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He’ll do anything to have her…including lie.


Charming, deadly, and smart enough to hide it, Christian Harper is a monster dressed in the perfectly tailored suits of a gentleman.


He has little use for morals and even less use for love, but he can’t deny the strange pull he feels toward the woman living just one floor below him.


She’s the object of his darkest desires, the only puzzle he can’t solve. And when the opportunity to get closer to her arises, he breaks his own rules to offer her a deal she can’t refuse.


Every monster has their weakness. She’s his.


His obsession.


His addiction.


His only exception.


**


Sweet, shy, and introverted despite her social media fame, Stella Alonso is a romantic who keeps her heart in a cage.


Between her two jobs, she has little time or desire for a relationship.


But when a threat from her past drives her into the arms—and house—of the most dangerous man she’s ever met, she’s tempted to let herself feel something for the first time in a long time.


Because despite Christian’s cold nature, he makes her feel everything when she’s with him.


Passionate.


Protected.


Truly wanted.


Theirs is a love twisted with secrets and tainted by lies…and when the truths are finally revealed, they could shatter everything.
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STELLA


“STELLA!”


My heart rate sped up. Nothing triggered my fight or flight like the sound of Meredith’s voice.


“Yes?” I hid my trepidation behind a neutral expression.


“I trust you can bring all the items back to the office yourself.” She slipped on her coat and tossed her handbag over her shoulder. “I have a dinner reservation I simply can’t miss.”


“Of—”


She disappeared out the door.


“Course I can,” I finished.


The photographer shot me a sympathetic look, which I answered with a tired shrug. I wasn’t the first magazine assistant who’d suffered under a tyrannical boss, and I wouldn’t be the last.


Once upon a time, working at a fashion magazine would’ve been a dream. Now, after four years at D.C. Style, the reality of the job had dulled any shine the position once held.


By the time I packed up the photoshoot, dropped the items off at the office, and started my walk home, my forehead was slick with sweat and my muscles were well on their way to becoming Jell-O.


The sun had set half an hour ago, and the streetlights cast a hazy orange glow over the snow-packed sidewalks.


The city was under a blizzard warning, but the bad weather wouldn’t kick in until later in the evening. It was also faster for me to walk home than take the Metro, which freaked out whenever there was so much as an inch of snow.


One would think the city would be better prepared considering it snowed every year, but nope. Not D.C.


I shouldn’t look at my phone and walk at the same time, especially given the weather, but I couldn’t help myself.


I pulled up the email I’d received that afternoon and stared at it, waiting for the words to rearrange themselves into something less upsetting, but they never did.


Effective April 1, the cost for a private room at Greenfield Senior Living will increase to $6,500 per month. We apologize in advance for any inconvenience this may cause, but we are confident the changes will result in even higher-quality care for our residents…


The green smoothie I’d downed during lunch sloshed in my stomach.


Inconvenience, they said. Like they weren’t hiking the prices of an assisted living facility by more than twenty percent. Like living, breathing, vulnerable human beings wouldn’t suffer as a result of the new management’s greed.


In, one, two, three. Out, one, two, three.


I tried to let the deep breaths wash away my rising anxiety.


Maura had practically raised me. She was the one person who’d always been there for me, even if she didn’t know who I was now. I couldn’t move to another assisted living facility. Greenfield was the best in the area, and it’d become her home.


None of my friends and family knew I’d been paying for her care. I didn’t want the inevitable questions telling them would raise.


I would just have to find a way to cover the higher costs. Maybe I could take on more partnerships or negotiate higher rates for my blog and Instagram. I had an upcoming dinner with Delamonte in New York, which my manager said was an audition for their brand ambassador position. If I—


“Ms. Alonso.”


The deep, rich voice brushed my skin like black velvet and stopped me in my tracks. A shiver chased its wake, born of equal parts pleasure and warning.


I recognized that voice.


I’d heard it only three times in my life, but that was enough. Like the man who owned it, it was unforgettable.


Wariness flickered in my chest before I doused it. I turned my head, my gaze traveling over powerful winter tires and the sleek, distinctive lines of the black McLaren pulled up beside me before it reached the rolled-down passenger window and the owner in question.


My heart slowed a fraction of a beat.


Dark hair. Whiskey eyes. A face so exquisitely chiseled it could’ve been sculpted by Michelangelo himself.


Christian Harper.


CEO of an elite security company, owner of the Mirage, the building where I lived, and quite possibly the most beautiful, most dangerous man I’d ever met.


I had nothing except instinct to back up the dangerous part of my assessment, but my gut had never steered me wrong.


I inhaled a small breath. Released. And smiled.


“Mr. Harper.” My polite reply was met with dry amusement.


Apparently, only he was allowed to address people by their last names like we all lived in a giant, stuffy boardroom.


Christian’s eyes grazed the snowflakes drifting onto my shoulder before they met mine again.


My heart slowed another fraction of a beat.


Tiny crackles of electricity hummed to life beneath the weight of his gaze, and it took every ounce of willpower not to step back and shake off the strange sensation.


“Gorgeous weather for a walk.” His observation was even drier than his stare.


Heat rushed over the back of my neck. “It’s not that bad.”


It was only then that I noticed the alarming rate with which the snow was thickening. Perhaps the blizzard forecasts had been a little off on their estimate.


“My apartment is only twenty minutes away,” I added to…I didn’t know. Prove that I wasn’t stupid by trekking through the city in a snowstorm, I guess.


In hindsight, perhaps I should’ve taken the Metro.


“The blizzard’s already rolling in, and there are ice patches all over the sidewalks.” Christian rested his forearm on the steering wheel—an action that had no right being as attractive as it was. “I’ll give you a ride.”


He also lived at the Mirage, so it made sense. In fact, his apartment was only a floor above mine.


Still, I shook my head.


The thought of sitting in a confined space with Christian, even for a few minutes, filled me with a strange sense of panic.


“I’m okay. I’m sure you have better things to do than chauffeur me around, and walking clears my head.” The words spilled out in a rush. I didn’t ramble often, but when I did, nothing short of a nuclear blast could stop me. “It’s good exercise, and I need to test out my new snow boots anyway. This is the first time I’ve worn them all season.” Stop talking. “So, as much as I appreciate your offer, I have to politely decline.”


I finished my near incoherent mini speech on a note of breathlessness.


I was getting better at saying no, but I still over-explained myself every time.


“Does that make sense?” I added when Christian remained silent.


An icy gust of wind chose that moment to whip past. It tossed the hood of my coat off my head and burrowed past my layers into my bones, sparking a burst of involuntary shivers.


I’d been sweating bullets in the studio, but now, I was so cold even the memory of warmth was frosted with blue.


“It does.” Christian finally spoke, his tone and expression unreadable.


“Good.” The word shook through my chattering teeth. “Then I’ll let you—”


The soft click of a door unlocking interrupted me.


“Get in the car, Stella.”


I got in the car.


I told myself it was because the temperature had somehow dropped twenty degrees in the space of five minutes, but I knew that was a lie.


It was the sound of my name, in that voice, delivered with such calm authority my body obeyed before I could protest.


For a man I barely knew, he had more power over me than almost anyone else.


Christian pulled away from the curb and turned a dial on the dashboard. A second later, heat blasted from the vents and warmed my frigid skin.


The car smelled like rich leather and expensive spices, and it was eerily clean. No wrappers, no half-empty coffee cups, not even a speck of lint.


I sank deeper into my seat and glanced at the man next to me.


“You always get your way, don’t you?” I asked lightly, trying to dissolve the inexplicable tension blanketing the air.


He slid a brief glance in my direction before refocusing on the road. “Not always.”


Instead of dissolving, the tension thickened and slipped into my veins. Hot and restless, like an ember waiting for a breath of oxygen to fan it to life.


Mission failed.


I turned my head and stared out the windshield, too thrown off by the day’s events to attempt more conversation.


The nerves scaling their way up my chest and into my throat didn’t help.


I was supposed to be the cool, calm one, the one who saw the silver lining in every cloud and remained levelheaded no matter the situation. That was the image I’d projected most of my life because that was what was expected of me as an Alonso.


An Alonso didn’t suffer from anxiety attacks or spend their nights worrying about every little thing that could go wrong the next day.


An Alonso didn’t seek therapy or air their dirty laundry to a stranger.


An Alonso was supposed to be perfect.


I twisted my necklace around my finger until it cut off the circulation.


My parents would probably love Christian. On paper, he was as perfect as they came.


Rich. Good-looking. Well-mannered.


I resented it almost as much as I resented the way he dominated the space around us, his presence pouring into every nook and crevice until it was the only thing I could concentrate on.


I fixed my eyes on road ahead, but my lungs were filled with the scent of his cologne and my skin thrummed with awareness at the way his muscles flexed with each turn of the wheel.


I shouldn’t have gotten in the car.


