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Dedication


To Veronica—for her patience, boundless talent, laughs over sushi, and the world’s greatest eggplant dip. Ever.

—LO

To S.N.C., my Danish sister.

—VR
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Chapter 1

Alison


Some nights call for a Catwoman costume.

And this is definitely one of those nights.

Reason number one: It’s Halloween. I haven’t lost my mind completely, contrary to what my parents seem to believe after my spectacular last-semester wipeout.

Reason number two: I’m on my way to a party hosted by the new girlfriend of my ex-boyfriend. I’m pretty sure that calls for an armor of sleek leather. And a whip.

I stretch out, stiff as a ski, across the backseat of my Porsche Cayenne, while Philippe—my best friend and unofficial stylist—steers the vehicle in much the same way he does everything: with the grace of a polar bear on rollerblades. It’s amazing, because he’s compact and lithe, and his sense of style is ridiculous. And yet, in twenty-two years, he doesn’t seem to have established a firm connection between his brain and his appendages.

He lurches to a stop at a green light, and I almost tumble from the seat. Behind us, a car blasts its horn, and Philippe rockets away again, throwing me back into the plush upholstery.

“Sorry,” he mutters, and his shoulders lift into a shrug.

If I could sit up in this costume—or even breathe, I’d never have let him behind the wheel. But a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do. Tonight, that means having Philippe sew me into a skintight leather costume, complete with a glossy mask, pert ears, and a faux mink tail, so that he can deliver me to a party where I’ll get to face the living reminders of my worst mistake.

All in the name of business, I tell myself, trying to euthanize the butterflies in my stomach. Tonight’s agenda: Get in, get out, and make sure nobody gets hurt, including me.

That means nothing stronger than club soda. A lesson I’ve learned through hard, and humiliating, experience. I just need to say some polite hellos and stay long enough to size up my soon-to-be coworkers and, most especially, Adam Blackwood, CEO of Boomerang and the person my dad plans to make the recipient of an obscene amount of money.

Philippe maneuvers the car up the winding canyon road. Wispy clouds drift overhead, framed by a hazy night sky tinged gray by the faint glow of city lights below.

“How’s it going back there, Miss Daisy?” he asks.

“So funny. If you hadn’t made this so tight, I could sit up there with you. I’m going to need you to cut me out of this thing.”

“Well, I sewed you in,” he says. “I can cut you back out again.” Philippe purses his lips and glances in the rearview mirror. “And do you or do you not look amazing?”

I take a deep breath and run my hands along the costume’s bodice, which is elegantly boned and cut to perfection. He’s created an absolute miracle in giving me curves in this thing and in making it sexy but not trashy.

Struggling to a half sitting position, I say, “I do.”

Tonight, he’s helped me feel delicious and daring—as far from society girl Alison Quick as it’s possible to be while in my own skin. And that, I realize, is exactly what I need to face the night ahead.

“And are you or are you not heading into a lion’s den filled with ex-lovers and people you may someday have to fire?”

I laugh. “I love your imagination, but I think you need to have more than one of something to refer to it as a plural.”

He tosses me a meaningful look and almost runs my car into a sage bush.

“Watch out,” I say. But he’s right. One ex-boyfriend. And one big mistake. I guess that makes it plural.

The GPS directs us up a steep side street, and we climb up toward a sprawling modern home that looks carved into the hillside. The backyard must have an incredible view of the city.

“I really can come in with you,” Philippe says for the third time.

“But you don’t have a costume,” I tease.

It’s tempting to bring him along as a buffer, but he’s too safe. If he comes in with me, we’ll be glued to each other all night, and I need to mingle with these people. Even though I’m anything but natural at this part of the game. Especially sober.

“That doesn’t matter. I can just say I’m dressed as a hot-ass fashion maverick.”

I laugh. “True. But I promise I’m okay. And you’re just a phone call away if I need you.”

As we approach the house, I see that the long driveway is crammed with cars, which means I’m facing a steep walk in high heels. Of course, these are sleek Gucci knee boots, totally worth the discomfort. Besides, I always commit, and you can’t be Catwoman in sensible shoes.

Philippe stops the car, and I remind him to put it in park before getting out to help me.

He does, leaving the engine idling, then slips around to the back to give me a hand as I wriggle my way out of the car like a mackerel flopping across the deck of my dad’s boat.

Finally, I manage to plant my stiletto heels on the ground. “Wow,” I say. “I’ve never felt so graceful.”

“The leather will loosen up,” Philippe promises. He scans me with eyes the reddish brown of cinnamon and, biting his lower lip in concentration, makes a few adjustments, including reaching right into my bodice to manhandle my breasts.

