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            Young Starlet Falls to Death

         

         
            Hollywood Tattletale Reporter J. Federer

         

         
            December 12, 2000 | Reporting from Atlanta

         

         
            Hollywood “it girl” Rachel Winchester was found dead early this morning outside an Atlanta hotel. The teenage actress’s body was discovered in an employee parking lot below the balcony of her twenty-eighth-story suite. Police have not yet determined the cause of the fall, but sources say the troubled star has been secretly struggling with drug addiction.

            The late sixteen-year-old gained fame playing a high school detective in the popular television series Breaking Rules, and was in Atlanta working on her first feature film. Recently receiving a Kids’ Choice Award for her work, she was also known for her romantic relationships, which were often portrayed in the media as a wholesome example for teens.

            The oldest of four children, Miss Winchester paved the way for her younger brothers to enter the industry. Rising star Reece has already surpassed his sister’s fame, appearing in several films before the age of twelve. Lesser-known Rowan and baby Raine appear poised to do the same. How the tragedy will affect the new Hollywood dynasty is unclear.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         As a film director, Reece Winchester was used to watching life through a camera lens, picturing angles, depth, color, and texture. He lived as a voyeur, removed from the action he oversaw, the unseen god of the worlds he created for moviegoers everywhere. Yet there were some shots he’d never imagined seeing.

         The charred remnants of his house, with wisps of smoke still rising from the ruin in the early morning light, was number one on that list.

         “Damn, Reece, I’m so sorry,” said his brother Rowan, who’d been the one to call him at two a.m. to tell him about the fire. He’d repeated the phrase about a dozen times.

         Reece had been shooting in the New Mexico desert, so his Beverly Hills home had been empty when it went up in flames last night. He’d spent most of the flight back being thankful he’d left his dog with his brother and had given the couple who looked after the place two weeks off. During other trips, he’d left Cecil B., his golden retriever, at home with the Scotts. He didn’t even want to think about what could have happened if they’d been there.

         Shit could be replaced. Lives could not. The loss of a couple of statues of a guy named Oscar was nothing compared to the singeing of one hair on the heads of his employees or his dog.

         “Any idea yet what started it?” he bit out.

         “I talked to the fire investigator. He already found accelerant.”

         Accelerant. Arson. Jesus.

         “Somebody hates me enough to burn down my house?” Reece murmured, a little stunned.

         “It could have been a frustrated stalker who expected to find you at home.”

         “And when I wasn’t, they decided to make sure I didn’t have a home to come back to?”

         “You know it’s possible.”

         Yes, it probably was. He’d had overzealous fans before, mostly during his acting days. They occasionally slipped from pushy into obsessive. He’d been dealing with a particularly bad one lately, who’d found out where he lived and had been leaving notes stuffed into the security gate. Perhaps that was who had gotten past the fence last night and decided to send his home up in a giant ball of flame that had, reportedly, been seen by people miles away.

         “Do you ever wonder if we’re damned?” he asked. He’d had this thought many times over the years but had never shared it with his twin.

         “Don’t say that.”

         He didn’t push, knowing Rowan had done a better job moving beyond all the dark episodes of the past. Reece, though, had found letting that go extremely difficult to do.

         “You know you can stay with me for a while. At least until you find another place,” Rowan offered.

         Reece nodded. “Dad has a spare room, too.”

         Reece, his twin Rowan, and their baby brother, Raine, had bought their hardworking father, who’d supported them all his life, a big place on the beach a few months ago. His dad would hate to hear about the fire but would probably love some company.

         Reece watched silently as firefighters walked the site. They carefully looked for any sputtering embers trying to reignite. With the drought, they also had to be sure no sparks landed on a nearby roof, spreading the conflagration to the entire neighborhood.

         “Why don’t we get outta here?” Rowan asked. “You’ve given your statement. You don’t have to stay. Want some breakfast? We can pick up Cecil B. and take him out for pancakes.”

         Seeing his dog sounded like a great idea to Reece. “Sure.” He was hungry, as, he suspected, were the sweaty, exhausted firefighters. He’d already put in an order for cold drinks and food for the guys who’d tried so hard to rescue his six-thousand-square-foot house. Just a house. Just a building.

         Right. Frankly, the worst part wasn’t the fire, but the realization that someone had set it. He was in somebody’s crosshairs. The knowledge unsettled him.

         “Surfing after?”

         They hadn’t surfed together in months, both of them having busy schedules, and Reece being too easily recognized to hit any of the local beaches. One of the many pleasures his fame had cost him. Rowan was lucky they were fraternal twins, and that he no longer lived in the spotlight. “Maybe later. I think I’ll stop by and see how Aunt Sharon’s doing at the gallery.”

         “Okay. Pancakes, followed by weird art.”

         Their aunt did have eclectic taste. She also had a good eye, which was why Reece had been glad to finance the gallery in Venice Beach. Considering she had helped raise them after their own mother had been committed, there wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for her.

         Which was why, three hours later, he stood with her in the office of Venice on the Beach Fine Arts, actually smiling. The gallery was filled with pieces that only the pretentious, rich Southern California type could afford. To him, many paintings looking like plates full of spaghetti smeared around by preschoolers. Sharon, however, loved all types of art, and was thrilled with the gallery, which pleased him.

         “You’re sure you have everything you need?” he said. “You know you only have to ask.”

         She ruffled his hair like he was still a thirteen-year-old kid…not that he’d felt like a kid at thirteen. “You’ve done enough! Now stop thinking about me and start focusing on yourself. I still can’t believe you came here, today of all days.”

         “I’ll be fine.” He’d already asked an agent to look for a house he could rent—one with great security—while he started rebuilding.

         Sharon kept talking, but he didn’t hear her. Because something bright and colorful on the security monitor in the office suddenly caught his attention.

         Red hair. Shiny, glorious red hair, with gold highlights.

         Captivated, Reece turned to fully face the image. He immediately went into director mode, glad the state-of-the-art security system displayed everything in full color.