Besides the warmth, the only upside was that I would get home to my shower and bed sooner. I couldn’t wait—


“The plants are doing well.”


The statement was thrown out so casually and unexpectedly it took me several seconds to realize that 1) someone had broken the silence, and 2) that someone was, in fact, Christian and not a figment of my imagination.


“Excuse me?”


“The plants in my apartment.” He stopped at a red light. “They’re doing well.”


What did that…oh.


Comprehension dawned, followed by a tiny flicker of pride.


“I’m glad.” I gave him a tentative smile now that the conversation was in safe, neutral territory. “They just need a little love and attention to thrive.”


“And water.”


I blinked at his obvious, deadpan statement. “And water.”


The words hung between us for a moment before a laugh broke free from my throat and Christian’s mouth curved into the tiniest of smiles.


The air finally lightened, and the knot in my chest loosened a smidge.


When the light turned green, the powerful rumble of the engine nearly drowned out his next words. “You have a magic touch.”


My cheeks warmed, but I responded with a small shrug. “I like plants.”


“Perfect person for the job, then.”


His plants had been on life support when I took over their care in exchange for keeping my current rent.


After my friend and ex-roommate Jules moved out last month to live with her boyfriend, my options were either get another roommate or move out of the Mirage, and I would rather downgrade my home than live with a stranger.


Christian had already lowered the monthly rent for us when we first toured the apartment and mentioned the regular price was out of our budget, so I’d been shocked when he’d proposed our current arrangement after I brought up the possibility of moving out.


It was a little suspicious, but he was friends with my other friend, Bridget’s husband which made accepting his offer easier. I’d been taking care of his plants for five weeks and nothing terrible had happened. I never even saw him when I went upstairs. I just let myself in, watered the plants, and left.


“How did you know I could do it?” He could’ve proposed any number of tasks—run his errands, do his laundry, clean his house (though he already had a full-time housekeeper). The plant thing was oddly specific.


“I didn’t.” Disinterest and a thread of something imperceptible twined through his voice. “It was a lucky coincidence.”


“You don’t seem like someone who believes in coincidence.”


Christian’s lack of sentimentality bled through in everything he did and wore—the sharp lines of his suit, the calm precision of his words, the cool detachment of his gaze.


They were the traits of someone who worshipped logic, power, and cold, hard pragmatism. Not something as nebulous as coincidence.


For some reason, Christian found that funny. “I believe in it more than you think.”


Intrigue kindled at his self-deprecating tone.


Despite having access to his apartment, I knew maddeningly little about him. His penthouse was a study in flawless design and luxury, but it contained little to no personal affects.


“Care to share?” I tried.


Christian pulled into the Mirage’s private garage and parked in his reserved spot near the back entrance.


No answer.


Then again, I hadn’t expected one.


Christian Harper was a man cloaked in rumors and shadows. Even Bridget didn’t know much about him, only his reputation.


We didn’t speak again as we passed through the entrance and into the lobby.


At six foot three, Christian had a good five inches on me, but I was still tall enough to match his long strides.


Our steps fell into perfect sync against the marble floors.


I’d always been a bit self-conscious about my height, but Christian’s powerful presence wrapped around like me a security blanket, drawing attention away from my Amazonian frame.


“No more walking in a blizzard, Ms. Alonso.” We stopped by the bank of elevators and faced each other. His shadow of a smile returned, all lazy charm and confidence. “I can’t have one of my tenants dying of hypothermia. It would be bad for business.”


Another unexpected laugh rustled my throat. “I’m sure you’ll find someone to replace me in no time.”


I wasn’t sure whether I owed my slight breathlessness to the cold lingering in my lungs or the full impact of standing so close to him.


I wasn’t interested in Christian romantically. I wasn’t interested in anyone romantically; between the magazine and my blog, I didn’t have time to even think about dating.


But that didn’t mean I was immune to his presence.


Something flared bright in those whiskey eyes before it cooled. “Likely not.”


The mild breathlessness transformed into something heavier that strangled my voice.


Every sentence out of his mouth was a code I couldn’t crack, imbued with a hidden meaning only he was privy to while I was left to scramble in the dark.


I’d talked to Christian three times in my life: once when I signed my lease, once in passing at Bridget’s wedding, and once when we discussed my sans-Jules rent situation.


All three times, I’d left more unsettled than before.


What were we talking about again?


It’d been less than a minute since Christian’s response, but that minute had stretched so slow it might as well have been an eternity.


“Christian.”


A deep, slightly accented voice slashed the thread holding our suspended moment aloft.


Time snapped back to its usual cadence, and my breath expelled in one sharp rush before I turned my head.


Tall. Dark hair. Olive skin.


The newcomer wasn’t as classically good-looking as Christian, but he filled out the lines of his Delamonte suit with so much raw masculinity it was difficult to look away.


“I hope I’m not interrupting.” Delamonte Suit flicked a glance in my direction.


I’d never been super attracted to older men, and he had to be in his mid to late thirties, but wow.


“Not at all. You’re right on time.” A hint of irritation hardened Christian’s otherwise smooth reply. He stepped in front of me, blocking me from Delamonte Suit’s view and vice versa.


The other man raised an eyebrow before his mask of indifference fell away to reveal a smirk.


He stepped around Christian, so deliberately it was almost like he was taunting him, and held out his hand. “Dante Russo.”


“Stella Alonso.”


I expected him to shake my hand, but to my surprise, he raised it and brushed his mouth across my knuckles instead.


Coming from anyone else, it would’ve been cheesy, but a tingle of pleasure erupted instead.


Maybe it was the accent. I had a weakness for all things Italian.


“Dante.” Beneath the calm surface of Christian’s voice lay a razored edge that was sharp enough to cut through bone. “We’re late for our meeting.”


Dante appeared unfazed. His hand lingered on mine for an extra second before he released it.


“It was lovely to meet you, Stella. I’m sure I’ll see you around again.” His rich drawl contained a hint of laughter.


I suspected his amusement was directed not at me but toward the man watching us with ice in his eyes.


“Thank you. It was nice meeting you too.” I almost smiled at Dante, but something told me that wouldn’t be a smart move right now. “Have a good night.”


I glanced at Christian. “Good night, Mr. Harper. Thank you for the ride.”


I injected a playful lilt into my voice, hoping the callback to our absurd formality earlier would crack his granite expression.


But it didn’t so much as flicker as he inclined his head. “Good night, Ms. Alonso.”


Okay, then.


I left Christian and Dante in the lobby, the subjects of more than a few admiring stares from passersby, and took the elevator up to my apartment.


I didn’t know what had caused Christian’s sudden mood shift, but I had enough worries of my own without adding his to the mix.


I rifled through the bag, trying to locate my keys among the jumble of makeup, receipts, and hair ties.


I really needed a better way of organizing my bag.


After several minutes of searching, my hand closed around the metal key.


I’d just inserted it into the lock when a familiar chill swept over my skin and raised the hairs on the back of my neck.


My head jerked up.


There was no other sign of life in the hall, but the quiet hum of the heating system suddenly took on an ominous tone.


Memories of typed notes and candid photos turned my breaths shallow before I blinked them away.


Stop being paranoid.


I wasn’t living at an old, unsecured house near campus anymore. I was at the Mirage, one of the most well-guarded residential buildings in D.C., and I hadn’t heard from him in two years.


The chances of him showing up here, of all places, were slim to none.


Nevertheless, urgency broke the spell freezing my limbs in place. I quickly unlocked the front door and shut it behind me. The lights blazed on as I slid the deadbolt in place.


It was only after I checked every room in my apartment and confirmed there was no intruder lurking in my closet or underneath my bed that I was able to relax.


Everything was fine. He wasn’t back, and I was safe.


But despite my self-reassurances, a small part of me couldn’t shake the sense that my gut had been right, and that someone had been watching me in the hall.
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CHRISTIAN


THE LIBRARY DOOR SHUT WITH A QUIET CLICK BEHIND ME.


I crossed the room, my steps slow and deliberate, until I reached the sitting area where Dante had made himself comfortable with a glass of scotch.


A muscle pulsed in my jaw.


If we didn’t have such a long history together, and if I didn’t owe him for the favor he did me, his head would already be shattered on the bar cart near him.


Not only for helping himself to my liquor, but for his less than amusing show in the lobby.


I didn’t like people touching what was mine.


“Lighten that scowl, Harper.” Dante took a lazy sip of his drink. “Otherwise, it’ll freeze that way, and women won’t like your face as much anymore.”


My cold smile told him how little I cared. “Perhaps if you took your own advice, you wouldn’t be sleeping in a different room than your fiancée.”


Satisfaction filled my chest at his narrowed eyes. If Stella was my weakness, Vivian was his.


I wasn’t interested in the ins and outs of their relationship, but it amused me to see him snarl every time I brought up the fiancée he claimed to hate.


I thought I had problems. Dante had two billion dollars’ worth of them.