“I beg your pardon.” I glance around for other partygoers but, mercifully, we’re alone. Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” drifts down to us, along with murmured conversation and laughter. I feel another tingle of nerves and anticipation.

“Please,” he rolls his eyes. “They’re merely accessories to me.”

I slap at his hands. “I object to the use of mere in reference to my breasts.” Especially since it’s true. And especially since I’m going to face Ethan’s new girlfriend, Mia, who’s built like a curvier Scarlett Johansson.

He runs his fingers around the mask, tugging it down just a bit. His Issey Miyake cologne wafts over me, as familiar to me as the scent of the ocean or the stables where I keep my horses—all scents I love.

“You look amazing, Ali. I promise, I wouldn’t let you walk in there otherwise.”

“I know.” I lean down to give him a kiss on the cheek. With these stilettos I’m probably 6'2", which puts me a good six inches over Philippe. “You’re the best. And I’ll be fine.” Now that I’m here, a part of me looks forward to the night. Not to seeing Ethan but to getting a feel for the others and making my first report to my dad later. He always says I have infallible instincts where people are concerned, though I’m not sure I’ve proved that to myself yet.

“I have total faith,” Philippe says. “Now go have some fun.”

“This is work,” I remind him.

He rolls his eyes. “Fine. But ‘go have work’ doesn’t have much of a ring to it. Besides, you’re also allowed to have fun.”

“I know, I know.” I face up the hill and square my shoulders. “Fun it is.”





 Chapter 2

Adam


I take the hill up the Gallianos’ street with a little heat, hugging the turn into their steep driveway and skidding to a stop in front of their house. It’s eleven, and judging by the thumping music and the people milling outside who look over as my tires let out a squeal, the Halloween party has hit its stride.

A flustered parking valet jogs up to the Mini Cooper in front of me. I know that car. It belongs to my head of Human Resources, Rhett Orland. Shifting into neutral to let the engine cool, I smile as my employees pile out one by one.

Paolo emerges from the passenger side wearing a fitted tuxedo and shining wing tips. Stepping onto the driveway, he slips on a top hat and gives the cane in his hand a twirl. He makes a perfect Latino Fred Astaire.

Sadie slithers out of the backseat in a fire-red Lycra bodysuit and adjusts the gigantic blue wig on her head, the words Thing One in bubble letters across her chest. Pippa’s next and she’s Thing Two, naturally, since those two always do everything together. Standing side by side on the driveway, they make the absurd outfits look pretty good.

Finally, Rhett climbs from the driver’s seat. For a second, I think he’s naked until I see that he’s wearing a loincloth.

Tarzan. Of course. Rhett is shredded and the costume lets him share that with the world. All those CrossFit hours finally paid off for the guy.

Rhett hands the valet his keys and reaches into the car for a bushel of bananas. Nice touch, I’ll admit.

I lower my window as another valet jogs my way, bending his lanky body to my window.

“Is this really a Bugatti?” His eyes are wide as they sweep inside my car. “Holy shit. It is,” he says, answering his own question. “Sorry. I’ve just never seen one of these in real life.”

“Understandable. They’re pretty rare.”

“Look, sir,” he says, even though he looks my age, early twenties. “I’m going to come right out and say this. I don’t think I have the balls to parallel park this thing for you.”

“No problem.” I adjust my black mask and get out, leaving the keys in the ignition. “How about you keep it right here?” Slipping a hundred out of my wallet, I hand it to him.

I’m not worried about my car and, as much I’m always up for a night with friends and employees, being able to make a quick exit whenever I want is a good option to have.

“Sure, thanks!” The valet takes the bill. “Thank you!”

“Hey! Adam!” Sadie waves from the Gallianos’ entryway. Her huge wig looks neon blue under the porch light. They’re all there, waiting for me as I round my car and jog up the steps.

“How’d you know it was me?” I say, spreading my hands.

Pippa smiles and looks me over. “Dang, Zorro. Looking good. You should wear that to the office.”

If I wasn’t the president and CEO, I’d be tempted. Something about wearing the mask feels good.

“No,” Rhett says. He shifts the bananas to his other arm. “Please don’t wear that to work, Adam.”

As head of HR, he’s the company’s voice of reason.

“I’m with Pippa.” Paolo lifts the cane, pointing at me. “We should run ads with you this way, Adam. Girls would flock. Or flock more. Now, let’s party.” He taps the cane on Sadie’s ass. “Move your Who-ter, girl. Get it?”

“Actually, no. I don’t.”

