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        Five glamorous siblings. Five intertwined love stories. One shocking murder.

      

        

      
        The five Savage siblings and heirs are American royalty. Ares the tycoon, Apollo the rock star, Athena the bestselling novelist, Eros the movie star and Artemis the supermodel have the world at their feet. But what few people know is that they’d trade all the money and fame for one thing.

      

        

      
        What each of them wants is elusive: the same kind of true, real love their parents were famous for. But before the five of them will find their own happily-ever-afters—if they can get there at all—they’ll leave a trail of broken hearts and obsessed fans along the way. And when someone turns up dead at the Wedding of the Year, it’s not clear at first who the victim or killer is, or what the motive might turn out to be …
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        Most of my books are contemporary romances written in the first person narrative with dual POV. If you’re arriving at this book because you’ve read my other books, please note:

      

        

      
        This book is different to my other books!

      

        

      
        Beautiful Savages is written in the third person narrative, it’s longer than my dual POV romances and it contains five intertwined romances. It stars a fun cast of characters — and there’s a murder mystery twist!

      

        

      
        I hope you have as much fun reading it as I had writing it.

      

        

      
        xoxo,

        Julie
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        Every summer, my family used to spend two weeks on Cape Cod. We always rented the same house, which was a quaint little saltbox only a few blocks from the beach. But the best part about that house was its overflowing bookshelves, which were crammed full of dog-eared paperback novels of every imaginable genre. It’s where I discovered the fabulous old school blockbuster beach reads by authors like Jackie Collins, Sydney Sheldon and Jilly Cooper (honorable mention goes to the rollicking doorstoppers Polo and Hollywood Wives). It’s also where I discovered the addictive, sweeping romances of Lisa Kleypas and Diana Gabaldon. And the contemporary blockbusters like Bridget Jones’s Diary and Big Little Lies.

      

        

      
        This book is my tribute to all the above. And it’s dedicated to whoever it was who stocked those shelves.
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        ARES SAVAGE

        Heir to the Savage fortune and oldest sibling. CEO. Ambitious to a fault.

      

        

      
        APOLLO SAVAGE

        Second-oldest Savage sibling. Rock star. Out of control.

      

        

      
        ATHENA SAVAGE

        Third Savage heir. Bestselling novelist and philanthropist. Avoids the spotlight.

      

        

      
        EROS SAVAGE

        Fourth Savage heir. Movie star and cavalier social media darling. Physically stunning.

      

        

      
        ARTEMIS SAVAGE

        Youngest Savage. Supermodel and artist.

      

        

      
        JACK and CASSIE SAVAGE

        Their rich, glamorous dead parents.

      

        

      
        CEDRIK HUGO

        British fashion photographer.

      

        

      
        RAY GARMUSCH

        Unattractive accountant.

      

        

      
        TIFFANY CHAMBERLAIN

        Gold-digging bitch from the Jersey Shore with several secret identities.

      

        

      
        BRUCE DAVIS

        Sharkish head of the Savage legal team.

      

        

      
        TAMAR TAKAHASHI

        Control freak Editor-in-Chief of City magazine.

      

        

      
        PERCY MERCY

        Hot hipster film director. Last season’s Oscar winner for Best Director and Best Film.

      

        

      
        MARLOWE MERCY

        Drop-dead gorgeous up-and-coming starlet. Percy’s sister.

      

        

      
        SVETLANA EVANOVICHSKI

        Percy’s warhorse of a casting director.

      

        

      
        ARLO ESTEVEZ

        Artemis’s promiscuous and flamboyant assistant. A public relations genius.

      

        

      
        COOPER SALAZAR

        Acclaimed architect. A workaholic. Ridiculously sexy but completely unaware of it.

      

        

      
        NICOLE WHITBY-SALAZAR

        Cooper’s cheating wife.

      

        

      
        LEO PUCK

        Winner of last season’s Oscar for Best Actor, against the odds. Consensus around town is that his win was due purely to Percy’s directorial talent.

      

        

      
        LENORE QUATTRO

        Eros’s battle axe of an agent.

      

        

      
        WYATT BOONE

        Beautifully-built, rampantly-ambitious Texan billionaire with a heart and wallet of gold. A self-made man. Outrageously good in bed.

      

        

      
        DAISY SULLIVAN

        Irish-American girl-next-door. Saintly rehab nurse. A sweetheart.

      

        

      
        ETIENNE DUMAS-MAGNUS

        French-American designer and photographer. Considers France the pinnacle of sophistication and center of world.

      

        

      
        JAZMIN DIAZ

        Undocumented Cuban beauty. About to get deported.

      

        

      
        VALENTINA DIAZ

        Jazmin’s equally-destitute 19-year-old sister.

      

        

      
        ROSIE HARPER

        Shy 7-year-old whose mother died of a drug overdose. Currently living in a homeless shelter.

      

        

      
        DUDLEY HALFCOCK a.k.a. DUKE MANNING

        Psychoanalyst graduate student.

      

        

      
        CARL NELSON

        Artemis’s stalker.

      

        

      
        J.T. LEE

        Carl’s techie cellmate.

      

        

      
        NESTOR BEASLEY

        Ares’s perpetually-stoned neighbor.

      

        

      
        LIAM SULLIVAN

        Daisy’s down-on-his-luck brother. Aspiring musician and boxer.

      

        

      
        RUFUS ROSSI / BRUNO SUPERNOVA / GUS ERASMUS

        Apollo’s manager / Apollo’s bass player / Apollo’s drummer.

      

        

      
        EARL WEATHERBY

        Unscrupulous businessman on the verge of bankruptcy.

      

        

      
        LENNY VANCE

        An inexperienced security guard with, if one were to test it, a shockingly low IQ.