“Point taken,” he said in a clipped voice. All humor vanished, bringing back the unsmiling asshole I was used to dealing with. “But I didn’t come here to discuss Vivian or Stella, so let’s get to the real issue at hand. When the fuck can I get rid of the painting? The thing’s an eyesore.”


I forced thoughts of dark curls and green eyes aside at the mention of the other enigmatic woman in my life.


Magda, the painting that had been the bane of my existence since it first came into my possession. Not because of what it was but because of what it represented and, up until a year and a half ago, what it contained.


“No one told you to hang it in your gallery.” I walked to the bar and poured myself a drink. Dante, that bastard, hadn’t recapped the bottle of my finest scotch. “You can shove it in the back of your closet for all I care.”


“I pay all that money for Magda only to shove it in the back of my closet? That wouldn’t be suspicious at all.” Sarcasm weighed heavy on his voice.


“You have a problem; I provided a solution.” I gave a careless shrug. “Not my fault you don’t want to take it. And for the record…” I settled on the seat opposite his. “I paid for the painting.”


Secretly, anyway. As far as the public knew, Dante Russo was the proud owner of one of the ugliest pieces of artwork in existence.


He examined me over the top of his glass. “Why do you still care so much about it? You got what you needed from it, and you found your traitor. Just burn the damn thing. After I sell it back to you,” he added. “For appearances’ sake.”


“I have my reasons.”


One, to be exact, but he wouldn’t believe me if I told him.


I couldn’t bear to destroy the painting. It was too embedded in the jagged pieces of my past.


I wasn’t a sentimental person, but there were two areas of my life where my usual pragmatism didn’t apply: Stella and Magda.


Unfortunately for Axel, the ex-employee who’d stolen Magda and pawned it off to Sentinel, my biggest fucking competitor, he hadn’t fallen into the exceptions category.


He’d thought the painting contained highly classified, and therefore highly lucrative, business secrets because that was what I told the few people I’d entrusted to guard it.


Little had they known the painting’s value stemmed from something far more personal and far less useful to them.


I’d dispatched of Axel, waited an appropriate length of time for Sentinel to relax, then fucked with their cyber system enough that it’d wiped millions off their value. Not enough to destroy them, since something of that magnitude could be traced back to me, but enough to send a message.


The idiots running Sentinel were so dense they tried to steal the painting back after they sold it because they thought they could use it as retaliation against me.


They hadn’t found any business secrets in Magda, but they knew it was important to me. They were on the right track; I’d give them that. But they should’ve hired someone other than a second-rate Ohio gang member to do the job.


Sentinel’s attempt to cover up their tracks was so shoddy it was almost insulting.


Now the painting was in Dante’s care, which served a double purpose: I didn’t have to look at it, and no one, not even Sentinel, would dare try and steal from him.


The last person who tried ended up in a three-month coma with two missing fingers, a mangled face, and crushed ribs.


Dante made an impatient noise, but he was smart enough not to press further.


“Fine, but I’m not keeping it forever. It’s ruining my reputation as a collector,” he grumbled.


“Everyone thinks it’s a rare piece of eighteen-century art. You’re fine,” I said dryly.


In reality, the painting had existed for less than two decades.


It was amazing how easy it was to forge “priceless” art and documentation attesting to its authenticity.


“I’ll go blind from looking at that monstrosity every day.” Dante rubbed a thumb across his bottom lip. “Speaking of monstrosities, Madigan was officially booted from Valhalla this morning.”


The atmosphere shifted with the weight of the new topic.


“Good riddance.”


I had no love lost for the oil tycoon currently being sued by half a dozen ex-employees for sexual harassment and assault.


Madigan had always been a slimeball. This was just the first time he’d been held accountable.


The Valhalla Club prided itself on its exclusive, invite-only memberships for the world’s wealthiest and most powerful. A good number of those members, including myself, engaged in less than legal activities.


But even the club had its limits, and it certainly didn’t want to get dragged into the media circus surrounding Madigan’s trial.


I was only surprised they hadn’t exiled him earlier.


Dante and I discussed the trial and business for a while until he excused himself to take a call.


As the CEO of the Russo Group, a luxury goods conglomerate that encompassed over three dozen fashion, beauty, and lifestyle brands, he spent half his waking hours on business calls.


In the absence of conversation, my mind drifted toward a certain brunette.


If my thoughts were chaos, she was my anchor.


They always went back to her.


The memory of her walking down the snow-covered street, her hair tossed wild by the wind and her eyes shining like jade, lingered in my brain. The warmth of her, like a ray of sunshine peeking out after a storm, lingered everywhere else.


I shouldn’t have lowered her rent when she came to see the building, and I damn well shouldn’t have let her keep the rent after Jules moved out. In exchange for taking care of my fucking plants, no less, because a selfless concession on my part would’ve been too suspicious.


I didn’t give a shit about those plants. They were only there because my interior designer insisted they “rounded out the apartment.” But I knew Stella loved plants, and it was better than asking her to file my papers.


Living in the same building as her was the worst kind of distraction, and I had no one except myself to blame.


Twin flames of resentment and frustration burned in my chest. I was weak for Stella Alonso, and I hated it.


I pulled out my phone and almost tapped into a certain social media app before I caught myself. I entered the code for my encrypted mobile network instead.


It wasn’t as powerful as the one that resided on my laptop, but it got the job done in a pinch.


My frustration needed an outlet, and today, John Madigan was the lucky target. I couldn’t think of anyone more deserving.


I pulled up a list of his devices. Phones, computers, even his smart fridge and Bluetooth-enabled alarm clock, plus all their associated accounts.


It took me less than five minutes to find what I was looking for—a video he’d stupidly taken of himself forcing a blowjob on his assistant, and a series of disgusting messages he sent one of his golf buddies after the fact.


I forwarded those to the prosecution using the golf buddy’s email. If they were halfway decent at their job, they could convince the judge it was admissible evidence.


The messages also went to key media outlets, because why not?


Then, just because Madigan’s face annoyed me, I swapped his most valuable stocks for junk ones and donated a significant chunk of his cash to anti-sexual violence organizations.


Tension released from my muscles with each tap of a button.


Cyber sabotage was better than a deep tissue massage.


I pocketed my phone right as Dante reentered the library.


“I have to go back to New York.” He grabbed his jacket from the back of the couch, his face stamped with irritation. “There’s a…personal matter I need to deal with.”


“Sorry to hear that,” I said mildly. “I’ll walk you out.”


I waited until he was halfway out the door before I added, “The personal matter wouldn’t happen to be Vivian’s ex-boyfriend showing up at your house, would it?”


Surprise coasted through his eyes, followed by fury. “What the fuck did you do, Harper?”


“I merely facilitated a reunion between your fiancée and an old friend.” One little text from “Vivian,” and the ex came running. Pathetic, yet useful. “Since you enjoyed fucking with me so much, I figured I’d return the favor. Oh, and Dante?” I paused with my hand on the knob. Dante’s anger was pulsing force in the hall, but he’d get over it. He should’ve known better than to put on that little show in the lobby. “Touch Stella again, and you’ll no longer have a fiancée.”


I slammed the door in his face.


Dante was my first client and an old friend. I didn’t provoke him often.


But like I said, I didn’t like people touching what was mine.


I straightened my shirtsleeves and returned to the library, where my gaze traveled the length of the room until it rested on the giant framed puzzle hanging over the fireplace mantel.


Ten thousand tiny pieces formed a breathtaking rainbow gradient whose lines created a three-dimensional spherical effect.


It had taken me four months to complete it, but it’d been worth it.


Crosswords, jigsaws, ciphers, they all fed my insatiable need for a challenge. Stimulation. Something to brighten up the ennui of a world that was always five steps behind.


The harder the puzzle, the more I craved and dreaded its solution.


There was only one puzzle I hadn’t solved. Yet.


I ran my thumb over the small turquoise ring nestled in my pocket.


Once I did, I could put my disturbing obsession with Stella Alonso behind me once and for all.
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STELLA


STELLA’S JOURNAL


FEBRUARY 25


It’s been three days since I learned Greenfield is raising its prices, and I still haven’t come up with a good solution.


I’ve been searching for another job, but my biggest hope right now is the Delamonte dinner coming up. Brady is convinced it’s an audition for their brand ambassador position and that the deal will be in the mid six figures…IF I get it.


I don’t think I’ve ever wanted a deal as badly as I do this one. Not only would it solve my Greenfield problem—at least for the next calendar year—but Delamonte is a brand I’ve wanted to work with since forever. They’re the first designer brand I ever bought for myself.


Okay, it was a perfume that I bought in high school, but still. I loved that perfume, and I would honestly give up every other partnership I have to work with them.


I just wish I knew what they were looking for so I can plan accordingly. I don’t even know how many other bloggers will be at the dinner or who they invited.


I guess I’ll find out when I get there.