“Never mind,” Paolo says as we step inside. “Neither do I.”

We head to the bar in the expansive living room and order drinks. I sip my Scotch and look for the hosts, my friends Joe and Pearl.

Their home is stylish, fittingly for a photographer’s home, modern and sleek and packed with priceless artwork, but it looks different tonight. Less like Pearl and Joe Galliano’s house, more like a Halloween rave.

People dance at the center of the room and on the patio outside. A DJ is set up on a small platform in the corner. Everywhere I look, it’s a churning sea of colorful masks and costumes. Aliens. Stormtroopers. Flappers and angels. They’re all here.

Cookie, my head of marketing, comes over and joins us. As a group of six now, we take over one side of the bar, and as the drinks flow, the laughs grow louder. Rhett had his upper body waxed to be Tarzan tonight and Sadie and Pippa want the details, strip by strip. Riveting stuff.

My employees are people-people, like me. Being socially comfortable is a necessary quality to be on my team. I sell personal connections—and that starts with the corporate culture. But they’re also tight-knit. It’s not unusual for them to congregate together before diving into the social fray, which they’ll do effortlessly when they want to.

“It’s so, so awesome,” Sadie says, as the conversation shifts to Cookie’s costume. “What is it again, exactly?”

Cookie scowls and sips her Midori sour. “None of your concern,” she says, but her free hand does a nervous sweep over her silver gown. It has a high neckline, long sleeves, and a small train, sparkling with tiny encrusted crystals.

In a word, it’s severe. In a few words, she looks like the Chrysler Building.

“She’s the evil witch in that Disney movie,” Paolo guesses. He crosses his foot at the ankle, striking a pose. “You know the one with the white hair?”

“Cruella de Ville?” Sadie says. “Maleficent?”

“Do either of those have spiky white hair?” Paolo shakes his head. “Geez. You don’t know Thing One about Disney witches. Ha. See what I did there?”

“I know! Elsa from Frozen!” Sadie guesses. “That’s why you did all the blue eye shadow, right, Cookie?”

When Sadie’s locked into something, the girl’s unstoppable.

“Cookie’s not a Disney character, you guys,” Pippa says. “She’s the witch from the Narnia movie. Look at her shoulder pads. She’s, like, the Ice Queen or whatever.”

“The White Witch, you illiterate little shits,” Cookie blurts, like she can’t take it anymore. “But you’re all wrong.” She shakes her head. “Jesus. You’re like human Novocain. I can actually feel my brain going numb.”

“I have a question,” Paolo says. “How do you feel numbness?”

“Should we do your annual reviews right now, children?” Cookie asks. “What do you think?”

That stops the conversation dead. Everyone takes the moment to sip his or her drink, terrified but also fighting back laughs. Pippa, Sadie, and Paolo report directly to Cookie, but everyone’s afraid of her. Even though she’s just a big, soft Yeti monster. Cookie just has that kind of arctic charm. I trust her right down to her frosty heart, though.

Most people think success is built on brilliant ideas, but they’re wrong. Success is built on brilliant ideas placed in the hands of great people, and I have a talent for finding those. My team can be a little eccentric, but they’re dedicated and loyal, and excellent at their jobs—Cookie included.

Pippa and Sadie decide the DJ is hot and disappear to run that down. A half second later, Paolo decides the same thing and leaves as well.

I wait until Rhett’s preoccupied with the bartender before I lean down to Cookie’s ear. “You forgot it was a costume party, didn’t you?” I ask.

Cookie looks at me, her lips pressed in a thin line. Then she nods. “Yes. But don’t tell them.”

I knew it. She’s dressed as herself. I wink. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

She excuses herself, claiming she needs some fresh air, but I know she’s just going to find ways to torment Paolo. I see that Rhett has donated his bananas to the bar. With him and the bartender in a deep discussion concerning daiquiri mixes, I study the room.

A petite girl in a skintight camo dress and combat boots catches my eye. Her smile sends me a clear message. She’s cute but not my type. Closer, a girl dressed as Sailor Moon checks out a tall cowboy in a white Stetson. His back is turned to her, but he must sense her attention. He turns and touches his hat, giving her a cowboy salute, and her smile goes wider.

I take another sip, marveling at the connection that’s happening right before my eyes. Amazing thing, attraction. Powerful. A lot of money to be made from it. Which I’ve done.

With Boomerang, I’ve captured the fun of playing the dating game in a sleek website and created a thriving online community. It’s made me enough to afford the things I love. Good food and surfing vacations. A house on the sand in Malibu and a car that suits my affinity for raw speed. The best thing about Boomerang, though, is that it’s a constant reminder that relationships with women should be kept strictly fun—and very temporary.