         The woman had come into the public part of the gallery downstairs, jogging in off the beach. She was young, midtwenties at most, with that long mane swept up into a bouncy ponytail. She did things for spandex that would make cotton lie down and weep with jealousy. Yet it was her face he kept staring at. Her body might be perfect, but her face wasn’t, at least not classically so. But it was interesting…arresting. Strong—so determined, it told tales of struggle and adversity not often seen in faces so young. Most of all, she was different.

         The nose was a little crooked, a little pronounced. Most self-respecting Southern California women would have had that straightened and daintily tipped before entering high school. The eyes—he couldn’t determine the color—were a bit too far apart, but big and heavily lashed with highly arched brows above. The mouth was wide, the lips full. Kissable. She had a cleft in her chin that he wanted to taste, as he wanted to taste the slick sheen of sweat riding across her chest, gliding down into the hint of cleavage shown by the scoop-necked jogging top.

         It had been a dark and difficult morning. But the sun had come out and it was wearing running shoes. “Who is she?” he murmured, not taking his eyes off the screen.

         Sharon bent to peer over his shoulder. “I have no idea.”

         “Not one of your artists?”

         “Does she look like an artist?”

         “Not exactly.”

         “But not a typical beach bimbo, either.”

         “Definitely not.”

         She appeared to be the type who would be much more at home in a place like this than on a boardwalk. He pictured her in a gown and jewels, hair up, one long curl hitting her shoulder. Or screw it, no dress and the hair down and loose, draping over her bare breasts.

         He watched her through the camera, saying nothing, envisioning how he’d position her, how she’d move, how she would take direction. It was how he always reacted to initial encounters with strangers, picturing a series of shots and takes, cuts and stills.

         Those who didn’t know him might view him as cold and calculating, always the director, no longer an actor, on film or on the world stage. His brothers, though, and closest friends, saw the real Reece. He was a man of long vision, not the quick, immediate scene. He saw the key moments, the turning points, the journey, the climax, the resolution, and how to get there.

         He wondered how to get there with the redhead and was determined to find out.

         A minute later, after showing the floor manager, Sid, some invisible-from-here photos on her cell phone, the woman frowned, nodded, and departed. “Can you find out what she wanted?”

         “I was just waiting for you to ask,” his aunt said, tapping a text on her phone. Sid looked down at his own, receiving Sharon’s message. He jabbed at the screen, typing something back.

         “Her name’s Jessica. She has a sister who’s in the arts.”

         Doesn’t everyone in LA?

         “She sent Sid a link to a photo gallery of the sister’s work.” Sharon was silent for a moment, and then she whistled, swiping her finger across the screen, her eyes growing round.

         Reece watched her react to whatever she was seeing. He could have feigned disinterest, but Aunt Sharon knew him well enough that she’d have seen right through it. “What is it?”

         Her brows were up, her expression a bit stunned. “The artist hasn’t had any professional showings, and the sister is trying to help her set something up,” Sharon explained, handing him the phone. “And she’s good. Damn good.”

         Reece took the phone, glancing at the screen, far more interested in the woman than in the artwork. At least, until he took a closer look. “Holy shit.”

         “Tell me about it.”

         The sculpture displayed on the phone was of a life-size naked woman. But it wasn’t a classical, museum-type study of the female form. No. This one was sexy and erotic, displaying a woman in the full throes of pleasure, with her hand between her legs and her head thrown back. Something about the model looked familiar.

         “The throat,” he whispered. “The shoulders, the hips, the legs.” He recognized them. He’d been staring at them through the security monitor for the past several minutes.

         “Interesting, no?” Aunt Sharon asked.

         “Interesting, yes.” He swiped the screen, seeing another piece, and then another. All were stunning nudes, though most were not as sensual as the first. Only that initial one had a recognizable—to him—model. The artist had talent and reason to be proud. So did her sister.

         “You’ve been looking for new and newsworthy pieces,” he said, handing back the phone.

         The older woman nodded. “This would certainly get attention.”

         Yes, it would. All kinds of attention: press, buyers. Having a display of nude art wasn’t unusual, but the raw talent of the artist made her work stand out. It could help Sharon make a go of this place. Reece didn’t really give a damn if the gallery made him his money back, but he knew his aunt was too proud to remain indebted to him.

         She definitely shouldn’t feel indebted. She’d stepped in as a mother figure after his own had become unable to. He would have given her the money for the gallery, no questions asked. He’d become a silent partner because she’d insisted it was the only way she would accept his cash.

         “You want me to have the artist come in for a discussion?”

         “Yes.”

         Aunt Sharon smirked. “I suppose you want me to ask her to bring her sister?”

         He didn’t reply. He didn’t need to. His anticipatory smile was probably answer enough.

         Thinking about how his day had started—with a phone call saying his house had burned down—he couldn’t help but be surprised by his own good mood. All because of the beautiful stranger he’d spied through a camera. One he would never have seen if not for the fire, pre-dawn flight, and his presence here in the gallery this morning, at the perfect moment.

         He couldn’t have planned the scene better if he’d tried.

         It was as if it were meant to be.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         By the time Jessica Jensen arrived at the Venice Beach gallery for Liza’s showing, there was a line out the door, winding to the end of the block. Trendy hipsters jostled against grungy millionaires and diamond-decked socialite types, the crowd as mixed up and melted together as only a Southern California social event could be. Apparently word had spread about her BFF/adopted sister’s rave review on the LAArtscene blog, which called Liza’s work “wildly innovative and breathtaking, both exquisite and shocking!” The masses had come here to see and be seen, to shock and be shocked.

         The open bar probably didn’t hurt either, at least for the trendy hipsters, whose high-end taste didn’t always reflect the size of their low-end bank accounts.

         The turnout was thrilling, and her heart pounded in her chest as Jess realized the person she cared for most in this world was really on the verge of the success she so richly deserved. A long line wasn’t the endgame, though. The true test would come in the morning when Liza found out from the owner just how many of these desperate-to-be-cool types had actually shelled out money to buy any of the pieces, the cheapest of which was priced at around five grand.

         All of Jessica’s crossable digits were metaphorically crossed, and not just because she wanted Liza to be successful. There would be a more immediate benefit. One sculpture sold meant their rent wouldn’t be late next month. Two might mean they could actually drop the air-conditioning thermostat from ninth circle of hell to eighth. Dreamy.