In the meantime…wish me luck. I’ll need it.


DAILY GRATITUDE:


1.Croissants


2.DC-NYC trains


3.Brady (don’t tell him I said this though, or he’ll never stop bragging)


[image: image]


MY TRIP TO NEW YORK WAS A SERIES OF DISASTERS.


I took a train up that Saturday, and when I arrived at the townhouse where the Delamonte dinner was being held, I knew Brady was right. It was an audition.


Besides Delamonte staff, the only people in attendance were bloggers. All with over half a million followers, all with aesthetics that matched the brand’s.


But even though there were six of us at the dinner, Luisa spent the entire cocktail hour gushing over Raya and Adam, the latest darlings of the influencer world and the only couple present.


I could barely get a word in edgewise between her excitement over Raya hitting the one point four million follower mark last week and the pair’s upcoming trip to Paris.


The one time I tried to interject by asking a question about the brand’s new line, Luisa answered with a three-word response before turning back to Raya.


If my parents were here, they would disown me out of sheer disappointment for not living up to the Alonso name and capturing everyone’s attention at the event.


That was disaster number one.


Disaster number two entered after everyone had been seated and appetizers were served.


“Sorry I’m late.” The lazy drawl sent shock fluttering to life in my chest. “Traffic.”


No. There’s no way.


I had a better chance of getting hit by a meteorite than I did running into Christian Harper twice in the same week outside the Mirage. In New York, no less.


But when I looked up, there he was.


Chiseled cheekbones and whiskey eyes, sin and danger all wrapped up in a flawless suit.


My food turned to ash on my tongue. Of all the people I didn’t want to witness me crash and burn, he ranked at the top of the list.


Not because I thought he’d judge me, but because I was afraid he wouldn’t. A near stranger who treated me better than those who were supposed to love me unconditionally.


I wouldn’t be able to bear it.


Luisa stood and greeted him with an effusive hug, but I couldn’t hear much of her introduction over the roar of blood in my ears.


“…CEO of Harper Security…old friend…”


Christian’s expression remained polite, almost disinterested, while Luisa talked, but there was nothing disinterested about the way his eyes held mine.


Dark and knowing, like they could strip away every layer of masks I showed the world and find the broken pieces of the girl hiding inside.


Like they thought the brokenness was beautiful anyway.


Unease burned through me, and I severed the connection with a blink.


He couldn’t have been thinking any of those things.


He didn’t even know me.


Luisa finished what had to be the longest introduction in the history of introductions, but it was only after Christian started walking toward me that I realized there was only one empty seat at the table.


It was next to mine.


Luisa had mentioned it was reserved for another guest. I hadn’t known it would be him.


“Stella.” The deep, smooth timbre of his voice sent a warm shiver down my spine. “This is a pleasant surprise.”


I tightened my hold on my fork and released it in tandem with my exhale.


“Christian.” I couldn’t very well call him Mr. Harper when he used my first name.


It was my first time saying his given name, and the syllables lingered longer on my tongue than expected. Not unpleasant, but far too intimate for my liking.


I resisted the urge to shift in my seat while he stared down at me, his face relaxed but his eyes like hot molten amber as they moved from the top of my head to the dip of my dress.


The scrutiny lasted less than five seconds, yet a trail of fire erupted in its wake.


Cool, calm, collected.


“I didn’t realize you were…” I searched for the right term. “Affiliated with Delamonte.”


That wasn’t the right term, but I didn’t know how else to word it. Everyone at the table was a fashion blogger or a member of the Delamonte team. Christian was noticeably neither of those things.


“I’m not,” he said wryly.


“Secret fashion blogger, then?” I widened my eyes and made my voice intentionally breathless with surprise. “Don’t tell me. Your blog is called…Suits and Whiskey. No? Guns and Roses. Wait, that’s a band.” I tapped my finger against the table. “Ties and—”


“If you’re done…” I didn’t think it was possible, but Christian’s voice turned even drier. “Switch seats with me.”


My tapping stopped. “Why?”


He had a prime seat next to Luisa, who was too busy talking to—who else—Raya on her other side to notice Christian hadn’t taken his seat yet.


“I dislike the corner of the table.”


My stare was one of disbelief. “What do you do if it’s a four-seater?” Then every seat would be at the corner of the table.


Impatience greeted my question.


I sighed and switched seats with him. We were starting to attract attention from the rest of the table, and I didn’t want to make a scene.


I was nervous Luisa would be upset I took her special guest’s seat, but as the night wore on, Christian’s weird quirk turned out quite advantageous for me.


I now had direct access to Luisa, who didn’t seem upset at all and who finally turned to me after Raya excused herself to use the restroom.


“Thank you for coming up to New York. I know it’s a bigger ask of you than the other girls.” Luisa’s cocktail ring glittered beneath the lights as she sipped her drink.


“Of course.” Like anyone would turn down an invite to a private Delamonte dinner. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”


“I’m curious why you don’t move to the city. There are more opportunities here than in D.C. if you want to get into fashion.” She sounded equal parts curious and disapproving, like I was intentionally being obtuse by not seeking greener grass elsewhere.


A cotton ball formed in my throat at the indirect reminder of Maura and what was at stake.


“I want to be close to family.” Maura was like family, so I wasn’t completely lying. “But I’m considering a move soon.”


Also not lying. I was considering a move. I just knew it couldn’t happen anytime soon.


“By the way, congratulations on a wonderful Fashion Week.” I switched subjects to something more relevant. I wasn’t here to talk about my personal life; I was here to land a deal. “I especially loved the pastel dusters.”


Luisa lit up at the mention of the brand’s latest fall/winter collection, and soon, we were deep in conversation about the trends we’d spotted at last week’s New York Fashion Week.


I couldn’t attend in person because of work—only senior editors at D.C. Style, like Meredith, were budgeted to attend NYFW—but I’d caught up on my anticipated shows online.


When Raya returned from the bathroom, her face soured at the sight of me and Luisa chatting animatedly.


I tried my best to ignore her.


Once upon a time, Raya and I had been friends. She’d started her account two years ago and reached out to me for advice. I’d been happy to share what I knew, but after she surpassed me in followers a few months ago, she’d stopped answering my messages. The only contact we had these days was the occasional hello at an event.


Her meteoric rise could be traced directly to her relationship with Adam, who was a big influencer himself in the travel space. When they started dating last year, their content went viral and both their accounts exploded.


There was nothing like cross-promotion and feeding the public’s voyeuristic desire to follow the love lives of strangers.


Meanwhile, I’d been blogging for almost a decade, and my account had been stuck at just shy of nine hundred thousand followers for over a year. It was still a huge audience, and I was grateful for each and every one of them (except the bots and creepy men who treated Instagram like it was a hookup app), but I couldn’t deny the truth.


My social media was stagnating, and I had no clue how to revive it.


I faltered and lost my train of thought in the middle of a sentence.


Raya swooped into the lull like a vulture after prey. “Luisa, I’d love to hear about Delamonte’s fabric archive in Milan,” she said, pulling the CEO’s attention back to her. “Adam and I are visiting Italy this spring, and…”


Frustration bit at my veins as Raya successfully hijacked the conversation.


I opened my mouth to interrupt them. I could see myself doing it in my head, but in real life, the words couldn’t make it past the filter of my lifelong upbringing and social anxiety.


Disaster number three.


To anyone else, Raya’s interruption wouldn’t rise to the level of a disaster, but my brain couldn’t always untangle the difference between a setback and a catastrophe.


“You did well.”


My heart skipped a beat at Christian’s voice before it returned to its normal rhythm. “With?”


“Luisa.” He tilted his head toward the other woman. I hadn’t realized he’d been paying attention to our conversation; he’d been conversing with the guest on his other side the entire time. “She likes you.”


I gave him a doubtful stare. “We talked for five minutes.”


“It only takes one to make an impression.”


“One minute isn’t enough to get to know someone.”


“I didn’t say get to know someone.” Christian brought his wine to his lips, his words relaxed yet perceptive. “I said make an impression.”


“What impression did I make on you?”


The question sparked and hissed like a live wire between us, swallowing enough oxygen to make every breath a struggle.


Christian set his glass down with a precision that pulsed in my veins. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”


Surprise tinged with hurt bloomed in my chest. “That bad?”


From what I remembered, our first meeting had been fairly standard. I’d said a total of two words to him.


“No.” The word was a rough caress against my skin. “That good.”


Warmth suffused my skin.


“Oh.” I swallowed the breathless note in my voice. “Well, in case you were wondering, my first impression of you is that you’re very well-dressed.”


That’d been my second impression. My first impression had actually been that face. So perfectly chiseled and symmetrical it should be stamped inside textbooks as a prime example of the golden ratio.


But I wouldn’t admit that even if Christian put a gun to my head.


If I did, he might think I was flirting with him, and that would open a can of worms I didn’t want to deal with.