The DJ must have met Pippa and Sadie because the song “You Sexy Thing” starts playing, and the two of them come bouncing out to the dance floor.

“I love this song,” Rhett says at my side, then he’s singing. “I believe in miracles. Since you came along!”

He belts it out like he doesn’t care. I join him for the chorus.

“Dang, Adam!” Rhett says, looking at me. “You can really sing!”

“Nah. You’re just comparing me to yourself.”

Rhett grins. “I’m too smart to do that. Hey, don’t look now but that army girl’s checking you out.”

“Saw her. But I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

Rhett laughs. “Right.”

We both know that’s not true. When I want something, like the upcoming investment deal with Quick Enterprises, I fight until I get it.

Through the patio doors, a nun, a stripper, and a handful of vampires step into the room. It feels like the beginning of a bad joke.

“Where’s Raylene tonight?” I ask. Raylene and Rhett met a few months ago and they’re going strong. They’re a Boomerang success story—if you’re of the mind that a serious, committed relationship is the end game.

Rhett shrugs. “She’s meeting me here. Actually, I think I saw her outside as we were coming in. I’ll go find her in a minute.”

Something in his voice makes me focus on him. “Everything all right?”

It’d be a shame if it wasn’t. I’ve never seen the guy so happy.

“Oh, yeah. We’re good. We’re great.” He lifts his banana daiquiri to his lips and lowers it without taking a sip. “I was just wondering how things are going with you.”

I know where he’s heading with this, but I pretend not to. “Good. Big week coming up with Quick Enterprises at the office. We’re ready. Before the year’s over, that money’s going to be mine. It’ll be ours, Rhett.”

“Yeah, no doubt. We’ll get Quick on board. They’ll be begging us to invest.”

“Damn right.”

“Right.” Rhett scrapes a hand over his buzz cut. “But I was talking about you, not the company. You know, because we’re coming up on the holidays and everything.”

I take a sip of my whisky, buying myself a moment.

Like Cookie, Rhett’s been with me since the beginning, four years ago, when I was a nineteen-year-old kid starting Boomerang out of a storage unit in Oxnard. He was twenty-eight, not my head of HR yet. Back then, he did whatever needed to get done. Creating Boomerang kept me sane after Chloe, but I was still struggling in those days. And Rhett sees everything; he always has. He learned more than he should have, which makes him the only person this side of the Mississippi who knows something about my past.

“All fine, Rhett.” Then I tip my chin to the bodies grinding to the music. “Hey. Go have a good time, Tarzan. Your girl’s probably waiting for you. Go trick or treat with her or something. If you get a choice, choose treat.”

“Okay, Adam,” he says, smiling. He knows I’m done with this conversation. “I will. But you have fun too, okay?”

When I smile back, my Zorro mask digs into my cheek. “Of course.”

Rhett’s eyes narrow like his lie detector just pinged, but he heads outside.

I watch him thread through the crowd toward the patio doors.

He’s right. I should make an effort, but darkness is creeping in on me. I need a few minutes to let it fade.

You know, because we’re coming up on the holidays and everything.

I shake my head.

Yeah. I know.

Across the room, I spot Mia and Ethan, my ex-interns. Mia’s dressed as Marilyn Monroe, her rack spilling out of the white gown. Ethan’s in a vintage Yankees uniform—Joe DiMaggio—and they’re all over each other. Ethan can barely keep his hands off her, which is understandable. She looks incredible.

Seeing them together makes me happy for them. Then it makes me hungry for a woman’s body.

Sex, like surfing, is always a good thing—and exactly what I need.

I slip my phone out of my pocket, scrolling to Julia’s contact info. She uploaded her acting headshot as her photo, and she looks good. All shining red hair and red lips. She looks better than she does in real life, but she’s a knockout either way.

She’d come over if I texted her; she always does. But something stops me. Maybe I’m getting a little bored. Or maybe it’s her jealous streak—a recent complication. I’m not up for dealing with it tonight.

I like to keep things light. At fun-level. Sex level. As soon as a girl tries to claim a drawer at my place or asks for the security code on my phone, which Julia recently did, it’s the beginning of the end. I’m not interested in anything deep or lasting or even . . . real.

Chloe ruined that for me. She destroyed the part of me that ever wants real again.

Damn, I need to get laid.

Looking around the room, I consider Army Girl again until I see that she’s doing some Irish Riverdancing. While she’s taking a shot.

Hilarious, but she’s not for me.

I look toward the door and stop.

Stepping into the living room with a whip in one hand and a tail gathered in the other is the epitome of my every fantasy.