         “Miss Jensen, did you find it?” the bouncer asked as she skirted around, cutting in line.

         She lifted her hand, in which she held the silver charm bracelet she’d raced home to get when Liza had realized she’d forgotten it. “Crisis contained.”

         He grinned, having watched her tear out of the gallery an hour ago, right before the show opened. “Her good luck charm, huh?”

         “Yeah, literally.” She flicked the four-leaf clover. It had been the first charm on the bracelet. “Our mom gave it to her for her sixteenth birthday.”

         “You’re sisters?”

         He sounded shocked. That made sense. Jess was tall, Liza petite. Liza was a brown-haired bundle of creativeness, Jess a red-haired bundle of attitude.

         Oh. Plus Liza was black, and Jess was white. Details.

         “Yep,” she said, not feeling the need to reveal anything more to a stranger. Especially not about the adopted family she’d been blessed to land in.

         Liza had been fortunate enough to have her mom, Beth, all her life. Jess had only been lucky enough to get her at age eleven. Her own mom had died when Jess was nine, after which she got to play here-we-go-round-the-foster-care-system for two years. Beth was the prize she’d won at the end of the game. The adoption had saved her life, and not just figuratively, considering Jess’s final foster mother had had the maternal instincts of a snake.

         Wait. She probably wasn’t being fair…to snakes. They vibrated their bodies to warm their eggs. Her last foster mother wouldn’t have warmed Jess with a cup of her own spit, and her creepy husband would have just spit on her for his own amusement.

         She shoved the memories away. They were phantoms from a past she barely recalled.

         “The bracelet must be pretty special. I hope it works for her,” the bouncer said.

         “You and me both,” she murmured, picturing Beth and how proud she would be tonight.

         Thinking of Beth still made Jess cry, eighteen months after her death. Liza had to be feeling the loss even more drastically, knowing that but for a few cancerous cells, her mom would be right here with them. The cruel twists of fate had been especially cruel to Jess and Liza when it came to mothers and fathers. They were both orphans now—Liza officially, since her dad had died in an accident before her birth, and Jess technically, since hers had skipped out when she was two. Neither one of them was whining about it, though. They were both gonna be okay.

         The bouncer opened the door for her. “Tell her if she doesn’t get a taker on the Touch Me statue, I’ll give her part of my salary for the next twenty years to pay for it.”

         As he wagged his brows, she forced a tight smile and hurried in, fearing he’d ask if she’d ever modeled for her sister. She’d been asked that too many times, by too many people.

         The short answer: No.

         The long answer: Sort of, but only from the neck down. Well, maybe the jaw down.

         The longest answer: Yes, and oh, God, wasn’t it freaky-weird to lie there naked while her best friend/sister drew tons of sketches of her?

         Jess was the woman alone in bed, gaining pleasure in the only way she could.

         Art imitates life.

         The number of people who would ever know that: two. Jess and Liza.

         Inside, she took a second to gawk at the crowd. When she’d left, the building had been practically empty—only Liza on the floor with the management and the staff. On her way out, she’d sent up a good luck prayer, noting how the tastefully arranged gallery had been thick with possibility, waiting for something to start.

         Now, sixty minutes later? Well, hot damn, it had started. Her BFF was taking the art world by storm. The place was jam-packed, a strange cross between an art exhibit and a rave. Potential buyers sipped fruity vodka and gushed over the classical-yet-sensual pieces of art surrounding them. A deep thrum of evocative music pulsed; the very air throbbed with it. She felt it reverberating through her body, each thud of the bass timed to the beat of her heart. God, anybody who didn’t get a rush from this display was obviously half-comatose. Because the music, the food, the ambient lighting, the thrill of expectation and excitement all added to the atmosphere of sensuality inspired by the nude forms filling the room.

         Some artists were inspired by beauty in nature, in architecture, in landscapes. Liza was inspired by naked bodies. If she photographed them, she might be called a pornographer. Instead, she sculpted them, and was a hot artist on the rise. Gotta love SoCal.

         “There you are!” Liza squealed, grabbing and tugging her into an alcove near the exit. “God, that dress. It’s like Cinder-freaking-ella’s godmother was Christian Dior.”

         “Thanks,” she said, amused Liza was sticking to her goal to stop swearing. “Did you think I’d show up here in my hideous prom dress, the only long one I own?”

         Correction: the only one she had owned. Now she had this pale blue designer gown. She’d bought it from a consignment store in Laguna Beach, for probably one-twentieth its original price. That had still been just about enough to break her clothes budget for the year, but she wouldn’t have come to Liza’s opening in a ratty outfit for anything.

         “Nope. We’re both the belles of the ball.” Liza extended an arm and Jess hooked the bracelet on without interrupting her sister’s babbling excitement. “Can you believe this?”

         “Of course I can. I knew you could do it,” she said, loyalty winning the race over honesty out of her mouth. Because, the truth was, she’d been scared to death that Liza’s dreams would be shattered, the whole thing would be a bust, and they’d end the night doing tequila shots in the roach-infested dive downstairs from their not-infested-but-still-sometimes-roachy apartment.

         Liza deserved success. But, in Jess’s experience, things like this—acclaim, wealth—didn’t happen to chicks like them. Ever since they were teenagers growing up in a tiny Illinois town, Liza becoming a famous artist was her fantasy, a daydream, like Jess’s was to see her name on an Academy Award statue for Best Original Screenplay. She had never really thought they would come true.

         Now, though? Surrounded by rich people oohing and aahing, whispering about the beauty of Liza’s creations, and pretending they weren’t turned on by the naked or nearly naked bodies? Well, Jess wasn’t exactly rehearsing her acceptance speech, but perhaps after tonight she’d be willing to admit such things were at least possible. And thinking about what she’d say when seated next to Benedict Cumberbatch on Oscar night.

         Whoops. Inner Sherlock fangirl moment. Down, Cumberbitch.

         “Well, it’s all thanks to you.”

         “Oh, sure, I’m the one who spent sixty hours a week for the past couple of years in a sweltering storage unit making amazing art out of clay.”

         “No, that was me,” Liza said, her smile impish, which went well with her sweet, heart-shaped face, deep brown eyes, and mass of curly brown hair. “But you are the one who got Sid to give me an appointment with Sharon, which resulted in me getting this opportunity.”