“Good to know.” His dry tone returned.


The servers brought out dessert, which he declined with a shake of his head.


I took a bite of layered chocolate cake before I asked, as casually as I could, “How do you know Luisa likes me?”


“I know.”


If this was the way Christian conducted all his conversations, I was surprised no one had tried to stab him in a boardroom yet. Or maybe they’d tried and failed.


“That doesn’t answer my question.”


“Lu, are you coming down to D.C. anytime soon?” he asked, ignoring my pointed response and cutting into Luisa’s conversation with Raya like the other blogger wasn’t even there.


“No plans yet.” Luisa gave him a curious stare. “Why?”


“Stella was telling me about this spot that would be perfect for your menswear shoot.”


I almost choked on a mouthful of cake.


“Really?” Luisa eyed me with renewed interest. “That would be perfect timing. Our location scout has been having the hardest time finding a spot that’s on theme and not overdone. Where is it?”


“It’s…” I scrambled to come up with an answer while silently cursing Christian for putting me on the spot like this.


What place in D.C. makes sense for a menswear shoot?


“You said it was an old warehouse somewhere,” Christian prompted.


Clarity dawned in an instant.


There was an old industrial building on the fringes of the city that I’ve shot at a few times. It was a bustling factory until the 1980s, when the owner moved his headquarters to Philadelphia. In the absence of new owners, the building fell into disrepair and became overgrown with weeds and ivy.


It was a trek to get there, but the contrast of green against old steel provided a striking backdrop for photoshoots, especially luxury ones.


How does Christian know about that?


“Right.” I released a small breath and smiled at Luisa. “It doesn’t have an actual address, but I’m happy to show you or a team member how to get there if that’s something you’re interested in.”


She tapped her nails against the table in thought. “It’s very possible. Do you have sample photos?”


I pulled up some of my old photos and showed them to Luisa, whose eyebrows popped up with approval.


“Oh, those are gorgeous. Can you send them to me? I have to show them to our scout…”


My heart skipped when Luisa gave me her personal cell number so I could text her the link, but when I looked up, the thrill evaporated at the sight of Raya and Adam whispering furiously to each other while casting side glances in my direction.


Anxiety buzzed beneath my skin like a swarm of bees.


Those whispers brought me back to my middle school days when everyone giggled and talked behind their hands when I walked into a room. I’d hit my growth spurt early, and at age thirteen, I’d been tall, skinny, and awkward enough to be an easy target for bullies.


I’ve since grown into my own skin, but the anxiety had never gone away.


“Why don’t you let us in on your joke?” Christian’s casual request masked a dark undertone that wiped the smiles off Raya’s and Adam’s faces. “It must be a good one.”


“We were talking about something personal.” Raya rolled her eyes, but her expression contained a hint of nerves.


“I see. Next time, refrain from doing so at a public event. It’s disrespectful.” The content of Christian’s rebuke was mild, but he delivered it with such vicious contempt Raya’s face flushed crimson.


Instead of defending his girlfriend, Adam stared down at his plate, his own face pale.


The exchange had been so short and held in such low tones the rest of the table was oblivious. Even Luisa didn’t notice; she was too busy texting someone (probably her location scout).


“Thank you,” I said quietly, wishing I was bold enough to call out Raya myself.


“They were annoying me,” was Christian’s detached answer.


Nevertheless, warmth settled in my stomach and stayed with me through the rest of dinner and the end-of-night goodbyes.


By the time I exited the townhouse half an hour later, I felt marginally better about my ambassadorship chances, but it was far from a sure thing. I was still convinced Luisa favored Raya, no matter what Christian said.


Speaking of whom…


I slid a side glance at him as he fell into step with me. I was staying at a boutique hotel not far from Luisa’s place, but I doubted Christian was staying there as well. He probably had his own place in the city; at the very least, he’d stay somewhere like The Carlyle or The Four Seasons, not an eight-room hotel with no designer amenities.


“Are you following me?” I asked lightly as we turned the corner onto a side street.


Christian’s presence dominated the sidewalk, soaking into the shadows and rendering the air around us invincible. So quiet and lethal even the darkness didn’t dare touch him.


There were probably many people who wouldn’t want to encounter him on a dark night, but I’d never felt safer.


“Merely making sure you return to your hotel safe and sound,” he drawled.


“First the car ride the other day, now this. Do you always provide your tenants with such hands-on service?”


A smoky gleam passed through those whiskey eyes and sent heat rushing to my cheeks, but Christian refrained from making the obvious joke.


“No.” Short and simple, delivered with the self-assurance of someone who never had to explain himself.


We walked in silence for another minute before he said, “To answer your earlier question, I know she likes you because I know Luisa. It sounds counterintuitive, but whenever she’s impressed with someone, she puts them on the back burner. She’s more interested in grilling those she’s not sure about.”


I was already so used to his abrupt topic changes I didn’t skip a beat.


“Maybe.” I’ll believe it when I see it, a.k.a. get the deal. “How do you know her so well?”


Luisa was twenty years older than Christian, but that didn’t mean anything. Older women slept with younger men every day. It would explain the way she lit up when she saw him.


A tiny frown creased my forehead for a reason I couldn’t name.


“I’m friends with her nephew. And no, I never slept with her.” A hint of laughter threaded through his voice.


My cheeks blazed hotter, but thankfully, my voice came out cool and even. “Thank you for the information, but I’m not interested in your love life,” I said with a regal tilt of my chin.


“Never said anything about love, Ms. Alonso.”


“Fine, I’m not interested in your sex life.”


“Hmm. That’s a shame.” The hint of laughter intensified.


If he was trying to get a rise out of me, he wouldn’t succeed.


“Only for you,” I said sweetly.


We stopped in front of my hotel. The light from the windows slashed across Christian’s face, casting half of it in shadow. Light and dark.


Two halves of the same coin.


“One more thing.” My breaths formed tiny white puffs in the air. “Why did you show up at dinner tonight?”


It wasn’t to catch up with Luisa; he’d barely spoken to her all night.


A shadow passed through his eyes before it sank beneath the cool amber surface. “I wanted to see someone.”


The words soaked into the pocket of air separating us. I hadn’t realized how close we’d gotten until now.


Leather, spice, and winter. That was all that existed before Christian stepped back and tipped his head toward the hotel entrance. A clear dismissal.


I opened my mouth then closed it before I brushed past him.


It wasn’t until I reached the revolving glass doors that my curiosity overpowered my hesitance.


I turned, half expecting to see Christian already gone, but he remained at the base of the stairs. Dark hair, dark coat, and a face that was somehow even more devastating when partially cloaked in shadow.


“Who did you want to see?”


It was so cold my lungs burned, but still I waited for his answer.


Something amused and dangerous surfaced in his eyes before he turned away. “Good night, Stella.”


The words drifted into my ears after the night had already swallowed him whole.


I exhaled a rough breath and shook off the pinpricks of electricity dotting my skin.


However, thoughts of Christian, Luisa, and even Delamonte vanished when I entered my room, checked my phone, and disaster number four struck.


I’d kept my cell in my purse the entire night because I didn’t want to be that person texting at the dinner table. Luisa had been doing it, but she was the host; she could do whatever she wanted.


Now, I realized my attempt at appearing professional might have backfired, because my screen was littered with missed calls and texts from Meredith. The last one was from twenty minutes ago.


Oh God.


What was wrong? How long had she been trying to reach me?


A dozen possibilities raced through my head as I called her back, my heart in my throat and my palms clammy with sweat.


Maybe the office was on fire, or I’d forgotten to send the Prada bag back to—


“Stella. How nice to finally hear from you.” Her frosty greeting slithered down my spine like the cool skin of a reptile.


“I’m so sorry. I put my phone on silent and just saw—”


“I know where you were at. I saw you in the background of Raya’s Instagram Stories.”


Despite her contempt for bloggers, Meredith followed their social media religiously. Something about competition and staying on top of trends.


I seemed to be the only one who saw the irony in that.


I swallowed hard. “Is something wrong? How can I help?”


Never mind that it was near midnight on a Saturday night. Work-life balance didn’t exist for junior magazine employees.


“There was an issue with next week’s photoshoot, but we figured it out while you were partying,” Meredith said coolly. “We’ll discuss this on Monday. Be in my office at seven-thirty a.m. sharp.”


The line went dead, as did any hope she would let the night’s transgression slide.


I had a sinking feeling come eight o’clock on Monday morning, I would no longer have a job.
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STELLA


“YOU’RE FIRED.”


Two words. Three syllables. I’d mentally prepared myself for them since Saturday night’s fiasco, but they still hit me like a punch in the gut.


Breathe. In, one, two, three. Out, one, two, three.


It didn’t work. Oxygen couldn’t bypass the knot in my throat, and tiny pinpricks of black swam across my vision as I stared at Meredith’s seated figure.


