.

      And, yeah, wildly intimidating.

      “She just flat-out asked Matthew to give you a shot?”

      I shake my head. “Nikki said it felt weird calling him directly, but she knows the head of Human Resources at Hardline, so she made a call. I’ve got an interview with Matthew on Monday.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “Well, duh. I told her the truth.”

      Bree winces.

      I exhale a put-upon sigh. “I told her that I’m out of work and want something steady, and I’d love to work in entertainment, and I’d heard that Matthew Holt needs an assistant. With all the jobs I’ve held, I have killer skill sets.”

      “You do?”

      She sounds genuinely confused, and I flip her the bird. “Yes,” I say indignantly. “I can handle all software known to man, I can put up with asshole bosses, I order a mean lunch, I can organize the shit out of the most clueless exec, and I can handle angry ferrets like nobody’s business.”

      “I swear, I need to buy a leash for you.”

      “I’ll be careful. I mean, yeah, I’m going into the killer’s lair, but I’m being smart about it.”

      Bree’s expression suggests she thinks otherwise. “He’s smart. He’s ambitious. He’s not a killer.”

      “Because you know him so well?”

      Her brow furrows. “Sort of. I spent some time with him in Austin. He and Ash are friends, and he really helped me out. I told you all that. Plus, he’s had dinner with us twice since we got back from our honeymoon. And I already told you that we’ve had meetings about the movie. He’s solid. A player, but solid.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Honestly, you should write thrillers. I’m telling you, he’s a good guy.”

      “You’re saying that because of what you’ve seen. Of course, Holt would be on his best behavior for a friend and sometime business partner. He’s doing your movie. And isn’t he an investor in Ash’s new venture? That souped up engine thing?”

      “I think it’s a little more technical than souped up.”

      I give her the look. “Come on, Bree. I know how Holt built his business. I’ve read dozens of articles about him over the last two weeks. He’s ruthless.”

      The fact is, I’ve been reading about him for longer than that. After the party at the Stark estate, whenever I noticed his name on a news stand or online, I dove into the words. And yes, he is ruthless. But he’s pretty damned enticing, too.

      That, however, is not something I’m going to confess at the moment.

      Bree rubs her temple. “Girl, you need to chill out. You don’t even know the guy. You have no idea what kind of ego he has or how he runs his business or anything at all about him, really.”

      I shrug. I’ve been addicted to Hollywood gossip since I was little. I’ve even been an extra a few times, although I don’t have any desire to truly work in the biz. Acting is ten percent real work and ninety percent waiting around. No thank you.

      But peeking in on all that glamour? I’m all over that.

      Plus, a deep dive into Matthew Holt specifically has shown me that he is not a man lacking in self-esteem. He’s confident as fuck with an ego the size of Alaska. And from what I’ve read, he’s so damn used to getting his own way, that he’d probably freeze up in confusion if someone said no to him.

      Maybe Jenny said no.

      When I suggest this, Bree scowls. “Like there wouldn’t be another woman he’d be hot for. And, again, I like him. He helped me out, remember? That whole blackmail thing.”

      “Of course he helped you,” I say. “He must see himself as the hero. And a man with an ego like his would totally believe he could get away with murder.”

      “You’re watching all those true crime shows again, aren’t you?”

      “No.” I’m sure she recognizes my words as a lie, but to her credit she doesn’t turn on the television and check my watch history. “I figure if I’m working in his office, I can poke around. He’s the kind of guy who delegates because he has to, but he’ll still keep an eye on every division of his business.”

      “And in addition to positioning yourself in Matthew’s office, you’re going to try to wheedle your way into one of those parties, aren’t you?” She sounds exhausted. And concerned.

      “Well, yeah. Who knows what I might learn mingling with half-drunk wannabe actors? Maybe someone knew Jenny and—” I cut myself off, seeing her face. “What?”

      She drags her fingers through her long, black hair. “I can’t believe I’m saying this—but I’m hoping you’re right. Not about Matthew—seriously, I like him. In fact, I’m kind of bummed he’s not going with us to Monte Carlo. He’s fun to hang out with.”

      “Oh, man. I forgot you’re leaving on Tuesday.”

      “Grand Prix,” she says. “Ash isn’t driving, but he’s got a car in the race, and it’s the biggest showcase yet for the INX-20 motor.”

      “You sound like a regular car fan.”

      She grins. “More like an Ash fan. And Monaco. Hello? I mean, it’s going to be fabulous.”

      “Not jealous.” So jealous.

      “Anyway,” she continues, “I really do like the guy. I mean, he’s not a warm fuzzy puppy. He’s arrogant, but he’s brilliant. And he definitely knows he’s good looking, and⁠—”

      She cuts herself off with a wave of her hand. “Sorry. Not the point. All I’m trying to say is that even though I’m sure Matthew’s hands are clean, I hope you’re right that it wasn’t suicide. Because we’ve known Jenny since third grade, and I hate the idea that she would kill herself and neither of us even had a clue she was struggling.”

      “Me, too.”

      She meets my eyes. “So I guess it must have been murder. Or an accident.”

      “Jenny loved that bridge,” I say. “It represented Hollywood royalty to her. She picked her apartment because it had a view of the damn thing.”

      “I know. She said the towers made her think of castles.”

      The Glendale-Hyperion Bridge really is awesome. With its arches and towers, it has both a majestic and an industrial look. You can’t help but notice it. I’ve always thought it looks lonely, but Jenny saw a raw beauty that she found inspirational. As far as she was concerned, it was the gateway to her Hollywood dreams.