      

        

      
        SENIOR DETECTIVE CLINT STATHAM

        Jaded investigator.
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      NEWS UPDATES ONLINE @NewsUpdatesOnline ● 17m ● BREAKING: Source: One of the Savage heirs has been involved in a HOMICIDE!! No word yet whether the Savage involved in the crime was the killer or the victim. Developing story. #exclusive #Savage #weddingoftheyear #SAVAGEMURDER

      

      NEWS UPDATES ONLINE @NewsUpdatesOnline ● 11m ● BREAKING: Confirmed: A Savage heir has been involved in a MURDER!! AT THE WEDDING OF THE YEAR!!! Still unclear which Savage it was or whether the heir/heiress was the murderer or the victim. A handgun was found at the scene and identified as the MURDER WEAPON! Developing story. #exclusive #Savage #weddingoftheyear #SAVAGEMURDER

      

      NEWS UPDATES ONLINE @NewsUpdatesOnline ● 4m ● BREAKING: Confirmed: THREE SHOTS WERE FIRED!! What we know: A Savage heir was involved in a homicide. Location: Wedding of the Year. What we don’t know: which Savage it was or whether the heir/heiress was the KILLER or the VICTIM. Developing story. Updates soon. #exclusive #Savage #weddingoftheyear #SAVAVEMURDER

      

      NEWS UPDATES ONLINE @NewsUpdatesOnline ● 1m ● BREAKING: Source: A SAVAGE HAS BEEN SHOT!!! George and Amal are unhurt. Developing. Stay tuned! #exclusive #Savage #SAVAGEMURDER #weddingoftheyear
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        SOUTHAMPTON, NEW YORK

      

      

      Cedrik Hugo was apoplectic. Photographing beautiful people was his chosen profession and one he’d clawed his way up every conceivable rung of the brutal dog-eat-dog fashion photography ladder to achieve. You didn’t reach the pinnacle of your game without being able to control a trying situation. And he had every intention of controlling this one, as uncooperative as his models might be.

      He still had to pinch himself sometimes.

      He was photographing arguably the five most glamorous people in the world, to be featured on the cover of City, the trendiest magazine in publication.

      Cedrik congratulated himself on a daily basis and reminded himself now of his shitty beginnings as the youngest of eight in a squalid tenement row house in pre-trendy Hackney. He hadn’t achieved his stellar success by kowtowing to a gaggle of overprivileged ego-maniacs like the Savage heirs.

      Yet kowtow he must. Today, he would grovel, plead and beg on bended knee if he had to. Anything to get his million-dollar shot.

      “Towards me, Athena,” he crooned. “Give me approachability. Think less haughty and more haute.”

      Athena Savage glanced at Cedrik as though he was a bug she would have enjoyed squashing under the heel of her diamond-encrusted Jimmy Choo.

      Gently but firmly: “Apollo. Please. Take off the sunglasses. Show the world those to-die-for blue eyes.”

      Apollo made no move to take off his aviators. Instead, he flashed Cedrik—or more accurately, Cedrik’s mousy assistant, Mira—a slow, cocky smile, causing her to giggle breathlessly. A vein in Cedrik’s forehead visibly pulsated.

      The magazine was scheduled to go to press in less than a week and the Savages simply weren’t cooperating. They seemed more intent on sabotaging Cedrik’s perfect cover than performing for him. Admittedly, every shot was very nearly perfect when it came to photographing the five Savage siblings, whose combined wealth exceeded the gross national product of several of the smaller European principalities. Possibly some of the bigger ones, too.

      Cedrik didn’t care. They would obey his direction if he had to wrestle them into place with his bare, small, sweaty hands. It was already being called the hottest cover of the year and damned if he wasn’t going to nail this one. It would be the crowning glory of his already-illustrious career.

      Agitatedly, he snapped his fingers at several of his underlings. One adjusted the drape of Athena’s dress. Another fluttered around Eros, smoothing an errant curl into place. A third touched up Artemis’s already-flawless lip gloss. Ares scowled as someone brushed a speck off his bespoke jacket.

      Cedrik acrobatically maneuvered himself around the grand porch of the Savages’ Hamptons summer home, clicking maniacally.

      It was one of five residences owned by the family, Cedrik knew. All of them had been inherited, he reminded himself. If he was going to earn himself a Hamptons “cottage”—which he fully intended on doing—he needed this shot to be fucking amazing.

      The house was ridiculous. An enormous, rambling mansion full of generations’ worth of heirloom furniture, first edition books and priceless paintings. Like the house itself, the furnishings were an eclectic mix of vintage charm and modern design. A Boca do Lobo sofa was flanked by mahogany end tables that had once belonged to the Queen. Several Picassos hung next to a Hirst, a Basquiat, a Kahlo, a Schnabel (overrated, in Cedrik’s opinion) and a wonderfully lewd Haring, to name just a few. Knick-knacks and sculptures formerly owned by some Han dynasty emperor, Abraham Lincoln, Grace Kelly and Elvis sat side by side, quietly exuding a complex, bygone power that further illuminated the opulence of the Savages’ luxurious lifestyle.

      Damn them.

      Cedrik was as in awe of the family as every other mere mortal. Secretly, he wanted to know them. Feverishly, he wished he was one of them. The Savages occupied that enviable stratosphere of society that kept the public riveted. And sold magazines like nobody’s business.

      The cover shot would be of the five Savage heirs, posing coolly on the stately patio of their dead grandmother’s house, the Atlantic Ocean behind them a brilliant turquoise as though tinted specifically for the occasion.

      At Cedrik’s insistence, the five Savages wore white. He’d contacted all the top designers and invited them to send outfits custom-made for the shoot. Then he’d personally selected his favorites.

      Ares was the oldest. Black-haired and regal, his white Armani suit was perfectly tailored to showcase his status as a billionaire businessman and one of the most eligible bachelors in the world. Ares had taken over as CEO of his father’s companies. Hedge fund manager, internet entrepreneur, real estate mogul and Hollywood studio executive, all at the age of twenty-seven. He was deeply tanned, barefoot and had his hands in his pockets. His steel-gray eyes conveyed a look of arrogance and untouchable power. 

      Apollo, second-oldest, was the wild-child musician of the family. His albums were downloaded by the millions and his stadium shows sold out within hours. Now, he was seated astride his Ducati, wearing only a pair of off-white leather Balmain motorcycle pants (enhanced with divine ancient Greek-style suede detailing by the adorable Olivier Rousteing himself). His dark hair was lightly windblown. His chest and arms were gracefully muscular and artfully tattooed. His eyes, when he briefly slid his sunglasses up to pop a bottle of Moët—not his first of the day—matched the turquoise sea. Apollo’s body was as buff and ideal as the classical god he was named for.