I don’t know where to look first. There’s just too much I want to focus on. Her long legs. Narrow waist. Perfect breasts. The way her hips roll as she weaves through the crowd. The girl’s got everything. Everything about the way she looks is perfect.

Catwoman.





 Chapter 3

Alison


I’ve skied double black diamond runs and been kicked in the chest by a horse, but walking up a steep hill in five-inch heels and skintight leather might take the prize for the most challenging physical experience of my life. Finally, though, I’ve made it and am swept in through the wide open door of the Gallianos’ home.

Even though I’m masked and costumed head-to-toe, I feel strangely naked. Or, I realize, incomplete. It occurs to me that it’s because my hands are empty. I’ve got my cell phone and a lipstick tucked into the sleek Catwoman utility belt hanging low across my hips, but I have no briefcase, no horse bridle or gym bag. And most of all, I have no hostess gift. I never show up without a gift. My mom taught me that.

I guess the prospect of this night had me more rattled than I let myself believe. But I can’t do anything about it now unless I want to go back outside and dig into the lush pathway landscaping to present the Gallianos with their own wildflowers.

Instead, I follow a blonde in a long gown with miniature dragons perched on her shoulders into the chaos of the party. We move through a short entryway into a massive living room, with towering windows that meet a high ceiling crossed by sleek ebony beams. The furniture is luxe, a combination of midcentury and art deco, and the walls are decorated with photographs, some I recognize from art appreciation classes in college and a few I assume to be Pearl Bertram’s: bold, impressionistic, and hugely riveting.

People fill the space, but I spot Ethan right away. Amazing after more than a year that I’m still so tuned into him, like I have some automatic sensor still calibrated to his frequency. He’s wearing an old-fashioned baseball uniform and stands in a cluster with some other people—a muscular guy in a loincloth and two petite girls in what look like red pajamas. Well, sexy Lycra pajamas with cute blue fur cuffs at the ankles.

He’s got his arm around a petite blonde, and it takes me a second to register that it’s his new girlfriend, Mia, dressed as Marilyn Monroe to what I now realize is his Joe DiMaggio. Every bit of her fills out the classic white halter dress. She looks amazing in the platinum wig, too, though I can see she’s having trouble containing her unruly dark hair, which she has to keep tucking back beneath the blond waves.

The music and conversation fade away as I watch them together. They’re each talking to other people, but they’re connected too, their bodies touching, his hand absently brushing the bare skin of her shoulder as he laughs at someone’s joke.

I know I should go to them, say hello and meet the others, who may be coworkers at Boomerang. But something keeps me riveted to my spot. Suddenly, I feel shy and stuck outside what seems to be Ethan’s contented little circle.

The way he stands, so aware of her, so grounded and firm, makes my throat tighten. The disastrous last few months of college rush back to me. Not only Ethan and the night I betrayed him but the crashing spiral that followed.

I breathe and push the memories away. Come on, Ali, I tell myself. This is a party. And you’re Catwoman. She doesn’t stand around, moping. She’s sleek and powerful and gets the job done. At least that’s what Philippe said when he sold me on the idea. And that’s my plan for tonight.

I’m grateful for my mask. Standing here, I could be anyone. Behind all of this leather, I’m anonymous, though of course, the whip, the high heels, and the gleaming form-fitting leather keep me from being inconspicuous. That’s all right. I don’t mind being looked at, and I don’t mind looking. What thrills me is the power to decide what I reveal of myself, and when.

A hulking gorilla sidles up to me and nudges me with a furry elbow.

“Drink?” he says from somewhere deep inside the costume and hands me a crystal glass filled with punch. It’s about the size of a small fishbowl with bits of fruit floating on top like belly-up goldfish.

“Sorry,” I tell him with a smile. “I don’t take drinks from primates I don’t know.”

“Well, let me grab you one from the bar,” says the gorilla. “You can watch the bartender pour.”

“I’m really okay.”

Across the room, Mia rises on tiptoes and pulls Ethan down for a long kiss. The people around them smile, look away politely, but they’re locked in their own little world, together.

I swallow and turn my attention back to the gorilla, who’s now attempting to pour the drink into his own mouth. It spills down the crevices of his rubber mask and onto the fur of his costume.

“Shit,” he says. “I’m hopeless.”

“Well, it’s probably tough to drink with all that costume in the way.”

“Tell me about it.”

“How about a straw?” I suggest. Ever the problem solver.

“Awesome thinking!” he exclaims, absently scratching his chest, gorilla-style. “You sure I can’t get you that drink? I mean, it’s a party. Even superheroes need a night off every now and then.”