         Jess frowned, not comfortable going down the I’m so grateful road. Not with Liza, the person she loved most in the world. What wouldn’t she have done to help Liza get her start? She couldn’t think of a single goddamn thing.

         “That wasn’t me, it was my cleavage,” she replied with a shrug. “Sid didn’t look above my collarbone the first time I came in to talk about your awesome art.”

         “Well, thank heaven Sid’s a creeper.”

         “Pervert is more like it.” But perviness had worked to Liza’s advantage. So Jessica hadn’t spit in the jerk’s face or punched him when he’d made a really gross suggestion after looking at the cell phone full of pictures of nude statuary.

         Liza glanced down, addressing Jess’s chest. “Thank you, ladies. I’ve been jealous of you half my life, but you really came through for me.”

         Jess laughed, knowing what Liza meant. She’d been out for a run, all sweaty and slick, when she’d seen the sign for the new gallery. She was not the type to use T&A to get what she wanted, which was why her usual nonworking uniform was jeans and a geeky fandom T-shirt. On that occasion, though, the she-bits had come in handy. Sid Loman was obviously into college-aged young women wearing tight workout clothes.

         She wasn’t really college-aged, though she was still in college. At twenty-five, she should’ve graduated three years ago. But when one started late, and then had to work forty hours a week and go to school part-time, it look a lot longer. After this summer session, she’d be within six credits and one internship of that elusive diploma.

         “For all your hard work, you deserve some big, strong, man hands,” Liza added.

         Jess purposely misunderstood, lifting her own. “I’m happy with these.”

         “I wasn’t talking about you.” Liza nodded toward her chest. “I meant them.”

         She cleared her throat. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

         She hadn’t had anybody else’s hands on her body for quite some time, which frankly was fine with Jess. Man hands were attached to men. And men could be…well, she’d leave it at difficult, and ignore the other words sprouting in her mind: bastards, jerks, stalking pricks.

         “Come on, not all guys are…” Bastards, jerks, stalking pricks. “Bad.” Seeing Jess’s reaction, Liza backed off. “Sorry. I forgot I’m talking to Sister Jessica, patron saint of celibacy.”

         “I’d be happy to end my sainthood if I could meet someone worth sinning for.”

         “I could name a hundred guys who would line up to help you sin.”

         “You don’t know a hundred guys.”

         “Fifty then. Fifty guys.”

         “You don’t know fifty guys either, unless you’re referring to the jerks we went to high school with.” And if she hadn’t slept with any of them then, she sure was not going to now. Even her prom date hadn’t succeeded in getting her ugly dress off her, though he’d tried groping her through it. Which was why she’d ditched him and walked out of the stupid high school dance.

         “You’re such a pessimist.”

         “I don’t need fifty guys. One would be fine…as long as he’s the right one.”

         “There are nice men around. They’re not all like that bastard,” Liza said with a shudder. She knew how bad things had been when Jess ended her last relationship, about a year ago.

         Her sister had been her rock, moving without complaint—twice—so Jess could remain away from her ex, Johnny, who she’d dated for eighteen months. They’d both changed their numbers because he’d kept calling, first begging Jess to come back to him, and then growing threatening. He’d also harassed Liza, blaming her for breaking them up.

         They both knew the guy was unhinged. It had been a nightmare scenario, for sure.

         Fortunately, he had finally backed off…or so she hoped. A tiny hint of worry had been tickling the back of her mind for the past few days, though. One of her neighbors told her a man had been hanging around the building and had asked about her. Private delivery man. That had to be it. She didn’t know if she could handle it if Johnny reappeared on the scene, wearing his crazy like a crown.

         It’s been complete radio silence for two months. He’s gone, it’s over. So maybe she would consider reentering the dating world, if only she met someone who, (a) interested her and (b) wasn’t a psycho jerk who would stalk her if she ended things.

         As usual, Liza read her mind. “You’ll find someone. Someone wonderful. You have to let yourself be open to it and not worry every guy is going to go Michael Myers stalker on you.”

         Johnny had never gone serial killer crazy, but he had once threatened to kill her. That threat had been the final straw. She’d told him she never wanted to see him again, moved, and changed her number. Only he didn’t get the hint…or the blunt statement.

         Not wanting to continue the dark conversation on this oh-so-bright evening, she said, “Emily doesn’t get off work until nine, but she promised she’d be over afterward.”

         Their new roommate had been with them for only a month. It hadn’t been easy bringing a stranger into their tight little family, but they needed a third to make their rent. So far things were working out. Emily was a lot of fun—she worked with Jess at the restaurant—but was also respectful of the longtime bond her two roommates shared. She didn’t take offense when Jess and Liza wanted some sister time.

         “Great, but you’re not getting away with the subject change. It’s high time you put yourself back into the dating game. Or at least the sex one.”

         Sharon, the owner of the gallery, came gliding over, looking ecstatic. “Liza, darling, you must come with me! We’ve sold Making Love. The buyer wants to meet you.”

         Not only was Jess thrilled the priciest piece in the collection had sold, but she realized she’d been saved by the bell by Sharon’s announcement. Her sex life was not something she ever wanted to discuss, especially not when in public. And sober.

         “Seriously? Making Love’s the first one to sell?” Liza asked.

         “Did you think it would be a subtle, small-penised, classical nude?” Jess replied with a snort, not surprised a supersexy sculpture had found a buyer right away. Everyone in SoCal wanted to be considered cutting edge and daring. “Of course some studio hotshot wants sex-in-stone. It’ll be the centerpiece of the marble-tiled foyer of his Malibu mansion.”

         Liza merely sighed. Making Love was the biggest piece in the collection, depicting two nude forms, not one. It perfectly captured the beauty of human sexuality between two people who loved each other. But it was also full-on statue sex, and there were a bunch of discreet, classical pieces Liza liked more.

         “It’s not the first to sell, it’s the second.” Before Liza could ask for details, Sharon went on. “And the buyer is a rich studio hotshot who might buy more, so let’s go.”