      Then there was Athena. Privately, Cedrik thought she was the most exquisite of them all. Athena Savage was a bestselling novelist whose books, full of sex and fantasy, sold like hotcakes. They hit the sweet spot between literary credibility and mass-market gold. She got invited to all the events of the literati in-crowd, who marveled at her sales numbers and coveted her success. Her sideline City column, which chronicled some of the day-to-day highlights of her heiress lifestyle, had been moved to page three of the magazine due to its popularity.

      Now, her hair spilled down her back in a river of expensively-enhanced honey-gold. A sequined goddess-style gown (Ralph, the genius) showed off her yoga-perfected body. Her slim, toned arms were decorated with curling, golden cuffs shaped like snakes with ruby eyes. Around her neck she wore one of the family heirlooms: a 40-carat diamond necklace that glinted in the summer sun.

      She was ravishing.

      The youngest of the brothers, Eros, was equally so. His Tom Ford soft-worked suede tennis shorts were tight, brief and left little to the imagination. It was clear that Eros Savage had lucked out in every conceivable category. Reclined on a chaise lounge, his long, lean body was spectacular. Eros had blond, cavalier curls and was one of the most physically beautiful human beings a person was ever likely to meet. On the strength of his name, connections and beauty alone, he got cast in a Steven Spielberg movie at the age of sixteen and was now one of the most bankable stars in Hollywood. He was mobbed wherever he went, from the red carpet events to the hot spots of the New York club scene.

      He’d shown up late for the shoot—which had almost given Cedrik a coronary—arriving by helicopter from his cameo appearance in the latest Coen Brothers film, where he’d been paid six million dollars for three days of “work.” Cedrik had seen all his films and personally felt Eros’s acting was the tiniest bit amateur. Forgivable, perhaps, since the camera loved Eros Savage. Just like everyone else did.

      Life was unfair, but Cedrik was determined to tip fate’s scales in his own direction through sheer grit. Which was why he was going to get the perfect photograph or die trying.

      Artemis Savage possessed a different kind of beauty. Raven-black hair and dark-rimmed green eyes gave her an edgy, aloof vibe. Her waifish frame made any outfit look good, especially one as perfectly tailored as the white Valentino silk jumpsuit she wore. Her angular shoulders were bare. Her hair was up, wound in a braid and styled like a crown.

      It had been Cedrik’s uncontestably brilliant idea, of course, to dress and style the Savages in Greek god and goddess revival regalia.

      Artemis worked as a model and an artist. Her paintings, dubbed “pop culture meets reinvented Impressionism” had taken the art world by storm. Her insouciant glamour, her youth, her name, her effortless sense of style—and now, the hype of this newest layer of fame, the one in which her paintings of celebrities for celebrities—had catapulted Artemis into the realm of the superstars. As if that wasn’t enough, one of the city’s hottest young designers, Luca Montevideo, had claimed her as his artistic muse and launched a line of streetwear that every man, woman and child was scrambling to get their hands on.

      Everything these siblings touched turned to gold. It was being called “the Savage Effect.”

      Cedrik hyper-actively pirouetted around the porch, clicking madly.

      It didn’t hurt any of the Savages’ careers that they were born famous. Luck, of course, had played a huge part in their success. The Savages were famous as much for their money as for their talent. This was more than obvious to Cedrik.

      What Cedrik didn’t know—few people did—was that each one of the Savages would have traded all the money and fame for one more hour with their dead parents.

      They’d been born to this and were playing a role. Some days it was effortless. Others, it was a surprising kind of hell.

      The siblings were selective with their publicity. This shoot, for City, a young magazine that one of the Savage companies owned—run at the highest level by Ares—was currently selling more copies per month than any other magazine publication in the world. The promised cover of the Chosen Five had already doubled those figures in pre-orders.

      Cedrik tried again. “Apollo,” he said, snapping his fingers at one of his dimwitted assistants. He would resort to groveling because there was literally nothing Cedrik Hugo wouldn’t do to get this shot. Nothing. “Just one glimpse of those devil-blue eyes. Dazzle your fans. Give the girls and boys what they want. Here, Mira will take them off for you.”

      Mira, who’d recently accepted the marriage proposal of a pale-skinned real estate agent from Mineola, would have gladly tossed her minuscule diamond into the mirror-calm Atlantic if Apollo so much as winked at her. She blushed as she approached him. Tentatively, she removed Apollo’s sunglasses and as soon as his azure gaze was unmasked, she swooned.

      Cedrik shooed her away. He clicked several more frames and then, finally, allowed himself a rare smile. He could feel it in his bones: he’d done it. He had his cover.

      The celebrations began. Apollo invited the magazine staff to come party with them. Apollo’s groupies had to be blockaded by the long-suffering bodyguards, but that was nothing unusual. Apollo had been flocked by a harem since he was fourteen years old. Eros, too. And Ares, to a lesser extent, only because he was more intimidating than his brothers. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. All three of them were stunning-looking men. A-list alphas with money and charisma to burn. Their pheromones were like crack to any woman who managed to get close enough.

      Later, in a quieter moment once the larger party had begun to wane, Cedrik lingered at several framed pictures displayed on a table near the grand piano. It was unmistakable: these were photos of the Savages’ parents. In one, they were lounging on a Mediterranean beach, tanned, glowing, beyond glamorous. It was the kind of picture that made a photographer, like himself—and especially such a revered one—yearn. To get a shot like that one. Perfectly capturing the best of both its subjects. The father had been dark-haired, like Ares, Apollo and Artemis. The mother, blond and elegant, like Athena and Eros.

      Killer DNA was what it was, mused Cedrik. He took another sip of his champagne and contemplated the ocean view. Maybe he’d try his luck with the blond goddess later. Or Eros, who definitely lived up to his name. You couldn’t help but fall in love with him. Cedrik batted for both teams, so he was content to go with the flow. See how the evening played out.

      It struck Cedrik that in all the photographs of the Savage parents, the mother, enchantingly golden, petite and green-eyed, wasn’t smiling at the camera. In every picture, she was smiling at her handsome husband. Her shy adoration communicated pure happiness.

      Even Cedrik, who was possibly the least romantic person on the planet—after his upbringing, which he preferred not to revisit, he simply didn’t believe in it—this was proof: true love existed. Here it was, encapsulated beatifically in these timeless scenes.