Ethan laughs at something, the sound cutting through the party noise and pulling me to look again, to watch the two of them together while they laugh at one another’s jokes. Touch one another.

Suddenly, a drink seems like a good idea after all.

I bid farewell to my friend the primate and head to the bar.

The bartender gives me a smile as I approach. “What will it be, Catwoman?” she asks. On the counter rests a giant silver punch bowl, festooned with cobwebs.

“What’s the punch?”

“Something called Jungle Rum Blast,” she says. “Try it.” She dips in a ladle and gives me a heavy pour of the concoction.

I sniff. Fruity with the tang of bourbon in there, too. “What’s in it?”

“It’ll be quicker to tell you what’s not in it,” she replies with a grin. “Trust me; it’s fantastic.”

I take a sip and then a longer one. The punch tingles down my throat. It’s perfect—a little tangy, a little fruity, and with a decent kick. Oh, why not? I have a designated driver. And nine lives.

Before I know it, I’ve downed the entire drink, which is probably two servings. The bartender hands me another, filling my cup almost to the rim, and I drift away, sipping the drink.

Warmth spreads over me, and the music and conversation envelop me in a pleasant web. I start to move through the crowd. The floor feels a bit spongy now. Or perhaps I’m spongy. It’s tough to tell.

Once again, I decide that I really need to say hello to Ethan, to let him know I’m here and that I’m fine. We can be friends. We’re friends now. It’s good.

On the way over to him, I’m halted by the sight of a guy dressed all in black with a black mask like mine. Zorro, I realize. I can’t see his face fully, but what I can see is chiseled and beautiful. Sharp lines, full lips curved in a half-smile.

I feel his eyes on me as I take in his powerful body in tight-fitting black trousers and a black peasant shirt laced over a broad chest. I don’t know if it’s the punch or the heat of his gaze, but I feel more alive, more myself, somehow. And God, I feel sexy. Philippe knew what he was doing when he talked me into this costume. But then, he always does.

I’ll finish this drink, I decide, and then I’ll go say hello to Zorro. No harm in mixing a little fun in with my work, is there?

I’ve only taken a few sips when a girl dressed as The Riddler pushes through the crowd gyrating in the middle of the room. She rushes up to me, the question marks covering her green dress swimming before my eyes. “My nemesis!” she cries.

People around us laugh. And then I’m laughing. The music throbs around us—“Blister in the Sun,” one of my favorites.

I take another sip and look around the room. A guy dressed as Harry Potter grinds up against a nun. Sailor Moon, a cowboy, and a girl dressed as Eve dance in a tight little threesome, breaking apart and coming back together, occasionally making some creative—and R-rated—moves with the rubber snake Eve had coiled around her shoulder.

Vampires and ghosts and superheroes surround me. It’s surreal and perfect. No one knows me, but now I feel a part of things anyway. The spirit of the room intoxicates me. It’s filled with laughter and good will.

My mother’s charity events never feel this way. Those are like being in a room full of scientists, lined up to scrutinize and mentally catalog your every move. This feels like a party, like the ones I used to go to with Ethan, the ones where I was scooped up and welcome because I was with him.

Before I know it, I’ve put down my drink, drawn up to full height and tapped The Riddler on her shoulder with the handle of my whip.

She turns to me, and I tell her we have a score to settle.

“Dance-off. Now!” I hear myself say. I’d forgotten how good this feels. This heavy, pleasant warmth. The unknotting of all that makes me Alison Quick, daughter and current disappointment. That girl’s not here. It’s only me and my mask, and here I can be anyone I want.

The Riddler laughs and does a dance step, swishing her green tulle skirt. “Oh, it’s on!” she says. Grabbing the whip, she tugs me out into the middle of the room, where the crowd makes way for us.

I glance over and see Zorro still standing there, still watching.

My shoes and the constricting leather of the costume make it difficult for me to really move, but I give it my best. I circle The Riddler. She circles me. Others come to fill in the space between us, so that I find myself dancing with Little Bo Peep one minute, my friend the gorilla, the next. We’re clapping and laughing, and the dancing is serious in the funniest way. Eventually, the leather does loosen up a bit more—and I can move. Really move.

Zorro pushes to the front of the crowd and watches me, a tempting half-smile on his face, He’s so hot I’m surprised the floor hasn’t melted beneath his feet.

I start to dance just for him, like everyone else has dropped off the face of the earth. It’s been a long time since I felt this way, my whole being alive to another person. Usually, my body’s about running or skiing or training my horses. Now it feels like its entire purpose is to just be there, in the middle of things, moving to the music while Zorro watches.