         Sharon grabbed Liza’s arm and tugged her away. Jess smiled as the women disappeared into the crowd, then decided to walk through the exhibit. She’d watched these items develop from sketch to completion, but she had never looked at them on proper display.

         First, though, she needed fortification after her race home and back. Skating around the chatty gawkers, she headed for the bar and smiled at the good-looking bartender.

         “Tonight’s special is a Flaming Orgasm,” he said with a confident smile.

         “Interesting.”

         “Can I give you one?” His words were low, suggestive.

         “How about you just make me one,” she replied with a chuckle.

         “I’ll make sure it’s strong and powerful…something you won’t forget.”

         The guy was obviously angling for good tips, offering hot orgasms to every person who came up to the bar, male or female, so Jess don’t take the flirtation seriously. But when his fingers lingered against hers as he slid the glass across the bar, she took notice. His smile was intimate, his eyes warm. So maybe the invitation wasn’t as generic as she’d imagined.

         “Whenever you’re ready for more, you let me know.”

         “I think this’ll be enough for tonight.” Because real flaming orgasms were nice, but they so often came with strings attached. Or men. Same difference.

         Sipping her strong, fruity drink, she moved through the gallery. Clumps of people whispered around some of the most beautiful pieces. The biggest crowd was gathered around Looking in the Mirror, a stunning piece showing a woman weeping as she undressed. The woman’s eyes and posture conveyed such sadness—a statement on society’s pressure on women to look perfect—that the heart ached to behold her. She affected everyone…well, everyone except Sid the Perv, who looked so pleased you’d think he was the artist, not the salesperson.

         Suddenly, something changed.

         A frisson of tension slid through her, and a tiny quiver shook her body. The fine hairs on her arms stood up. Her breath shortened, and she began to hear the pounding of her own heart as her pulse surged.

         She was being watched.

         Jess took a calming breath, knowing her panicked reaction was excessive. Because, well, of course she was being watched. Everyone in the place was watching everyone else, looking for reactions to the art, or for a subject of future gossip. Jess suspected this art show would inspire more one-night stands than Marvin Gaye night at a singles club. Everyone was watchful, wanting to know who wasn’t going home alone and all that critically important stuff people in this zip code loved to whisper about.

         That didn’t calm her. Jess’s skin actually began to prickle in goose bumps, and a tiny throb in her lower back made her almost want to arch it. It was odd, but the small of her back, with its vulnerable vertebrae at the base of her spine, was one of her most erogenous zones. A lover intuitive or patient enough to discover the vulnerable spot on her back could turn her into a puddle of need with the faintest brush of his fingertips. Not surprisingly, Johnny never had.

         That was how this felt…like a delicate touch. This stare, this attention—it was intimate. The hint of panic receded, utter awareness taking its place.

         With her history, thinking someone was watching her every move should make her nervous or afraid. But she wasn’t. Just because she was being stared at didn’t mean any ugly remnants of her past were lurking in the shadows of the gallery. Her instincts whispered this was something different, something new.

         She lifted her hand and swiped her hair back over her shoulder. Trying to be unobtrusive, she looked around, hoping discover the person eyeing her. Her stare slid over the crowd. She didn’t see anybody focusing on her enough to make her react so viscerally, though she did catch the gaze of more than one guy who offered a smile. She ignored them, even while the heat of someone’s avid attention bored through her skin.

         And then she saw him.

         He stood in the back corner of the gallery, half-hidden in shadow. He appeared to be the only person in the place not pressed in the middle of a group. Something about his posture—ostensibly relaxed, but with an almost tangible element of tension—warned anyone not to get too close.

         The lights from two nearby alcoves cast enough illumination to show he was tall and wearing a dark suit. His brown hair was shot with gold, but Jess couldn’t make out any of his features. Still, she knew he was the watcher. His eyes reflected a gleam of light, and those eyes were staring at only one thing. Her.

         Jess looked away, swallowing nervously. She resisted the urge to lift her hair off the back of her neck again, not because she needed a distraction, but because she was suddenly hot. A thin sheen of perspiration had emerged on her skin, to go along with her thudding heart and choppy breaths. The spot on the base of her spine still tingled. She knew it was bizarre to be reacting like this to the watchfulness of a stranger, but thought wasn’t part of the equation. Her senses and instincts were in charge. She felt as confusingly aroused as a virgin on prom night.

         Unable to resist, she glanced at him again. He hadn’t moved, still standing silently in the corner, alone, unapproachable. But when he saw her looking, he leaned forward to meet her gaze, so the light shone on his entire face. Jess sucked in a gasp, pure feminine appreciation flooding through her, and she literally wobbled in her spiky heels. She hadn’t had so much as an ankle tremor when darting between cars on Venice Boulevard, but she was ready to fall over because a stranger’s face shifted the world on its axis.

         Calling him handsome would be like calling Mount Everest a hill. He was utterly magnificent, from the top of his tousled hair to his strong forehead, slashing brows, high cheekbones, hollowed cheeks, square jaw, and luscious mouth, so serious and unsmiling. The shadows of the room emphasized the stark, sculpted lines of his face, and as he shifted, the light caught those strange, arresting eyes again. She couldn’t determine the color but realized they were practically glowing, the effect nearly animalistic.

         Her fanciful writer’s imagination went to dark places and scary stories of vampires and werewolves. Sexy ones. Damn, she really need to reglom True Blood.

         Yes, she had a TV obsession. A movie obsession. A Hollywood obsession.

         Which made it even crazier that she hadn’t immediately recognized who was staring at her the second she laid eyes on him. But when she heard a whisper nearby—Is it really him? Is that Winchester?—her mind finally kicked back into gear and she realized who, exactly, he was.

         Reece Winchester.

         The six-year-old girl within her who’d liked him in a Nickelodeon movie smiled. The thirteen-year-old girl who’d crushed on the rebellious, smart-mouthed gang member trying to break out of his deadly world sighed. The fourteen-year-old girl who’d been devastated by the fate of the golden-haired lieutenant who’d stormed the beaches of Normandy wept. The fifteen-year-old girl who’d gone wild over the dreamy nineteenth-century writer with the tragic life and death quivered. And the seventeen-year-old girl who’d fallen wildly in lust with the hot intergalactic playboy/fighter pilot who saved the universe got a little damp in the panties. Every movie in between had only deepened her crush.