She sipped her coffee and paged through the latest Women’s Wear Daily like she hadn’t reduced my life to rubble in the space of ten seconds.


“Meredith, if I—”


“Don’t.” She raised a manicured hand, her expression bored. “I already know what you’re going to say, and it won’t change my mind. I’ve been watching you and your lack of enthusiasm for a while, Stella, and Saturday night was the last straw.”


The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth from how hard I bit my tongue.


Lack of enthusiasm? Lack of enthusiasm?


I was the first person in and the last person out of the office. I did eighty percent of the work on shoots for a fraction of the credit. I never complained even when she threw the most outrageous requests at me, like getting Chanel to ship a limited edition couture gown to us from Paris with less than twenty-four hours’ notice.


If that was a lack of enthusiasm, I shuddered to think what she considered an appropriate level of dedication.


“Yes, I noticed,” Meredith said, mistaking my silence for agreement. “I admit, you have a good eye for style, but so do a thousand other girls who would kill to be in your position. You clearly don’t want to be here. I see it in your eyes every time I talk to you. Honestly, we shouldn’t have hired you in the first place. Your blog generates enough traffic to be considered a competitor, and our contract forbids our employees from engaging in competitive business practices. The only reason you were hired was because the old editor-in-chief had a soft spot for you.”


Meredith took another sip of coffee. “On Saturday night, it did. You’ll receive an email and official termination paperwork by the end of the day.”


Panic squeezed my lungs at the prospect of losing my job, but I also detected a kernel of something else.


Anger.


Meredith could make all the excuses she wanted, but we both know she’d been dying to fire me for years. She was part of the old guard who didn’t like the changes bloggers were bringing to the industry, and she took out her resentment on me.


Maybe if you treated your employees better, I’d be more enthusiastic. Maybe if you weren’t so insecure, you’d see how my blog could help the magazine, not hurt it. On that note, you should check out the skin tone guide I posted last week because the color of your top does nothing for your complexion.


The uncharacteristic slew of insults rushed to the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them before they spilled out and got me blacklisted in the industry.


All I wanted was to work in fashion and be close to Maura. That was why I’d stayed in the city and got a job at D.C. Style despite my parents’ insistence that I find a job “more befitting an Alonso.”


I gave up a lot of things for other people, but my dream wouldn’t be one of them…unless it was out of my hands and I got fired.


“I understand.” I forced a smile that matched the vise wrapped around my chest in tightness.


“Have your desk cleared out by this afternoon,” Meredith added without looking up from her computer. “There are two boxes waiting for you when you leave. Use those to pack up your things.”


Humiliation washed over my skin as I exited her office and walked to my desk. Everyone knew I’d been fired. Some of them shot me pitying glances; others didn’t hide their smirks.


But none of their reactions compared to what my family’s would be once I told them what happened. They already disapproved of me “wasting” my Thayer University degree on a fashion career. If they found out I’d been fired…


My hands shook before I caught myself and steadied them. I refused to give my coworkers the joy of seeing me sweat as I picked up my boxes and swept out of the office with as much dignity as I could muster.


Everything will be fine. Everything is fine.


My Uber ride home was a blur. I couldn’t stop picturing my parents’ faces when they find out what happened. The disappointment, judgment, and, worse, the silent I told you so’s that would undoubtedly make up half our conversation.


I told you working at a fashion magazine isn’t sustainable.


I told you to stop spending so much time on your blog. It’s a hobby, not a job.


I told you to do something more meaningful with your degree. Become an environmental lawyer like your mom, or at least work for a respectable newspaper.


And that was only one consequence of my firing.


I hadn’t even thought about the impact on my finances or my ability to find another job.


Pressure ballooned in my chest, but I managed to make it back to my apartment before I collapsed.


The cardboard boxes containing my office desk items landed next to me with a thud as I sank onto the living room floor and closed my eyes.


Everything is fine.


Everything is fine.


Everything is fine.


The silent mantra succeeded in calming my shallow breaths.


It wasn’t the end of the world. People got fired every day, and I still had money coming in from my blog and brand collaborations.


Plus, I could sell some of my wardrobe for extra cash. The money I’d receive from that would be pitiful, even for designer items, but it was better than nothing.


Worst came to worst, I could agree to some high-paying partnerships I’d turned down in the past.


I refused to collaborate with brands whose products I didn’t genuinely love, which drove Brady nuts because I was so picky about the clothes I wore and products I used. It significantly hindered my income earning potential, but I would rather earn less and be genuine than shill something I didn’t believe in for a quick check.


Of course, that’d been when I had a full-time salary to supplement my side business.


Everything is fine.


Everything is fine.


Everything is—


The familiar sound of my ringtone dragged me out of my thoughts before I slipped too far down my spiral.


I forced my eyes open and checked the screen.


Brady.


I was tempted to let it go to voicemail, but maybe he had an update on one of my pending collaborations. I would agree to anything paid right now.


Well, almost anything.


“Hello?” My voice came out scratchy and hoarse, but at least I wasn’t crying.


“How’d it go?” A car honked in the background, nearly drowning out Brady’s voice. “You ignored all my calls! Give me the deets, ASAP.”


A migraine blossomed behind my temple. I already regretted picking up. “How did what go?”


“Delamonte.” The duh was implied. “A little birdie confirmed the dinner was an audition, so tell me. Do they love you or do they love you?”


The reminder of Delamonte did nothing to improve my mood. “They love me. Just not as much as Raya.”


No matter what Christian said, I was convinced the Delamonte deal was a lost cause. If I couldn’t keep my job at a small market magazine, how could I be the ambassador for one of the world’s leading fashion brands?


It technically wasn’t a direct correlation, but in my shock-numbed, panicked mind it was.


A short pause followed my statement before Brady exploded. “Are you shitting me? Did you see the boots Raya wore in her latest post? Talk about tacky. That’s not Delamonte’s style at all. You are Delamonte! Your aesthetic is so fucking perfect for them, it’s like they…it’s like they created you in their super-secret lab. Or something.”


“Yes, well, Raya has more followers than me, and she has Adam. It’s like a two-in-one deal.”


I hated wallowing in self-pity, but once I got started, I couldn’t stop.


I’d been trying to reach a million followers for years, and Raya got it done in less than two posting about her new boyfriend and using the tips I gave her.


I didn’t mind sharing what I knew. Life, for the most part, wasn’t a competition. But I would be lying if I said that knowledge didn’t sting a bit.


“She’s only growing so fast because of Adam and vice versa,” Brady grumbled. “I hate to say it, but influencer couples are what’s hot right now. You rarely see individual influencers skyrocket like that. People love following other people’s love lives. It’s sick.”


I mustered a dry laugh. “Too bad I’m not part of a couple.”


D.C.’s dating pool was, for lack of a better word, dismal.


Then again, I no longer had a job taking up my time, so there was that.


I’d tell Brady about D.C. Style later, after I had time to process it myself. Talking about it would make it real, and I could use a little fantasy right now.


He was so quiet I thought the line cut off because Brady was never quiet. A quick check told me that wasn’t the case. I was about to prompt him again when he finally spoke.


“No, but you could be…” he said slowly.


My migraine intensified. “What are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about you getting a boyfriend. Think about it.” His voice pitched higher with excitement. “Your followers have never seen you date someone. You don’t date, right? Imagine if you did. They’d go crazy! And look at all the couple content that’s going viral. People eat that shit up. You’ll be at a million followers in no time! If you hit that milestone, Delamonte will notice. Rumor has it they won’t make a final decision for another few weeks. Trust me. They already love you—I know they do. You just gotta give them a little extra push.”


My jaw unhinged.


“Are you joking? I’m not going to string someone along and date them just so I can get more followers and a brand campaign!”


“Then be honest. Tell them the truth upfront. Find a fake boyfriend. Someone who’ll also have something to gain from this.”


“Another influencer?” I winced at the prospect.


Not that it mattered because there was no way I would do what Brady was suggesting. The idea that I had to get a boyfriend in order to be deemed “interesting” made my skin crawl.


We’d progressed from the days where women couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without their husband’s approval, but the sad truth was, our value was still tied to our ability to “land” a partner, at least in society’s eyes.


The number of times people asked me why I didn’t have a boyfriend yet was proof of that. Like my being single was a problem I needed to solve instead of a choice I’d made. Like my lack of a partner somehow meant I was lacking somehow.


I didn’t have anything against dating. I was happy for my friends who’d found their One, and I’d be open to a relationship if I met the right person.


But I was pretty sure the right person wouldn’t result from a ruse to get more social media followers and further my career.


“Maybe another influencer,” Brady said thoughtfully. “Or someone who’ll benefit from having a beautiful woman on their arm.”


My stomach turned.


“You make it sound so sleazy. No way.” I shook my head. “I don’t have the time or energy for a real or fake relationship.”