I give myself to the music and the movement of my body, but over and over again, I’m drawn back to him. And every time, his eyes are on me. Every time, he greets me with that same devastating grin that cuts right to my core.

Finally, I can’t take it anymore. I give in and dance his way, running my mink tail through my fingers. I smile at him, feeling light and relaxed and like no one in the world would dare deny me a thing.

“Dance with me,” I say.

“Is that a question?” he asks, folding his arms across his chest. His biceps bulge beneath the flowing black fabric of his shirt, and his eyes, which seem to be a deep, penetrating gray, regard me in amusement.

“No,” I reply, still swaying as the music flows through me to wrap around us both. “Come on.”

He hesitates, and the moment stretches between us. What is he waiting for? Doesn’t he understand how much I need to dance with him right now?

Coming up close to him, I feel the pull of his body, like gravity. I press in closer, then closer still. Smoothing a hand against the silken material of his shirt and the hard contours of his torso, I ask, “Pretty please?”

I step back, and his smile broadens. Finally, he reaches out a hand to me, and I take it.

“Okay, Catwoman,” he says. “Let’s dance.”





 Chapter 4

Adam


Catwoman and I head to the dance floor and start moving together.

It’s packed around us, people jostling in the crowded space, the smell of alcohol and sweat hanging in the air. Pippa and Sadie dance nearby. Both of them have huge grins on their faces as they look from me to Catwoman, who rolls her body in front of me like she’s made of liquid.

When she glances at me, I see flashes of blue—pale blue, like the sky through my bedroom window in the morning—but it’s her body that has me locked in. I can’t stop staring at her. The leather cat suit hugs her every curve, and she’s gorgeous.

I look up, and find her eyes on mine.

“Hi, Zorro,” she says. Her smile is disarmingly sweet. Surprising, considering the way she’s moving.

Stepping closer, I link my hands behind her back. “Hello.”

She hesitates for an instant.

“This okay?” I ask, but she’s already wrapping her arms around my neck.

“Definitely,” she says.

“Werewolves of London” isn’t a slow song, or even a good song, but we make it work, swaying together. Smoothing my hands down her sides, I feel the shape of her. The roll and shift of her warm muscles beneath my palms is hypnotizing.

“This song,” she says, raising her voice. People all around us are howling at the top of their lungs. She laughs—pink lips, straight white teeth. “It really sucks!”

“Criminal.”

She points to her head. “My kitty ears are bleeding!”

I laugh because . . . Well, that was cute.

She’s tall even without the four-inch heels on her boots. This close, it’s tough not to stare right into her eyes, so I focus on guiding her hips with my hands until we’re moving in perfect sync. She’s slender but strong. Athletic.

Exactly what I like.

As we dance, her weight settles on my shoulders and she comes closer, her chest brushing against mine. Her costume has a deep V that shows plenty of cleavage. Flawless skin. I’m in trouble. This girl has me under her spell.

“Werewolves of London” fades into a Jay-Z song. With the howling over, the energy around us picks up, but I don’t let go of Catwoman.

She stops dancing and we just stand together in the middle of the chaos of the dance floor. Her smile is gone and she’s so still, it feels like she’s not breathing. The smooth skin along her neck glistens with a sheen of sweat and her pulse there is jumping.

She has to know how much I want her. It’s getting pretty damn obvious.

“So, I’ve been meaning to tell you,” I say, running a hand down her spine to the soft piece of fabric tied near her tailbone. “I really like your tail.”

Her smile comes back. “You do?”

I bring the black ribbon between us. “Yeah. A lot,” I say, running it through my fingers. “It’s the best tail I’ve seen all night. In months, actually.”

It’s the truth. I haven’t seen her face without the mask, but she’s still the hottest thing I’ve seen in a long time.

“Thanks.” She leans back a little, squinting as she looks me up and down. “But what about you? I thought Zorro was supposed to have a sword.”

I can’t help it. I laugh. “You want to see my sword?”

Her eyes snap to mine. She doesn’t say anything, but the answer is right there.

“Want to get out of here?” I ask, but her hand is already sliding into mine.

We weave through the dancing inside, then the party milling outside on the courtyard, to a flagstone path that heads away from the main house. The path splits, the left trail leading to a shadowed gazebo in a far corner of the yard. It’s a decent option but a little too exposed, still in view of the courtyard. But I’ve been here before for dinner, so I know the property and I have a better idea.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

Her hand is cool in mine. Soft skin, firm grip. Out here, I can hear her voice better. It’s feminine and refined. Delicate, like the tap of a knife on crystal.