         Reece Winchester: inspiration for dreams and fantasies. Childhood star turned adult box-office golden boy. Actor. Director. Screenwriter. Moviemaker. Oscar winner. Millionaire. Recluse. Mystery man. And he’s looking right at me.

         “Oh, my God,” she mumbled when it all sank in. Her jaw unhinged, but she quickly snapped it shut, wincing as her teeth scraped her tongue. She was supposed to be a professional; she wanted to be part of the movie world, and soon. Getting all tongue-tied and fangirlish over a sex god who was miles out of her league was not the way to get ahead in this town. At least not the way she wanted to get ahead.

         Besides, she must have been mistaken. He hadn’t been staring at her. No way. Reece Winchester dated heiresses, models, and actresses. Glamorous sexpots. Not twenty-five-year-old waitresses/college students. Nor could he be as handsome close-up as he’d always looked on the screen…though he looked pretty darn good from thirty feet away, too.

         Forcing away the crazy idea somebody like him would give somebody like her a second glance, she deliberately shoved her shoulders back and her chin up, and stepped close to the nearest piece of art, studying it like she intended to do a dissertation on the thing.

         Mistake. The piece was a male nude, and she was about eye level with a thickly muscled thigh and a coyly draped crotch.

         She fanned her face, remembering the nude scenes from the last movie in which Winchester had appeared. Twisted, an erotic thriller released five years ago, had been scorching. The film had earned its R rating by the skin of its teeth, and it was Winchester’s most popular of his acting career, even if it hadn’t been the one to earn him the Best Actor nomination. After its release, and despite its popularity, he’d stopped acting to focus on scriptwriting and directing. Since he’d been only twenty-five at the time, and was the hottest young star in Hollywood, the moviegoing world had been shocked, twenty-year-old Jess included. But the career-change didn’t appear to have hurt him any.

         Jess was so lost in thought about Reece the Superstar she forgot the man was in the room, and that she’d imagined he was staring at her. Which was perhaps why she nearly dropped her glass when she felt a tall, solid form move behind her and heard a man say, “Interesting.”

         Smooth voice. Deep, silky. A voice she recognized. She’d heard it on the big screen and the small one, since she had copies of every movie he’d starred in—seven from his childhood years, eight from his adult ones. Was he really talking to her?

         “Yes, it is,” she murmured, all calm and collected, like she was not shaking in her consignment store shoes.

         “Possibly one of the artist’s earlier efforts.”

         Hmm. How had he known? “Yes,” Miss Conversational Genius repeated.

         “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

         The hint of confidence in the tone told her he knew the answer. Had any woman ever told him to go away because he was bothering her? Huh. Doubtful. “Not at all.”

         “Good. What is it called?”

         “What we’re doing? I think it’s a conversation.” Jess didn’t know where the snarky response came from, or where she’d gotten the nerve to be all quippy with the guy, but there you go. That was her, always a mouth-off away from catastrophe.

         “I meant the sculpture,” he said. No laugh. No humor. Crap.

         Realizing they were actually going to have a conversation, and knowing it might require face-to-face interaction, she wondered if she was ready for it. Hesitating, she licked her lips and replied, “It’s called Naked Man.”

         “Subtle.”

         Knowing it was rude not to face him, she took a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder. Lord have mercy.

         Deep breaths might be calming in normal situations—like when one was confronted by a repo man repossessing a car. Been there, done that. But they didn’t work at all when looking into the clear amber eyes of a man every woman on the planet fantasized about. His looks made you silently gawk while you tried to figure out why the arrangement of cheek and jaw, mouth and eyes, was so arresting and unforgettable. She interacted with scruffy, shaggy-haired surf-bum types in the bar where she worked, so she’d almost forgotten how appealing a conservative haircut and a smoothly shaven face could be. Not to mention the sexiness of a perfectly tailored power suit, the charcoal color interrupted only by a splash of red in the necktie.

         She finally cleared her throat and pushed a few words out. “It is from very early in the artist’s career. How did you know?”

         “She draped the sex organs, as if she wasn’t quite ready to go there.”

         Jess nodded, wondering if she was truly talking about men’s packages with the sexiest freaking man alive. Was this really happening, or was she hallucinating? Had that stupid bartender slipped GHB in her drink? Damn, if she woke up tomorrow with no memory of what happened, and then found videos of herself on YouTube, she would rip him a new one.

         “Even for an early work, though, it’s very good,” he added.

         In case this was real, she decided to go with the conversation. “Yes, I’m happy to have seen it coming together.”

         “You watched the work in progress?”

         “Yes. The model’s a neighbor.”

         He was also an actor. Jess had heard he was talented, but she had no firsthand knowledge. His movies were the kind shown in shady theaters on Santa Monica Boulevard, where the guys in the audience wore trench coats and the only women were looking for customers. But he was a hell of a nice guy, as well as being hilarious at parties.

         “And the artist?”

         “She’s my sister.”

         “You have different last names.”

         Shocked, she spun all the way around and gaped at him. “How do you know?”

         “I asked about you, Jessica.” He didn’t seem at all embarrassed or coy about it; his bluntness was unnerving.

         “Asked whom, Reece?”

         A faint twinkle in the eyes. “Sharon.”

         “You know her?” She was starting to feel like a parrot. “I mean, why would she tell you?”

         Why would you ask?

         “She’s my partner.”

         Confusion dug at her. “Partner…” Then it sank in. “Wait, do you co-own this gallery?”

         “I do.”

         Wow. She’d had no idea, and she would bet Liza hadn’t either.

         Before she could question him again, he elaborated. “Sharon’s also my aunt. She has a good eye, and she likes art. So I supply the money and she does the rest.”

         A silent partner. It made sense. A guy like him couldn’t simply open a business. He was too busy running his movie empire, writing and directing hit film after hit film, achieving the kind of superstardom his fans from his childhood-star years could never have envisioned. He might have had only one Oscar nomination for acting; so far, however, for writing and/or directing, he’d added another three nods and two wins. In under six years. Amazing.

         “I stay out of it, for the most part.” His voice dropped, and a hint of intensity was audible in his tone. “I just show up when there’s something interesting to see.”