“Stella, I’m telling you this as your friend and manager.” His voice was sterner than I’d ever heard it. “You want the Delamonte deal? You want a million followers? You want to show Raya and all the girls out there dying to see you fail that you still have what it takes to stay on top? Then get a boyfriend.”


Brady’s words ran through my mind long after I hung up.


It was the twenty-first century. I shouldn’t have to date someone to stay relevant.


But as much as I hated to admit it, he was right. There was a reason celebrities always magically entered relationships before a big album drop or movie premiere, and why unmarried politicians rarely won campaigns.


I rubbed my temple.


The idea of a fake boyfriend seemed absurd, but was it really that absurd?


If movie stars could “date” someone for publicity, so could I. That I wasn’t a celebrity was irrelevant; the principle was the same.


I can’t believe I’m actually considering this.


I pulled up my Instagram and stared at the number at the top of my profile.


899K. I’d been stuck there for over a year, and it reminded me of where I was going in life—nowhere. Same city, same routine day in and day out.


The lure of a million followers and what it represented dangled in front of me like a sparkling diamond.


Validation. Opportunity. Success.


If I just reach and stretch…


The 899K stared back at me, taunting me.


I knew better than to derive value from my follower count, but that number impacted my income and livelihood.


And I really wanted to see it hit one million.


Maybe it was ego.


Maybe I wanted to prove to everyone, including myself, that the blood, sweat, and tears I’d poured into growing the account hadn’t been in vain.


Or maybe Brady was right, and I needed to shake things up.


Whatever it was, it compelled me enough to exit out of the app and into my contacts list.


I stared at the list of names, my eyes instinctively homing in on the male ones.


I can’t believe I’m considering this.


But I had no job and nothing to lose…except my integrity.


Unfortunately, integrity didn’t pay the bills, and it wasn’t like I was murdering or stealing. It would just be a little white lie to sell the show that was my online presence.


My teeth dug into my bottom lip.


Then, before I could second guess myself, I called the first name that looked good.


“Hey Trent, it’s Stella. I know, it’s been a long time, but I have a question for you…”
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STELLA


I’D OVERESTIMATED THE NUMBER OF STRAIGHT, SINGLE men in my life.


After vetting my contacts, I found three who could potentially fulfill the role of my fake boyfriend, and after two disastrous test dates, that number had dwindled to one.


My first date kept trying to sell me on crypto while the second asked me for a bathroom blowjob in between the entree and dessert.


By the time my third date rolled around, my optimism had dwindled into a dying ember, but I clung to that flickering flame like it was my last hope.


Which it was.


No one knew when Delamonte would make their decision, but it had to be soon. I had a limited time to find a fake boyfriend, throw some couple posts up, and pray it would drag my account out of its slump. When it came to landing competitive brand deals, every little bit helped.


It wasn’t the world’s best or most well-thought-out plan, but it was a plan. No matter how ludicrous it was, it made me feel like I was taking control of my life, and that knowledge—that I wasn’t completely helpless and still had the power to shape my future—was the only thing keeping me afloat at the moment.


“Third time’s the charm.” The words rang with equal parts hope, weariness, and a touch of self-loathing.


I’d thrown myself into the Boyfriend Plan, as Brady called it, because I had no choice, but a part of me flinched every time I thought about what a successful plan would entail.


Deception. Lying. Pretending to be someone I wasn’t.


I’d cultivated close relationships with my followers over the years. Some of them had been with me since I was a college freshman posting grainy photos of my campus looks online.


The thought of betraying that trust made my stomach turn.


However, I couldn’t let Maura down. And, if I were completely honest, I really wanted a million followers.


It was the big milestone. The door that would open a thousand more opportunities and prove that I wasn’t the disappointment my parents thought I was.


My friends thought I had the perfect family, and I’d never told them the truth because it seemed like such a trivial problem. Judgmental families were a dime a dozen.


But that didn’t mean it didn’t sting.


My parents didn’t always voice it, but I saw the disappointment in their eyes every time they looked at me.


I took a deep breath, smoothed a hand over the front of my dress, and checked my reflection in the hallway mirror one last time.


Hair twisted into an elegant knot, earrings that added a touch of glamour, and lipstick that brightened my winter-dulled skin.


Perfect.


I took the elevator downstairs and spent the ride checking my emails for Delamonte updates or responses from the dozen jobs I’d applied to over the past week.


Nothing.


No news was good news, right? Maybe not for the jobs, but at least for Delamonte.


Until I received an email or a press release announcing their next brand ambassador from them, I wouldn’t dwell on negativity. I didn’t want to accidentally manifest losing out on the campaign.


The elevator doors pinged open. I stepped out and ran a thumb over the crystals dangling from my necklace. Rose quartz for luck in love, citrine for general good vibrations.


Here’s hoping they work.


“Hi Stella!” The eager voice pulled my attention to the front desk, where the concierge beamed at me, all shiny teeth and puppy dog eyes from behind the marble counter.


I released my necklace and smiled back. “Hi, Lance. Stuck on the graveyard shift again?”


“That’s what happens when you’re the youngest member on the team.” He heaved an exaggerated sigh before examining me. “You’re all dressed up tonight. Hot date?”


Part of me briefly entertained the idea of asking him to be my fake boyfriend before I dismissed it. That would be too messy for a multitude of reasons, the least of which was the fact he worked in my building.


“Hopefully.” I gave a playful spin, my metallic skirt flaring around my knees. I’d paired it with a fitted black sweater and boots for an elegant but simple first date look. “How do I look?”


“You look beautiful.” There was a wistful note in his voice. “You always—”


He didn’t get a chance to finish before I slammed into a brick wall. I stumbled, my breath whooshing out of my lungs in a painful rush, and I instinctively reached up to steady myself.


Soft wool and masculine heat touched my fingers.


Not a wall, my dazed mind noted.


My eyes traveled up past the peaked lapels of a black suit, the open collar of a crisp white shirt, and the tanned column of a strong, masculine throat before they rested on a beautifully carved face, shadowed with disapproval.


“Ms. Alonso.” Christian’s cool voice sent goosebumps skittering across my skin. There was no trace of the semi-playful dinner partner from New York. “Distracting my staff from their job again?”


Again? I’d never distracted anyone from anything, except maybe the time Lance helped me carry a package to the elevators and the resident behind me in line had to wait an extra two minutes for their own package.


I removed my hand from Christian’s chest. His heat seared so deep I felt it in my bones even when I stepped back and upped the wattage of my smile.


Calm, cool, collected.


“I was making conversation. I wanted Lance’s opinion on something, but since you’re here, I might as well ask you.” I spun again. “What do you think? Is this outfit date-worthy?”


I didn’t even complete my first spin before Christian’s hand closed around my arm.


When I looked up, the shadow of disapproval had morphed into something darker. More dangerous.


Then I blinked and the darkness was gone, replaced by his usual polite impassiveness.


Somehow, that unsettled me even more.


“You’re going on a date.”


Christian had a talent for turning every question into…well, not a question.


“Yes.” An uncharacteristic burst of mischief bloomed inside me. “That’s where you take someone out for dinner, drinks, maybe some hand holding. It might sound like a foreign concept, but you should try it sometime, Mr. Harper. It’ll do you some good.”


Maybe it would loosen him up a little.


For all his charm and wealth, he was wound tighter than the spring of his Audemars Piguet watch. It was evident in the precision of his walk, the set of his shoulders, and the unnatural flawlessness of his appearance.


Not a hair out of place, not a speck of lint on his clothes.


Christian Harper was a man who thrived on controlling everything, including his feelings.


He stared down at me, his jaw so tense I could practically hear his teeth grind. “I don’t hold hands.”


“Fine, no hand holding. Cuddling then, on a bench overlooking the river, followed by some whispered sweet nothings and a goodnight kiss. Doesn’t that sound nice?”


I swallowed a laugh at the way his lip curled. Judging by his expression, my suggestion sounded as nice as being thrown into a vat of bubbling acid.


“You don’t usually date.”


My amusement faded, replaced with a pinprick of annoyance. “You don’t know that. I could’ve gone on a hundred dates since I moved in and you wouldn’t have known.”


“Have you?”


Dammit. I couldn’t lie, not even when every cell in my body urged me to wipe the knowing look from his eyes.


“That’s not the point,” I said. “Maybe it hasn’t been a hundred, but it’s been a few.”


Two, and they were test dates that reminded me why I hated dating. But he didn’t need to know that.


“And where is your date tonight?”


It was an innocent question, but intuition told me to keep the exact location to myself. “A bar.”


“How specific.”


“How none of your business.” I gave him a pointed stare.


Christian’s smile didn’t soften the smooth, bladed edge of his voice. “Have fun on your date, Stella.”


The conversation was over, which was just as well. I was already running late.


But as I left for my date, I couldn’t focus on the man I was about to see.


I was too busy thinking about whiskey eyes and black suits.
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, I WISHED I’D STAYED IN THE LOBBY with Christian because my date was going as well as expected, which was to say, not at all.