      Cedrik styled it in his shoots, or at least he tried to. He would have stuck needles in his eyes before admitting it, but in his heart he knew he’d never quite hit the intensity he was going for. He blamed the vacant models who were infuriatingly difficult to direct. But here. This was the look he wanted to recreate on film. The magic of these sublime photographs.

      He’d overheard people telling the story, of course. Of how the Savage parents had fallen madly in love at first sight and now their children were ruined for life. How could anyone follow in the footsteps of that kind of fairytale and not be disappointed by real life? No one would delude themselves into thinking it could happen again, not once … but five times.

      It made him wonder idly about the Savage siblings. They often kept to themselves. They famously avoided long-term relationships. They worked like maniacs until their stars shone so brightly they were practically blinding. Cedrik, feeling unusually philosophical in the glittering late-afternoon sun, had a thought. Maybe these Savages imagined their bright stars would be visible all the way over there in the afterlife. Like a tribute. Maybe they hoped their parents would guide them from the great beyond, to their own versions of happiness of that magnitude.

      And there, as though in answer, as he watched the five of them clink glasses against the backdrop of the sparkling water, it almost appeared that the rays of the sun were illuminating them, painting them in golden, star-crossed luck like the chosen ones they were. It was almost eerie, the strong sense that a force was at play that went beyond this moment in place and time.

      But then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the sunlight faded under the haze of a passing cloud.

      Cedrik chuckled to himself as a waiter approached him. He didn’t usually have such deep thoughts. And he didn’t intend to have any more of them, at least not tonight.

      He tipped back his glass of champagne, grabbing another, and set out to find himself some action. Preferably with a Savage. He knew his odds were slim, but even that didn’t dampen Cedrik’s good mood. He’d nailed his cover, it was a glorious evening in the Hamptons and he was mellowly tipsy. If all else failed, he’d give the valet with the tight black pants who’d parked his Lexus rather more than a tip.
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        Senior Detective Statham: We’ll be keeping the names of all individuals* involved in the incident confidential at this stage of the investigation. Let’s begin with the shooting. When did you first hear the gunshots?

      

        

      
        Individual 5 (Eros Savage [redacted]): I thought it was fireworks at first. But then when people started screaming, we knew it was gunfire. Lady Baba⁠—

      

        

      
        SDS: Please refer to the list.

      

        

      
        I5: Oh. Uh, [refers to list] … Individual 14 was rushed off-stage. People were panicking and screaming and running for cover. It was fucking mayhem.
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        SOUTHAMPTON, NEW YORK

      

      

      Eros Savage zipped up his tennis shorts. Pleasantly high on endorphins after an almost (but not quite) offputtingly-expert blow job by two of the giggling photo shoot assistants, he reached for the bottle of Moët he’d wedged into a nearby sand dune and took a long sip. The sun was hanging, glowing just above the horizon, tinting the water, the girls and especially Eros’s lean, bronzed body a rosy, idyllic gold.

      He knew he should be counting his blessings. He had more luck than one human being was usually entitled to. And he was grateful. Being entirely irresistible to women did, of course, have its advantages. But he couldn’t help himself. He didn’t feel entirely happy. He wished that once—just once—he could find a woman that was more … on his wavelength. They literally drooled over him and jumped into bed at the click of his fingers. They ferociously fought over him like chimps fearing extinction. And as much as he enjoyed catfights, they weren’t ideal at family gatherings. He’d finally relented by inviting them both into the dunes, where they’d proceeded to enthusiastically try to outdo each other.

      He still felt dazed. A little drunk. As adrift as it was possible to feel when you were young, gorgeous and had spent the past three days getting paid six million bucks to pretend to be a hitman, spraying foam bullets all over four of the highest paid actors in Hollywood while meanwhile getting Jackson Pollocked with art-class red paint.

      Poor you, asshole, Eros chided himself. Life’s tough.

      “Is it me or are there two shetting shuns over there?” slurred one of the girls.

      “Oh my god, you are so cute,” the one named Blair was saying, running her fingers over Eros’s six pack. Or maybe it was the one named Neve. Eros couldn’t remember and frankly didn’t give a fuck either way.

      “Not cute,” corrected Neve. “Hot.” She was inebriated and was fingering Eros’s glorious mop of disheveled hair.

      He carefully extricated himself from the girls’ clutches.

      “Ladies, that was fun. Time to get back to the party.”

      “We can have our own party right here,” whined Blair.

      But Eros was already on his feet, heading up a dune. The girls scrambled after him.

      “I read the interview you did for Gotham,” Blair said, linking her arm through his. “You were saying that you don’t like relationships because they, like, make you feel smothered. I so respect that.”

      Eros looked down at the girl. His thoughts were elsewhere. He had an audition this week for a role he badly wanted. Percy Mercy was a new talent who’d directed three indie films over the space of eighteen months. Gritty, realistic and totally fresh, Percy’s second film, Feral, had earned him the Mt. Everest trifecta of the industry: Oscar for best director, best film and best actor.

      Through his connections, Eros had managed to get his hands on the script for Percy’s next film, called Friction. It was pure genius. Eros’s agent, the old Hollywood battle axe Lenore Quattro, had managed to score him an audition for the lead role but had told him there were “no guarantees.”

      What the hell?

      He was Eros Savage. Of course there were guarantees.

      The truth was, Eros hadn’t auditioned in all the five years of his acting career. He didn’t need to audition. People wanted him whether he could act or not.

      It was true that his reviews weren’t always glowing. A.O. Scott had called his acting “more robotic than Keanu Reeves.” Which was hardly worth crying over, but it still irked him. He was in demand because of his looks, he knew that. Everyone knew that. Most of his reviews were almost humorously kind. “Eros Savage, I’ll forgive that performance if you’ll marry me.” “Eros Savage is so drop-dead gorgeous, you end up missing the plotline because you’ve spent the entire film fantasizing about going to bed with him. Wooden has never been sexier.” And so on. A gay film reviewer even coined the annoying tagline they were now captioning his film clips with: Got wood?

      It was irritating.

      It also didn’t help that a couple of models he’d slept with (at the same time) had sold their story to Huffington Post. “Yes, ladies—and gentlemen; we’ve heard he’s not averse to a dash of experimentation—he’s that good. It’s huge, it’s perpetually on call and it’s the most outstanding O we’ve ever had! We want to have your babies, Eros Savage. Call us back, you sexy beast.” The girls, newly-minted models he’d met at a New York Fashion Week show—which he’d been paid a shitload to attend while wearing a paint-splattered fur coat—had since graced the cover of Vanity Fair (together, with the headline: “We got wood!”).