         He wasn’t staring at the statue now; he was studying her. Those fascinating brown-gold eyes—a lion’s eyes—swept over her as he assessed her hair, her face, her throat, her lips. Jess’s breath didn’t quite reach her lungs. She got the feeling he was trying to tell her something, as if he’d come here to see her, not Liza’s work, which was crazy since he couldn’t have known she existed until a few minutes ago.

         “And you knew there would be something interesting to see tonight?” she prodded, feeling light-headed. His stare was so captivating, the appreciation in his gaze overwhelming. She was probably fumbling, but she had to know if she’d totally misread him.

         “I knew.”

         He continued to stare, but didn’t smile, nor did he go on. He was cryptic, his speech clipped and deliberate, his mood mysterious. He had sought her out, come over to talk to her, but he wasn’t flirting, and he didn’t appear to be trying to pick her up. As if. Still, his attention was searing, every bit of his focus directed at her. It felt as if they were the only two people here.

         Being the object of Reece Winchester’s unfiltered interest was a feeling unlike any she’d experienced before. It had nothing to do with him being a movie star, or even that he was a drop-dead gorgeous, rich, successful one. There was something magnetic about the man himself. A sort of powerful energy throbbed when he was near, and she found herself completely unable to resist the pull of it.

         He turned on his heel to look at the sculpture again, the abrupt change of mood startling. “I prefer your sister’s female nudes.”

         “You and every other straight dude here.”

         He didn’t laugh, or even acknowledge the comment. “In fact, I’ve already bought one.”

         “Let me guess—you’re the studio hotshot who snapped up Making Love?”

         A slow shake of his head. Right. Left. Center.

         The man was so serious, so darned intense. And she was so far out of her depth, she had no idea how she was still even a part of this conversation.

         “I had my new purchase removed to a private suite upstairs before the opening, and will have it shipped out to my place tomorrow. I didn’t want anyone else seeing it. I wanted it reserved strictly for my own viewing pleasure.”

         Huh. She hadn’t even noticed one missing, and Jess was familiar with all of Liza’s work. Then again, there were sixteen pieces on display, and every display alcove was packed.

         She was curious, though. “Which one was it?”

         “Come. I’ll show you.”

         So much for his own viewing pleasure. She had no idea why he was inviting her, nor did he wait for her to agree to come with him. He simply tried to steer her away by placing his hand on the small of her back to edge her through the crowd.

         A tiny moan escaped her lips. She quivered and almost stumbled.

         Her dress was extremely low cut, front and back. A silky scoop descended to just above her rear. She’d never worn anything like it, mainly because she had never wanted to inflict dreadful boob tape on herself, and there was no way this dress could be worn with a bra. But now she knew the dress was worth the tape, even if she ripped away skin trying to pry it off later. She’d been so worried about the front, and containing her assets, she hadn’t even considered how exposed her lower back would be in the dress. It had never occurred to her to wonder what might happen to her if that oh-so-sensitive spot was on display and practically invited touching.

         Now she knew. Fire happened. Lava and wonder and desire and need happened.

         As his fingertips brushed against her bare spine, his middle finger dipping low, a hot wave of pulsing desire radiated throughout her body, making her shudder involuntarily. There was the faintest contact, the tiniest stroke of skin on skin, but she felt utterly electrified as sparks of heated sensation spiked through her.

         He leaned close to murmur, “Are you all right?”

         She swallowed hard, trying to find her vocal cords. “It’s warm and overcrowded.”

         Understatement. The tiny touch had aroused her to a point of near insanity. She didn’t imagine that was his intention, but he’d succeeded nonetheless.

         “It will be more comfortable upstairs.”

         “Maybe. Or maybe it’ll be a big mistake.”

         He dropped his hand, not urging her, nor trying to lead the way. It was as if he knew Jess was fighting an inner battle between want and wisdom. He even stepped back an inch, touching her only with his magnetic aura, the decision entirely in her hands.

         “It’s your choice. Do you want to come with me, Jessica?”

         Damn. She was not the type who wanted a man to call the shots, but it sure would be easier to justify anything that happened by saying he’d swept her off her feet. But he wasn’t going to let her off so easily. It would have to be her choice.

         Then she reminded herself: nothing’s gonna happen. He was an unusual man, here alone, probably looking to escape the sycophants by engaging someone as equally alone in conversation. That was it. There was nothing personal, nothing sexual, about the invitation, despite the ambiance.

         But his eyes—oh, those eyes—they glowed with something that looked like promise. And, at last, that mouth quirked up the tiniest bit, the sparkle in his eyes accompanying what might, for him, be the beginning of a genuine smile. It was as if he were daring her to give in, to at least go along and see where he might want to take her.

         A wise woman would know her limitations and stick to her own side of the playground. This guy played in a whole different league.

         The hint of a smile tempted her, though.

         She knew Reece wasn’t any of the characters he’d played on the screen; he was a unique person who was good at disappearing into other people’s skin. But she had beheld his gorgeous smile in films, seen the way laugh lines fanned at the corners of his eyes when he was happy. What she was seeing now didn’t come close. She wanted to witness the real thing. Full-throttle warmth and broadly smiling charm from the man himself, not a character he was playing.

         She wanted a real smile directed only at her.

         So while she knew the wise choice would be to say no—two little letters, one small syllable—she found another word coming into her mouth.

         Before she could say it, however, his jaw clenched the tiniest bit. “You decide,” he said, glancing over the crowd toward the front door. “I don’t want to pressure you.”

         Little did he know his hint of a smile had already done the trick.

         Jess had never pictured herself as the Cinderella type. Well, she’d understood the sitting-in-the-ashes, worked-to-death part. Her days in foster care had given her a graphic lesson in playing that role. She’d just never imagined there could be fairy godmothers, gorgeous gowns, and Prince Charmings whisking girls into their happily ever afters. Or at least their happily-upstairs-in-a-private-suite-with-a-movie-stars.

         Hmm. Beth certainly had been her fairy godmother. She was wearing a killer dress. And a Hollywood prince was trying to whisk her away from a big party.

         Shit. Maybe she was freaking Cinderella with Christian Dior as her fairy godmother.