Klaus was one of the few male fashion bloggers who lived in D.C., and I’d liked him well enough the few times we chatted at events.


Unfortunately, those chats had been too short for me to realize what became obvious after an extended conversation.


Klaus was a massive, raging douchebag.


“I told them I don’t work for free. I understand it’s a charity, but I am a luxury blogger.” Klaus adjusted his secondhand Rolex. “What part of me screams free posts for cancer awareness? Of course, it’s a great cause,” he added hastily. “But it takes time for me to shoot and post, you know? I even gave them a ten percent discount off my usual fee, but they said no.”


“There’s a reason it’s called charity.” I finished my drink. Two glasses of wine in twenty minutes. A record for me, and a testament to how much I didn’t want to be here. But Klaus was my last hope, and I gave him more leeway than usual. Maybe he meant well but couldn’t express it in the right manner. “They can’t afford to pay thousands of dollars for every post.”


“I didn’t ask them to pay for every post. I asked them to pay me.”


Dear Lord, give me strength.


“I did that campaign for free. It took me less than an hour, and I didn’t die,” I pointed out.


I had a soft spot for charities, and I accepted almost all of those collaborations if the organization was legit. Brady hated it, mainly because they were always unpaid, and he earned nothing from those deals.


Klaus laughed. “Yes, well, that’s the difference between men and women, isn’t it?”


My spine stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means most men ask for what they’re worth and most women don’t.” Klaus’s casual shrug made my eye twitch. “It’s not an insult, merely an observation. But someone’s gotta make less money, right?”


My fingers tightened around the stem of my wineglass.


I suddenly wished it weren’t empty. I’d never been more tempted to throw a drink in someone’s face.


He wasn’t wrong about the whole ask for what they’re worth thing, but his tone was so condescending it overshadowed everything else. Plus, he’d nickel and dimed a cancer charity, of all things.


“Klaus.” My even voice betrayed none of the anger simmering in my blood. “Thank you for the drinks, but we’ve reached the end of our date.”


He stopped fiddling with a stray lock of hair to stare at me. “Excuse me?”


“We’re not compatible, and I don’t want to waste either of our times.”


I would also rather stab my eye out with a Christian Louboutin heel than spend another minute with you, I added silently.


Klaus’s face flushed an angry, mottled red.


“Whatever.” He stood and yanked his coat off the back of his chair. “I only stayed out of pity, anyway. You’re nowhere near as hot as everyone says you are.”


Says the guy who buys followers and uses a fake account to comment how hot you are under your own posts. The retort tingled on the tip of my tongue until my aversion to confrontation squashed it.


If I had a penny for every comeback I kept to myself, I wouldn’t need the Delamonte deal. I would already be a millionaire.


I waited until Klaus stormed out in a cloud of overpowering cologne and indignation before I groaned and buried my face in my hands.


Now that Klaus was off the table, I officially had zero prospects for a decent fake boyfriend.


No fake boyfriend, no follower growth, no Delamonte deal, no money, no care for Maura…


My thoughts ran together in a jumbled stream.


Was there another way to grow my account besides getting a fake boyfriend? Maybe.


Would growing my account fast enough guarantee I get the Delamonte deal? No.


But once my brain latched onto an idea, trying to pry it off was like trying to crack a vault with a toothpick. And with no job and no bites on my resume, I was getting desperate.


The boyfriend idea might’ve made me uneasy, but it’d also offered a glimmer of hope. Now, that glimmer had dulled into an ugly brown tarnish.


I drained my water, hoping it would alleviate the dryness in my throat. All it did was send me into a small coughing fit when it went down the wrong pipe.


“I assume the whispered sweet nothings and goodnight kiss are off the table.”


My skin grew hot at the familiar drawl behind me.


Cool, calm, collected.


I waited for my lungs to fill with air before I responded.


“Once is a coincidence, twice is a pattern.” I turned my head. “What’s three times, Mr. Harper?”


First, the car ride home. Second, the Delamonte dinner. I didn’t count our lobby run-in earlier that night since we lived in the same building, but overall, I’d bumped into Christian a suspicious number of times over the past two weeks.


“Fate.” He slid onto the stool next to mine and nodded at the bartender, who greeted him with a deferential nod of his own and returned less than a minute later with a glass of rich amber liquid. “Or that D.C. is a small city and we have overlapping social circles.”


“You might be able to convince me you believe in coincidence, but you’ll never convince me you believe in fate.”


It was a notion for romantics and dreamers. Christian was neither.


Romantics didn’t look at someone like they wanted to devour them until there was nothing left except ashes and ecstasy. Darkness and submission.


Something hot and unfamiliar coiled in my stomach before the bells above the front door jangled and broke the spell.


“How long have you been here?” I hadn’t noticed his arrival.


“Long enough to see you eyeing those cocktail picks with longing while your date was talking.”


“It wasn’t a bad date. He just had to leave early for…an emergency.” It was a blatant lie, but I didn’t want to admit it’d failed. Not to Christian.


“Yes, it looked positively scintillating.” His voice was drier than a gin martini. “I could tell by the way your eyes glazed over and strayed to your phone every five seconds. The true signs of a woman infatuated.”


Annoyance squeezed my lungs.


Between Klaus and Christian, the nunnery was looking better by the second.


“People say sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”


“But it’s the highest form of intelligence.” Christian’s mouth tugged up at my raised eyebrows. “Oscar Wilde. I know the full quote well.”


Why was I not surprised?


“Don’t let me keep you,” I said pointedly. “I’m sure you have better things to do with your Friday night than drink with the girl who takes care of your plants.”


“I’ll leave after you explain why you looked so unhappy after he left.” Christian settled onto his stool, the picture of relaxed elegance, but his eyes were sharp as he waited for my response. “Somehow, I doubt you were disappointed by his exit.”


I rubbed my thumb over the condensation on my water glass, debating how much to tell him.


“I needed his help with something.” Shame crept into my chest.


“With what?” He was a cobra in a king’s suit, with no patience in sight.


Just say it. “I need a fake boyfriend.”


There. I said it and didn’t die, though embarrassment warmed my neck.


But to his credit, Christian didn’t laugh or chastise me. “Explain.”


Alcohol and desperation had loosened my tongue, so I did. I explained everything—Maura, Delamonte, D.C. Style. I even told him I got fired.


A part of me worried he’d evict me since I no longer had a steady income, but I couldn’t stop the words from pouring out.


The pressure inside me had found a temporary release valve, and I was taking full advantage.


Although my friends knew I’d been fired, they didn’t know I was paying for Maura’s care. No one did except for the Greenfield staff…and now, Christian.


For some reason, telling him felt natural, almost easy. Perhaps because it was easier to share secrets with someone who didn’t know me well and, therefore, would hold less judgment.


When I finished, Christian stared at me with a long, assessing gaze.


The silence stretched so long I worried I’d broken him with the sheer absurdity of my idea.


I tucked a loose curl that had fallen out of my updo behind my ear. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but it could work. Potentially?” Doubt turned my statement into a question.


“It doesn’t sound ridiculous.” Christian set his now-empty glass down. The bartender reappeared in a flash and refilled it. After a weighted glance from Christian, he topped off my drink as well. “In fact, I have a mutually beneficial proposal.”


“I’m not interested in sleeping with you.”


I was desperate, but I wasn’t that desperate. It was one thing to get a fake boyfriend. It was another to sleep with someone for money, even if that someone was rich and gorgeous.


Annoyance passed through Christian’s eyes. “That’s not my proposal,” he said, his voice edged with irritation. “You need money, and I need a…companion who can accompany me to functions. They’re a necessary and, unfortunately, frequent part of my business.”


“So you want arm candy.” Something akin to disappointment settled in my stomach. “I’m sure you could find a date with a snap of your fingers. You don’t need me for that.”


Even now, all the women in the bar were staring at Christian with dazed, dreamy expressions.


“Not just a date, Stella. I want someone who I can actually have a conversation with. Who puts people at ease and who can work a room with me. Someone who doesn’t want more after the date is over.”


I tapped my fingers on the table. “And if I do that…”


Christian smiled. “Let’s make a deal, Ms. Alonso. You agree to be my companion when needed, and I’ll pay for the entirety of Maura’s care.”


My tapping stopped.


Pay for the entirety of Maura’s care?


My first instinct was an enthusiastic, resounding yes. Not having to worry about Greenfield’s bills would take a load off my shoulders.


But the exhilaration lasted only a minute before warning bells clanged between my ears.


If something sounded too good to be true, it probably was.


“Thank you, but I can’t.” The words were painful to say, but they were for the best. “Paying all of Maura’s fees…it’s too much.”


Was it stupid of me to turn down his payment offer when I so desperately needed it? Maybe. Especially when I knew paying for her care wouldn’t put a dent in his wallet? Probably.
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