      None of it interested him. He was so used to being talked about he barely noticed it anymore. The one thing he did notice was that they were talking about him for all the wrong reasons.

      In his heart, Eros desperately wanted what every actor wants: an Oscar. In the grand scheme of things, life was good. He knew he should be thanking his glamorous dead parents and his goddamn lucky stars for all the breaks he’d been given. The problem was, it never felt like enough. He wanted to be known as more than a pretty face and a good fuck.

      He wanted validation.

      This, Percy Mercy could definitely provide. Percy was one of those rare directing talents that forced good performances out of his actors. If Leo Puck could get Best Actor, then so could he. It was ludicrous. The guy was a total ham with a face only a mother could love. And he, Eros Savage, had to audition?

      None of it made any sense.

      He wanted that role.

      Fine, he’d told Lenore. He’d audition his heart out. He’d wow those judges with his charm and his X-factor. Bring it on.

      “Eros?”

      One of the girls was talking to him. He’d forgotten about them. “Yeah?”

      “So, as I was saying, I like totally understand where you’re coming from. The last boyfriend I had was so jealous, he’d like go totally ape-shit every time I went out.”

      “That sucks.” Eros yawned.

      “I know! So I said no way, I’m not getting serious with anyone until I’m like at least nineteen. Who needs it.”

      “Right.”

      “So I was thinking maybe you and me could have like a non-relationship with absolutely zero strings attached. I mean, unless you like wanted strings. Which I wouldn’t mind but I just thought, after reading that interview, that you might⁠—”

      “I’m not really doing a lot of dating right now,” Eros said, his bottle-green eyes catching the glow of the setting sun.

      He slid his arms from the girls’ grasp, smiled gently, and walked back into the house, leaving the girls, whose names were actually Barbara and Jolene, tearful, bereft and more than a little pissed off.
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        Senior Detective Statham: What do you see as the motive? Do you think there was one?

      

        

      
        Individual 20 (Bruno Flynn a.k.a. Bruno Supernova [redacted]): Oh, there were motives. Shitloads of the fuckers. All five of the Savages have pissed off dozens—probably hundreds of people. Everybody wants a piece and if they don’t get a piece, then people feel like they’ve been snubbed. That’s fame for you. Don’t even get me started on all the jilted lovers.
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        MANHATTAN

      

      

      Ares Savage was in a foul mood. The chief financial officer of his largest investment company had just been caught with a prostitute who’d turned out to be underage. It didn’t surprise Ares that Ray Garmusch had to pay women to have sex with him. He was about as attractive as a manatee in a bad suit. Ray was one of those people who never seemed to have relationships, friends or even family. He spent most of his time crunching numbers and as a result was extremely good at it. So good, in fact, that Ares had been talked into hiring him by several of his board members just over a year ago. Since then, company profits had increased by twelve and a half percent. Still, Ares was now severely regretting the decision.

      It was late afternoon in August. From the plush air-conditioned cocoon of his limo, the city streets outside his tinted windows looked like they were melting in the shimmering heat. He didn’t care. He rarely felt the urge to leave the mecca of New York City. He thrived on its energy and momentum. Ares’s entire schedule revolved around his work so there wasn’t much point leaving the island of Manhattan, aside from the occasional trip to L.A., where he co-owned a film studio. His brothers and sisters gave him a hard time about being such a workaholic but they were exactly the same. He didn’t bother analyzing it but Ares knew why. They worked to forget.

      Ares’s limo pulled up outside the offices where his own overpaid brigade of lawyers was currently negotiating a deal that might—just—keep his colleague out of jail. He pushed through a small swarm of photographers and made his way inside, leaving his sunglasses on. Shit. The press were already onto the story.

      Ares was ushered into a crowded conference room where the meeting was underway. Reluctantly sliding his sunglasses up, he saw Ray, a pack of lawyers and two men who could only have been detectives. They had the gray, seen-it-all pallor of people who had subsisted on coffee, nicotine and bad news for the past twenty years.

      Ares sat in the only empty chair, unhappily. This was the last place on earth he wanted to be. He hadn’t returned from the Hamptons until three a.m. this morning and was suffering from the worst hangover he’d had this decade. It had been worth it, though. It was the first time he and his siblings had all been together in over a year. Each one of their five homes was easily large enough to house the entire family, but the five Savages had unofficially claimed their own and spent most of their time in their chosen location. Ares lived in the three-story Park Avenue penthouse, Apollo in the Nashville mansion, Athena in the Hamptons cottage, Eros at the Malibu estate and Artemis at the Telluride ranch. And on the occasions when one of them had to travel for business or a getaway, they were always welcome wherever they chose to go.

      Seeing them all together had been restorative in a way Ares hadn’t expected. He hoped they could make a point of doing it more often.

      “Mr. Savage, I’m Detective Hobbes, this is Detective Collins. I believe you know Mr. Garmusch and your lawyers. And this is Ms. Tiffany Chamberlain. She represents the underage defendant that was found tied to a bed at the Baccarat yesterday evening.”

      Tied to a bed? Hell. This day was getting worse by the second.

      “In tears and begging to be set free,” added Tiffany Chamberlain. She had dark hair that was pulled back into an austere-looking chignon. Aside from the ice-queen vibe, she was not an unattractive woman. Her low-cut black power suit revealed a lacy undergarment and a hint of bouncy cleavage. She crossed her legs, bringing attention to her toned calves and fuck-off stilettos. The steely look she gave Ray announced that she was planning to nail him to the wall and enjoy every minute of the process. As her glance slid to Ares, however, her aggression softened. She was admiring the cut of his Hugo Boss and, more specifically, the way it clung to his athletic body. “My client even refused to accept payment for her services. She was that upset.”

      She didn’t look like a Tiffany, reflected Ares. More like an Alexa or a Veronica. She looked like the kind of woman who kept whips and leatherwear in her closet.

      Damn it. His self-imposed workaholic lifestyle was taking its toll. He hadn’t been laid in weeks. And now was the worst possible time to be feeling the effects of his monk-like existence.