         “So I’ll tell you what. I’ll wait for you by the elevator in the back hallway in ten minutes. If you’re there, I’ll take you up and show you everything you want to see.”

         Oh. He was giving her time to change her mind. In ten minutes, she would certainly come up with a thousand reasons not to go with him. Crap.

         You’re going. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance, and you’re not going to blow it.

         Right. She was so gonna be there. Almost certainly. Definitely probably.

         But something impertinent and unpredictable made her ask, “And if I’m not?”

         He looked down at her. Hesitated. And then said, “If you’re not, I think I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         One minute Reece had been with the most stunning woman here, touching the soft, creamy skin at her back, entranced by her husky voice and the sparkle in her brown eyes, more fascinated with her by the second. The next, he’d spied Rowan at the door and had begun swimming through the crowd, wondering if he’d missed his shot with the redhead.

         As he made his way across the gallery toward his sibling, however, he did feel a hint of pleasure. He and Rowan were close, but their busy schedules meant they didn’t see each other often. Since the house fire two months ago, Reece had moved into a rental place up in the hills—very private, very secluded. He wasn’t doing a lot of traveling, so he didn’t have to leave Cecil B. with Rowan. Normally, he’d like this reunion. But his seventeen-minutes-younger twin definitely had bad timing.

         She’ll be waiting. She had to be. Their chemistry was too strong for her to resist. And if she wasn’t? Well, he’d just have to entice her all over again. Despite what he’d told her about regret, he wasn’t going to let her go without taking another shot.

         “Reece, wait.”

         He paused as someone snagged his sleeve. Surprised, he turned around and saw a middle-aged woman with coarse, gray-streaked hair scooped up on one side and secured with a flower. She looked familiar, and wore a dreamy expression he’d seen on the faces of many women before her. He inwardly flinched, steeling himself for what he knew was coming.

         “It’s been a long time,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

         “Uh…yes.”

         “I’ve missed you.”

         Missed him? Did she even know him? “Look, I…”

         “You don’t remember me.”

         He racked his brain, to no avail. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t.”

         Her hopeful smile tightened. “Of course, why would you remember? We only met twice. Anyway, I need to talk to you. I was hoping we could slip away for a minute. Maybe upstairs?”

         Her suggestion was too much like what he’d asked of Jess a few minutes ago for his comfort. Had she been eavesdropping? Damn, couldn’t he get a single night out without his privacy being invaded?

         “Hey, bro, how’s it going?” Rowan came in to save the day, as he often did when he knew Reece had been cornered by some determined, hopeful fan. “I don’t mean to be rude,” Rowan continued with a friendly smile, “but I haven’t seen my brother in ages, and we have a lot to catch up on. Family stuff. You understand.”

         The stranger’s eyes narrowed, and Reece noticed her fists curling at her sides. So. She was that type of fan. His stomach clenched and he stiffened, knowing she didn’t want an autograph. She had personalized their relationship in her mind. She thought he returned her feelings.

         He knew from experience he couldn’t give her the slightest hint of encouragement. He hated to play the role of shitty ex–movie star, but he knew it was for the best. “If you’d like an autographed photo, you’re welcome to contact my office. We’re online.”

         “I have one,” she snapped before whirling around and stalking away.

         “Gee,” said Rowan. “Was it something I said?”

         “No. I think it was the fact that I have no clue who she is.”

         “Stalker fan?”

         “I sincerely hope not.”

         “You’re just a chick magnet…Eddie.”

         Shaking his head, Reece resisted the impulse to punch his fraternal twin in the jaw.

         “You gonna say thanks for my timely arrival?”

         “It might have been timely in one regard, but definitely not in another.”

         He didn’t mention he’d been about to take a stunning redhead up to the private viewing room. This crowd was filled with people he didn’t know and had no interest in talking to, and people he did know—who interested him even less. He’d wanted to get away, to be with her, and the invitation to come upstairs had seemed like the perfect way to do it.

         Then his brother had come in. No way could he have whisked Jessica out of the gallery and up the elevator without Rowan seeing. And following. Rowan would have enjoyed being the kink in the hose.

         “I told Aunt Sharon I’d be here,” Rowan replied, apparently not noticing he didn’t have Reece’s full attention.

         “She’ll be pleased,” he murmured.

         “Don’t think Raine’s gonna make it, though.”

         Reece wasn’t surprised. Their baby brother, Raine, an ex-soldier and current security company owner, was bodyguarding a dimpled darling of the cinema. Not only was Raine not the art gallery type, but this exhibit wasn’t suitable for an eight-year-old movie starlet. Then again, Rowan, a police detective, wasn’t exactly the art gallery type either. Yet here he was. That said something about how much they loved Aunt Sharon.

         “So, how’s it going, Georgie?” he replied, getting his brother back for calling him Eddie.

         Rowan held up both hands in surrender. “Okay, keep your voice down, we’re even.”

         “We’ll never be even. Georgie is far worse than Eddie.”

         Their birth names had been a dreaded family secret since the kids were old enough to start school and understand firsthand what the word bully meant. Fortunately, with the two of them sticking together, they’d usually managed to come out on top. Until they’d moved to Hollywood, become child actors, and learned the real meaning of the word bully.

         He shook his head, not wanting to think those thoughts. That they weren’t usually on his mind said a lot about how far he’d come. He only wondered if his brothers had, too.

         “Tell me about it,” Rowan said with a heavy sigh. “I guess that’s one thing we’ll always have to thank Mom for…even if Dad will call us by our given names from now until eternity.”

         That was understandable since he was never happy she had them legally changed.

         Reece smiled faintly as he thought of their dad, a hardworking electrician. Reece had stayed with him for a week after the fire, enjoying the time alone with the happy retiree.

         The fact that all the brothers had kept the names their manager/mother had sued to give them when they were kids said a lot about how much they’d disliked the ones they’d been given at birth: Edward, George, and Thomas. Few people knew their birth names. For decades, the world had known them as Reece, Rowan, and Raine Winchester, having watched them grow up on the small screen, and the big one, from the time the twins were seven and Raine just a baby.

         And Rachel, of course. Their older sister, destined for stardom, the teenage drama queen.
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