      “She’d never kill herself there.” My voice is barely a whisper, and I wipe away fresh tears.

      Bree sniffles. “I can’t believe I’m leaving the country.” She swallows. “Listen, it probably was suicide. But in case it really was murder … you’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

      I shrug. “Probably.”

      As I’d hoped, she laughs. “Fine. Whatever. How can I help?”

      I realize that at some point I’d stood up and started pacing. Now I plunk down on the coffee table in front of her. “I don’t see how you can, especially if you’re leaving so soon.”

      “You want to check out one of the parties before your interview with Holt?”

      I nod. “I figure if I can get into one tonight or tomorrow, then I can ask around. Maybe she slept with the wrong guy and someone’s wife was pissed. Or someone wanted her to transport drugs. Or, I don’t know, something else. I won’t know until I go.”

      “And that’s all you’ve got?”

      “At least until Monday morning when I walk into Holt’s office. I’d hoped to look through her stuff, but her roommate’s already mailed the boxes to her parents. Which sucks, because I figure there’s probably an invite to one of the parties mixed in with her things. Which would have made things a hell of a lot easier.”

      “I can ask Matthew for you.”

      I cock my head and give her a look that I hope she translates as What conversation have you been having?

      “Right. Suspect. Got it.”

      “Who else do we know who might have a party invite for this weekend?”

      “No one I can—oh.”

      I sit up straighter. “What?”

      She pulls a face. “No. Forget I said anything.”

      “Um, yeah. That’s not happening. Spill it.”

      “Dammit. I shouldn’t say anything. It’s sort of a secret.”

      “Sort of?”

      “I guess it’s an open secret. But only to people who, you know, travel in certain circles.” She bites her lower lip and gives me an apologetic shoulder raise.

      I fight a laugh. “Marrying Ash has definitely pushed you up in the world.”

      She flips me the bird. “Actually, I know about it from Nikki.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Okay. I’ll bite. What do you know?”

      She draws a breath, then lets it out. “I know about the parties at Masque.”
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      I see Matthew Holt the moment I step over the threshold and into the overwhelming opulence that is Masque. He’s on the second-floor landing, all the way on the other side of the huge entry hall. He’s leaning casually against a marble pillar, just a few feet away from where one half of the majestic double staircase meets the landing.

      And while it’s probably my imagination, I think he’s looking at me, too.

      The thought sends a wash of heat rushing through me, and I’m only interrupted from my little moment of prurient pleasure by the low whistle emanating from the man on my arm.

      Apparently, he’s noticed Holt, too.

      “Girlfriend, you weren’t lying. That man is so hot he’s going to melt that marble column if he stands any closer. And the suit? Ari, my love, I’ll dump you as fast as a hot potato for either the man or the suit.”

      “Can’t say I blame you.” I shoot a sideways glance at Clive, who despite being as queer as they come, is totally rocking the role of my date for the evening. He’s also attracting considerable attention from others who are mingling in the hall before going up those stairs to what I assume is the heart of Masque.

      Men and women keep giving him the once-over, and even though I—sadly—won’t be touching that, I stand up a little taller and hook my arm firmly through Clive’s. At least this chiseled, buffed, and blond god in a Brioni suit and a mask is all mine for the evening. Or that’s the script we’re performing, anyway.

      Not that I’d balk at going off-book. Considering my current—and frustrating—dry spell, if I thought there was any chance of getting Clive to shift his attention toward the double-X side of the equation, I’d suggest we check out the delights of Masque together.

      At the moment, the man on my arm is looking at Holt with the same expression I’m probably wearing. Not to mention every other female and gay man in the building.

      “What?” Clive asks, his eyes narrowing.

      I realize I’m grinning. “You’re close to drooling. Sorry, sweetie. But I’m pretty sure you’re not his type.”

      He lets out a long, put-upon sigh. “It’s a cold, cruel world. Luckily there are plenty of consolation prizes almost everywhere I look.”

      I follow his gaze to see two guys in a far corner standing so close there’s no room for religion, as my grandmother used to say.

      Of course, my grandmother would be freaking the fuck out if she saw this place.

      “What?” Clive asks as I stifle a giggle.

      “Just thinking what a good friend you are for being my date on such short notice. That, and how awesome this place is. It’s like a buffet of beauty and raging libidos. How did I not know this place existed?”

      “I think that has something to do with it being a secret club.”

      “Yeah, well, Bree’s actually been here. She broke the Girl Code by not telling me.”

      “And then she broke the club’s code by doing the opposite.”

      “Technically, we followed the club rules. Besides,” I add with a shrug, “I need to lock in that PA job. Holt’s a known player. I figure if he sees me here—maybe more than sees—then he’ll be more likely to want me close by in the office.”

      “You can be his beck and call girl.”

      I roll my eyes. “Old joke. But accurate.”

      Our eyes lock, and we both have to stifle a fit of giggles. Sometimes I really do wish the boy was straight.

      We each grab a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and move further into the grand foyer. I know the place is patrolled by a stellar security team, but since they dress like guests, I haven’t spotted one. Even so, I half expect one to sidle up to us, whisper that I’m a fraud, and kick me out. Clive, I’m sure, they’d let stay.

      That, however, is just paranoia talking. I might not be able to get into an elite private sex club under normal circumstances, but tonight I’m here with VIP tickets in the form of the black masks with red trim that Bree got for Clive and
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      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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