“Somewhere private.”

I reach the Gallianos’ detached garage and try the door, mentally high-fiving myself when it opens. Inside it’s dark, the only light coming from a few skylights and the red charging lights of power tools along the back counter.

When I close the door behind us, the noise level from the party fades, leaving only a distant pound of the base from the music. Garage smells fill my nose. Motor oil and car wax. Smells I love.

Catwoman lets go of my hand and faces me, her eyes glittering like diamonds. I wait for my vision to adjust a little more. Then I take her in from head to toe.

She’s beautiful. Long and tight. Curvy in all the right places. She gets better every time I look at her.

“You want to tell me your name?” I ask, because it feels like I should.

Catwoman is quiet for a beat. She shakes her head. “No.”

“Okay. Fine by me.” It’s more than fine, actually. It feels good not to have to explain who I am or what I do. And she’s mysterious this way. Like something I’ve pulled right out of a dream. The masks also make this feel like it’s only about right now, this moment. I get the sense she likes that too.

I step in and take her into my arms. My fingers want to dig into her hips as I bend to kiss her. She feels so good. I don’t remember the last time a girl tested my control this way.

“Wait,” she says. Her hands flatten on my chest and she leans away. “I just want to look at you for another second.”

I nod. “Okay.” I expect her to do what I just did a moment ago—when I studied her body like a present I can’t wait to unwrap—but she looks into my eyes. Deep into them like she’s staring at a stirred pond, waiting for something that’s a little murky to come into focus.

Not what I expected—at all—but I make myself stay there and not look away. I need this night. I want her. So I don’t move.

People say eyes are the windows to the soul. I think they’re right, which is why I keep my windows locked and shuttered. Even though it’s only a second with her blue eyes on mine, maybe two, panic starts to spread inside my chest, a slow, searing burn.

I’m about to look away when Catwoman rolls on her toes and brushes her lips against mine, gentle, feather-light.

My body unlocks. I pull her against me and take what I’ve wanted since the minute I saw her.

Her lips are soft, her tongue softer, and she tastes like berries and cinnamon. She tastes so sweet. I draw her hips against me. She makes a small sound of surprise and pleasure, feeling how she affects me. Then her fingers dig into my lower back as she pushes even closer. Raw lust sweeps over me. I need more of her—now.

I pick her up and get her against the car. I taste her jaw, just beneath her ear, her neck, then I move lower, running my tongue over the perfect swell of her breasts. I brush my thumb over the tight bud I feel through warm leather. “You feel incredible.”

Her hand presses over mine, and she arches her back. “That feels so good, um . . . Zorro.”

Then she lets out a small giggle, and I can’t resist looking up. Her smile is gorgeous. I want to keep it there.

“Don Diego de la Vega, if you prefer.” I grin as I pull the car door open and sweep a hand inside. “My lady.”

She climbs into the Gallianos’ Murano.

Inside, she scoots to the far end of the bench seat, making room for me, but I grab her around the waist and tug her to the middle.

“Come here.” I kiss her as I get her legs to each side of me. Hooking my hands under her knees, I slide her close. As soon as we connect, she sucks in a breath, her fingers gripping hard into my shoulders. I hear myself let out a slow hiss as she molds to me.

“Yes,” she breathes. Her hand slides down to my belt, and the last of my self-control goes up in flames.

I lift her back against the seat and capture her mouth with mine, kissing her hard, then force myself to draw back for a second.

“Hold on. We missed a key step here.” I run my hands over her body again. “This needs to come off before I lose my mind.” I don’t feel a zipper or buttons, on her back, or her side, or her stomach. “Did this thing get sewn onto you?”

She laughs, and it’s that same crystal-clear sound. “Actually, yes.”

I peer at her. “You’re serious?”

“Yes. Yours comes off, though,” she says, tugging my Zorro peasant shirt off. My mask almost snags and comes off with it. I’m relieved it doesn’t. We’re both under a spell and our faces, our real selves, might break it.

I straighten my mask and study her costume, trying to figure out what I’m seeing in the darkness. I’m considering ripping the damn thing off her when I realize she’s gone quiet and still.

Her gaze is focused on my tattoo, which is lit by a shaft of moonlight streaming in through the rear window like it’s under a spotlight. I shift, searching for a patch of darkness, but she reaches up and stops me.

“This is beautiful,” she says.

Shit.

Her fingers are light as they run down the length of my shoulder. Barely a touch, but I almost jerk away.

“It’s nothing.” It comes out sounding rough. Not like myself. But I want this girl. I don’t want to get pulled into
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