      “You can tell your client,” said Ares, “that Mr. Garmusch’s employment with Savage Enterprises is terminated, effective immediately.” Ignoring Ray’s pained grunt—a noise that again inspired comparisons to obese, flotational sea mammals—Ares continued. “I’m sure we can come up with a settlement she’ll be happy with. We’re hopeful we can expedite the process and do it quietly so she can get on with her life. I’m sure we’d all like to keep the publicity to a minimum.”

      “Two million dollars,” said Tiffany Chamberlain, clicking one of her red talons against the glass surface of the table, suggestively, if he wasn’t mistaken.

      “Done,” said Ares. “I’ll have my lawyers here work through the particulars and we can all be on our way.”

      “Let’s start the paperwork,” said Bruce Davis, the shark who oversaw his legal team. Bruce could deal with the details. Ares needed air. His defenses were down. His hangover felt like a jackhammer had been implanted in his brain. Even worse, the way Tiffany Chamberlain was looking at him as she licked her full lips was hitting him hard and in a way that could soon become very awkward in a legal meeting.

      Everyone murmured and began shuffling papers as Ares excused himself and stood up to leave. Thankfully, his exit from the meeting was relatively painless, as the lawyers’ attention honed in on the documents like lions around a fresh kill. But as he was walking down the hallway toward the exterior door, he heard the clacking of high heels behind him. “Mr. Savage?”

      Tiffany Chamberlain was following him.

      Ares kept walking. She might have had a few womanly curves concealed under that tight outfit but she also had High Maintenance Bitch written all over her. Even so, as she placed her hand on his arm, he felt it all the way down to his cock, which had no problem with bitches.

      “Could we discuss the particulars of the case over a cup of coffee?” she said, squeezing his bicep.

      “We’ve already discussed the particulars. I’m paying your client two million dollars.”

      “Let me buy you a drink then, Ares. My team can wrap up the loose ends.”

      Tiffany Chamberlain was clearly a woman who, when she saw something she wanted, didn’t hesitate to go after it. Ares couldn’t have known that Tiffany Chamberlain had planned this encounter meticulously over the course of several months. Or that she’d generously paid the young “prostitute” to stage a very convincing—and incriminating—performance.

      It might have been the hangover that clouded Ares’s judgement. Or the way Tiffany Chamberlain had removed her hair clip and was now shaking out her long mane of deep auburn locks that hung almost to her waist. In a rare moment of weakness, he allowed her to link her arm through his and slide into his limo next to him. Before they’d even turned onto Lexington, she was straddling him, power suit discarded like a shed cobra skin (the stilettos stayed on), riding him ecstatically into a gilded sunset.
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        Senior Detective Statham: Did you have a physical relationship with Individual 2?

      

        

      
        Individual 23 (Dawn-Marie Davidson a.k.a. Tiffany Chamberlain [redacted]): [refers to list] Yes.

      

        

      
        SDS: What happened?

      

        

      
        I23: What happened? Where would you like me to start, Detective? With the phenomenally hot sex in the back of his limo?

      

        

      
        SDS: Uh … sure.

      

        

      
        I23: He didn’t disappoint, let me put it that way.
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        MANHATTAN

      

      

      At 10 a.m. of the first Thursday of every month, Athena Savage had a standing appointment with the senior editorial team of City, which happened to include editor-in-chief Tamar Takahashi. Tamar was a walking cliché. Ninety-nine pounds of ball-breaking attitude, her wardrobe consisted almost entirely of animal-skin prints, as though she’d just flown in from an early morning big game hunt. She had no problem mixing leopard with cheetah, or zebra with giraffe, and always accessorized like it was literally going out of style. Today, as Athena walked into Tamar’s palatial office with floor-to-ceiling views of the Empire State Building, she couldn’t help but notice Tamar’s ensemble du jour was a tiger wraparound cinched by a cow-print belt that, to Athena, seemed more Ben & Jerry’s than Balenciaga. Thigh-high black boots and enough gold jewelry to plate the Taj Mahal completed the look.

      “Darling,” she greeted Athena, air-kissing her on both cheeks. Athena looked resplendent in a sea-green tunic and a pair of new-season blue silk Miu Miu heeled sandals Tamar happened to know weren’t even available yet. All the Savages had naturally olive skin, and paired with Athena’s flaxen hair and jewel-green eyes, she really was stunning. Tamar felt an unusual pang of envy. “Sit, sit.”

      Athena smiled at Tamar’s executive editors, Selena Washington and Effie Fontaine.

      The purpose of these meetings was to discuss ideas for Athena’s column, which—although Athena was unaware of this detail—accounted for an increased readership of a ludicrous forty percent. They needed this column juicy and Tamar was fully up to the task.

      Athena wasn’t enjoying writing the column as much as she had at the beginning. The editors were always pushing for more and more intimate topics, like a minute-by-minute breakdown of an heiress’s typical day or the top ten reasons why she’d dumped her last boyfriend. “Readers want to know,” Tamar insisted. “They love you. They want to be you. Give them details.”

      Athena was, in actual fact, an intensely private person. She didn’t want the world to know what she ate for breakfast. Or that she’d never actually had a satisfying “relationship” with any of the men she’d dated and at the advanced age of twenty-two was regrettably still a virgin. Her social media presence was so brief that every time she posted a photo on Instagram, it would go instantly viral. Rare glimpse of the heiress’s cat!!! Once when Athena had posted a photo of a serene water view from her yacht, speculation over the shade of her toenail polish had led to a new line with L’Oréal Paris for which Athena had been paid sixteen million dollars. Which she’d promptly donated to her own expanding charity foundation.

      Like all the Savages, Athena was at heart a romantic. Foolishly, she’d been saving herself for The Real Thing. But she was getting tired of waiting for it.

      Unbeknownst to the editors of City, Athena had made a decision that very morning. It was time to get real. She could save her fantasies for her books but when it came to actual men, she was going to have to lower her expectations or spend the rest of her life as a lonely recluse.

      “So.” Tamar was pacing. She was one of those people who could never sit still. Athena, who was the complete opposite and could sit for hours typing away on her laptop, reading a book or simply enjoying the color of the sky, always found this almost immediately annoying. “We’ve come up with the perfect idea for this month’s column. You’re going to love it!”

      Last time Tamar had begun with that intro, she’d suggested Athena undergo the latest technique in colonic irrigation and chronicle how it affected her outlook on life. Athena had gracefully dodged that bullet but the glint in Tamar’s eye today was particularly sadistic.

      “There’s a charity event,” began Effie, on Tamar’s signal. “It’s an auction. For a weekend getaway.”

      “That sounds nice,” said Athena, thinking she might have to donate her boat or house for the weekend. Easily done. She could go visit Artemis in Colorado for a few days. It would be nice to have a change of scenery. She’d been holed up in Southampton for three entire months, working day and night on her latest manuscript. She needed a break.

      “It’s like a date,” said Selena.

      “A date?” Athena was starting to guess where this was going and didn’t like the sound of it.

      “It’s called the Matchmaker Charity Auction,” explained Selena. “People bid for the date, and the winner gets to spend a weekend at an undisclosed exotic location with the celebrity they buy.”

      “Did you say … ‘buy’?” asked Athena tentatively.

      “All the hottest single stars have been nominated,” said Effie. “Fans voted on their most-wanted celebrity and you were at the top of the list.”

      “No.” Athena laughed lightly. “I would never do that.”

      “Our idea,” continued Tamar, unfazed, “is that you spend the weekend with whatever eligible bachelor comes up with the highest bid, and you write about it in your column. Think of the sales, Athena. They might even rival this month’s issue.”

      Athena’s smile lingered. It was a ridiculous idea. “I’m sorry, but there’s no way. I’m not for sale. Just say I’m unavailable and we can find a different topic for the column.”

      “You aren’t for sale,” Effie said. “Just your time. Two days.”

      “No one expects you to sleep with him, Athena,” Selena generously pointed out. “You can sit back and sip your Mai Tais at whatever swanky resort he takes you to. There are very strict criteria about the bidders that can enter the competition. They need to fit certain financial requirements.”

      “In other words they need to be filthy bloody rich,” giggled Effie, who’d been born and raised in Baltimore but ever since she’d found out through an Ancestry.com search that she was eight generations removed from British aristocracy, often broke into a train-wreck of some bastardized imitation of Kate Middleton. “Besides, it’s only two days.”

      “Two days is long time.” Four hours with the last loser she’d briefly dated had felt more like four lifetimes. Athena couldn’t imagine being trapped on a remote island or in a faraway foreign city with some lecherous over-confident asshole for an entire weekend. “Get one of the Kardashians. I have a book deadline.”

      Selena looked at her guiltily. “Well, the thing is … we’ve already sort of accepted … on your behalf.”

      Athena couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Well, then you can un-accept on my behalf. Because I refuse to do it.”

      “All the proceeds go to a number of excellent charities.” Tamar was circling like the tiger she was dressed as, easing into her carefully-planned rebuttal.

      Tamar had predicted Athena’s response. It wasn’t like she could threaten to fire Athena; her family owned the magazine. And she certainly couldn’t afford to bribe her. But she could appeal to Athena’s overdeveloped sense of compassion. Tamar had worked with Athena long enough to know her few weaknesses. “Think of the children.”

      “What children?”

      “The ones the charities support. Two days of your time could impact hundreds of lives.” Athena wasn’t easily manipulated but Tamar could sense her resolve wavering like a spider senses a fly has landed on its sticky web. “Maybe even thousands.”

      Athena considered this, and her unfairly green eyes blinked. Few people knew that Athena had donated half of her net worth to a major charity she had personally founded—under an alias. Like every other detail of her life, she preferred privacy. She wasn’t donating for the publicity. She was donating because she was genuinely interested in doing good. “I’ll give a million dollars each to three charities of your choice. That should more than cover the cost of my … sale.”

      Tamar moved in for the kill. “There’s one more thing. Four children get to meet you and your date at the end of the weekend. We’ve had thousands of letters from hopefuls, who would simply give anything to meet you. You could change someone’s life, Athena. With very little effort on your part at all. It would be such a shame to let them all down.”

      Athena bit her lip. “Maybe I could just do that part of the weekend and skip the date.”

      “Then everyone would want to do that! If you pull out, next it’ll be Bella and Kendall and then who? They’ll all want the same treatment. It’ll ruin the entire event!” Tamar twisted the knife and reached into her faux cheetah Hilde Palladino hold-all. “I have several letters here, hand-written by the children in one of the outreach programs …”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Tamar schooled her triumph.

      “I’ll do it,” Athena said. “But after this, I get to pick the topics.”
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        Senior Detective Statham: Do you own a handgun?

      

        

      
        Individual 4 (Athena Savage [redacted]): My brother bought me one because I live alone. I keep it locked in the drawer of my bedside table.

      

        

      
        SDS: Have you ever fired it?

      

        

      
        I4: No. I’ve never even unlocked the drawer. I carry pepper spray, which I’ve used only once.

      

        

      
        SDS: Does the guest you brought to the wedding—I’ll refer to him as Individual 11—does he own a gun?

      

        

      
        I4: Yes. A revolver. He has a … holster, I guess you would call it, attached to his belt. To be honest, I was a little shocked the first time I saw it.
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        LOS ANGELES

      

      

      Eros took a seat between two no-names, slouching into his ergonomically-incorrect plastic chair. Didn’t these people know who he was? It was infuriating, having to wait his turn alongside amateurs who no doubt moonlighted as waiters or gigolos.

      Mildly placated by the lingering glances of a casting pleb with an ass that rivaled JLo’s, he entertained himself by winking at her and watching her blush as he considered Instagramming his own face. Getting ready to audition for #Friction. But then he thought better of it. What if the unthinkable happened and he didn’t get the part? Documenting his own humiliation would only amplify it.

      Percy Mercy was known for casting culturally diverse unknowns. He’d been lauded as a visionary in filmmaking who thrived on turning racial stereotypes on their head. His films were full of fresh, multi-ethnic talent and plenty of it. In three humming but low-budget movies, Percy had already launched at least ten new careers.

      The cute JLo doppelganger’s iPad chirped. “Eros Savage.”

      She blushed again as Eros stood to his full 6’2’’ of chiseled glory and sauntered past her, letting himself in to the audition room. Inside, Percy Mercy was sitting behind a table, flanked by six po-faced casting directors.

      Judgement Day had arrived.

      Eros, who hadn’t felt nervous so far this millennium, suddenly wished he’d fortified his courage with a shot or five of Grey Goose.

      Percy Mercy was a hot, Black, built hipster whose bad-attitude genius gleamed out of his eyes like laser beams.

      Percy leaned back in his chair and folded his muscular arms, staring at Eros like he was something the cat dragged in. Eros wasn’t used to being harshly judged. He was used to being fawned over and adored. He felt his palms getting clammy.

      It didn’t help when Percy drawled in a voice that could have come from Samuel L. Jackson himself, “You better be Marlon fuckin’ Brando, man. You’ve got a very persistent agent who I happen to owe a favor, otherwise you wouldn’t be standing here. You better convince the hell out of me this wasn’t a bad motherfuckin’ idea.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Eros, who’d never called anyone “sir” in his life.

      “Do you need a script?” asked the woman to Percy’s right, disdainfully. He recognized her as Svetlana Evanovichski, one of the most sought-after casting directors in town. She was old and ugly enough to be immune to Eros’s charms. He knew from experience this was because she had no chance with him; it made women vengeful.

      “No.” He’d practiced the scene in his head for weeks. Memorized every line. Considered how much heart and soul to pour into every word, down to the syllable. “Thank you,” he added, because if Svetlana had been able to shoot anything more deadly than metaphorical daggers out of her beady eyes, right now he’d be a bloody pulp on the floor. The entire panel was equally unimpressed, glaring stonily.

      And so he began. Four minutes and twenty seconds of—he could only hope and pray—the best acting of his goddamn life.

      By the time he was finished, Eros was sweating from the heat of the spotlights and the exertion of emoting his balls off. Luckily for him, the sheen only added to the golden glow of his tanned skin and catwalk-worthy features.

      Percy’s burly arms were still folded but his expression had changed to one of measured surprise. Maybe there’s more to this pretty-boy than surface good looks, Eros imagined that look was saying.

      Percy and Svetlana had a quick, murmured discussion. Then Svetlana turned to Eros. “We’re going to get you to do one more scene. With the actor who will be playing Dazleen.”

      Eros had read somewhere that Percy cast his own sister in the role of Dazleen, the central character of the film. The plot was a series of intricately-woven threads that explored threesomes, racial divides, neighborhood gun fights and tense dinner parties, set here in Los Angeles. Percy himself had written the script, as he did for all his movies.

      Eros turned when he heard the door open.

      In walked the most striking girl Eros had ever seen. She was tall, with the kind of curves that could—and did—make grown men cry. She was pixie-cute, with cat-like eyes, full lips and flawless skin the color of butterscotch. Her eyes were a rich shade of dark, impossible green. Her hair was reminiscent of a 70s afro but each strand was a shiny little blond-tipped ringlet that stood out from her head as though she was a young, gorgeous version of Medusa.

      Stunned by the vision of her, Eros felt like he had been changed. Not to stone but to a mess of hot, squirming infatuation.

      “Eros Savage,” drawled Svetlana, mildly entertained by Eros’s reaction, “meet Marlowe Mercy.”

      Marlowe looked briefly at Eros—and was weirdly blasé about it, like she’d never heard of him, or hadn’t seen him properly—holding up a piece of paper for them to read their lines from. “Let’s make this quick. I’ve got a photo shoot in Venice at two.”

      She was sassy and disinterested. Nirvana in heels.

      “I’ll give you a ride,” offered Eros, “I’m heading that way.”

      She stared at him like he wasn’t Eros Savage, A-list actor, Calvin Klein underwear model, heir to unimaginable wealth and daily-trending social media superstar with more than eight hundred million Instagram followers. She stared at him like he was a mere mortal, an average Joe. A nobody. “I don’t think so.”

      She was … dismissing him?

      That had never happened to Eros before.

      Weirdly, he found this intriguing. Did she not know who he was?

      Marlowe started reading her lines, and her tone was one of boredom. She’d already landed the role, after all. From her own brother, who wouldn’t care if she mouthed her lines backwards.

      Eros was the one with everything to lose. And suddenly, what he had to lose expanded to include everything in this room.

      He wanted this co-star. She was gorgeous, in a way that was making him feel hot and starstruck. And there was something kind of beguiling about the challenge. He so rarely had to work to get people’s attention. The thrill of conquest dug into him in a way that was new, like she’d already succeeded in getting under his skin.

      He wanted this director, with his smug, bad-ass charisma, to direct him straight to the Oscar podium.

      He wanted this role.

      So Eros acted his heart out for another six minutes and eighteen seconds, at which point Marlowe handed him the piece of paper, sashayed over to kiss her brother on the cheek, and walked out.

      “We’ll call your people if we’re interested,” said Svetlana. Then, into the microphone of her headpiece, “Next.”
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        Senior Detective Statham: You left the scene expeditiously.

      

        

      
        Individual 16 (George Mooney [redacted]: I wanted to get my wife the hell out of there as quickly as possible. I hate weddings. I don’t know why I keep getting invited to so many of them.
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        TELLURIDE, COLORADO

      

      

      Artemis Savage stood back to look at the painting she was working on. Her long hair was piled up in a messy bun, she wore no make-up and she was dressed in loose, paint-flecked vintage 501s and a worn t-shirt. It was a far cry from her usual high-fashion, jet-setting lifestyle and she couldn’t have been more content.

      Telluride, and more specifically this house, was her haven. Her favorite place on earth. Outside the massive windows, the late summer sun painted the landscape in a riotous blaze of greens, blues, purples and golds.

      The colors, the lines and the feel of this place: these were her inspiration.

      Her finished painting mirrored the trees and mountains beyond the glass almost identically. She didn’t usually do landscapes, but today she was in a ridiculously good mood.

      Mostly she was known for painting abstract, interpretive portraits, which she did of rich people and celebrities. Ever since she’d painted Saskia McCabe and Leo Puck at Leo’s Oscars after-after-party at his Hollywood Hills mansion last year, people couldn’t get enough. The painting had gone viral and spurred a bidding frenzy that made international news. Leo and Saskia were two of the trendiest stars in Hollywood and also an on-again, off-again couple who reunited during a particularly realistic sex scene in the movie Feral, which had earned Saskia a Best Female Supporting Actress nomination and Leo the coveted golden crown: Best Actor. Leo had ended up buying the painting
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