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Agent Devlin Brady didn’t move a muscle.



He just stared right at me, his face etched in stone, his eyes penetrating. The man scared me and, unreasonably, that made me feel better. This was a hard man. And a man like this could keep me safe—even if my role in the game was to try to protect him.

“Talk to me, Crane,” he said. “I need to know what you’re doing here.”

There was no denying the sharp edge of anger in his voice, and I cringed. “I got a message,” I said. “About Play. Survive. Win. I’m…I guess I’m playing now.” I licked my lips. “And I guess you are, too.”

His face never softened, but I saw a flicker of something cross his eyes. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets as he moved out of the foyer and into the living room. Not knowing what else to do, I followed, silently congratulating myself on only looking back toward the door once. There was no place to run, after all. For an hour now I’d been telling myself that this apartment was safety. Now that I was here, I was clinging to that, and nothing was going to make me change my mind.

Not even Devlin Brady.
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JENNIFER


Jennifer Crane. That’s it. That’s my name. Ever heard of me?

I’m guessing not, which, frankly, sums up my entire problem with my life as it currently stands: I’m not famous. And, as far as I can tell, the fame fairy isn’t going to be anointing me any time soon.

Sucks, doesn’t it?

And what really reeks is that I’m good. I’ve got a voice on me that rivals Julie Andrew’s (and that’s before she had throat surgery).

Actually, you know what? I take that back. I’m pretty sure it’s a grievous sin to compare yourself to Julie Andrews, who is, in my opinion, a goddess of stage and screen. The woman has some serious pipes. But, honestly, I could give Patti LuPone, Joanna Gleason, or Betty Buckley a run for their money any old day.

Which begs the question of why I was currently earning a living (such that it was) as a singing waitress instead of opening on Broadway.

Obviously, the right part hasn’t come along. Or agent. Or director. Or producer.

I don’t think it’s me. Really I don’t.

The thing is, I could be wrong. I try not to think about that, though. Someone once said that success is ninety-eight percent attitude, and I’m definitely staying optimistic. (And never mind that the someone who said that was me. It’s perfectly sound wisdom and, frankly, I trust myself more than I trust anyone else.)

All of which is little more than a backdrop to the reason why I ended up singing Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” despite the fact that I am not a gay male and hadn’t even rehearsed the thing.

It was all Brian’s fault.

He’s a self-proclaimed screaming tenor, has slept with more producers than I’ve auditioned for, and is one of my absolute best friends. We worked together at Ellen’s Stardust Diner for almost two years, until last week when he was hired to replace an actor who’d tripped down the subway stairs and busted his femur all to hell. No kidding. It was like something out of All About Eve, except that Brian hadn’t even been an understudy. Apparently he’d auditioned for the show early on, did reasonably well, and the producer remembered him. The other actor’s broken leg was, literally, Brian’s big break. And he landed himself a minor, but important, role, the bastard. Not that I’m bitter or anything, but talk about luck.

At any rate, the show is called Puck’s Dream, it’s a new musical loosely based on A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Lots of production numbers, lots of effects. Brian’s even featured in two scenes, and in one he actually gets to fly across the stage. From what he tells me, it’s pretty cool, and I’m trying very hard, albeit somewhat unsuccessfully, not to be jealous.

The production was scheduled to premiere at the Belasco Theater in about a week, and Brian’s cousin Felix—aka Fifi for reasons I’m not even going to bother going into—had come in from Los Angeles to help Bri celebrate. Naturally, Brian brought Fifi to the diner. And, just as naturally, he was giving me a hard time. (Brian, that is. Not his cousin.)

“Sweetie,” Brian said, squeezing in beside the condiments, “you’re positively maudlin. You need some serious cheer. After work. Drinks. And I won’t take no for an answer.”

“Are you concerned about me? Or are you just trying to make sure you’re not alone with Fifi?”

“Well, he is a little high maintenance, but you know I love him. And don’t change the subject, anyway.”

I made a face. “You’re not even supposed to be back here anymore.”

“I go where I’m needed,” he said. “And I’m definitely needed here. Look at you! You’re going to bring down the crowd if you go out there like that. What are you planning on singing, anyway? ‘Memory’?”

I scowled because he’d totally pegged me. “Maybe,” I said. I couldn’t help it. I was morose. I’d auditioned that morning for an off-Broadway revival of Carousel, a show I know inside and out, and absolutely love, but I swear I might as well have stood on that stage and farted for all the good my rehearsing did me. I couldn’t even see the producer or the director past the stage lights. All I heard was a cough and then a curt, “Thank you. We’ll be in touch.” And then the stage manager was ushering me off the stage.

Granted, that’s often par for the course in the world of open call auditions, but I’d really expected the director to leap to his feet, race to the stage, and sign me on the spot. Or, if not that, then I’d at least expected a good vibe. As it was, I got zilch. No vibe, no job, no nothing.

“Attitude,” Brian said, tossing my philosophy back in my face. “Remember?” He pointed toward the main part of the restaurant, where rows of booths were filled with people eating mostly bad-for-you food that really is delicious (I gained ten pounds my first month, then put myself on a strict diet that I’ve mostly stuck to ever since). Leslie Danziger was strutting her stuff on the railing that ran between two sets of booths. Her microphone was close enough to swallow, her blond wig was slightly askew, and she was belting out “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” She was clearly having a great time. Obviously, she hadn’t had a crap audition just a few hours before.

“I’m switching you,” Brian said. “Michael’s on after Leslie. And you, my dear, are taking his place.”

“The hell I am.” I turned behind me and found Michael, who I like a lot, but who also happens to be a huge wimp with an equally huge crush on Brian. He just shrugged and blew me a kiss. I knew I was sunk. Done in by two gay men with an agenda.

“Attitude, sweetie. Do you want to be consigned to failure? Do you want to sit and mope? Do you want to let your depression fester inside you and give you ulcers and cold sores? One is not fun and the other is such a bad look for you.”

As a matter of fact, I did want to sulk, but I knew better than to argue with Brian. “Fine. Fine. What is Michael—what am I—singing?”

“‘I Will Survive.’”

“I don’t think so.”

“Sweetie, trust me. You need an attitude adjustment.”

I did need an attitude adjustment, but I wasn’t in the habit of utilizing gay male power anthems to make them. Call me crazy, but my best attitude adjustments come when I’m shopping.

Brian, however, was deaf to my protests. He shoved the microphone into my hand, pressed his palm against my back, signaled to Damien (who runs the sound equipment), and pushed.

Suddenly all eyes in the room were on me, and I could either belt out the tune or stand there looking like an idiot. Since I don’t do idiot well, I sang.

And you know what? I did feel better. Not at first, mind you. At first, I just felt pissed off. At Brian.

But then the words infiltrated my brain. Like Gloria Gaynor, I was strong. I could get along. And, dammit, I was a survivor. Maybe Carousel didn’t want me, but someone would. I’d find an agent. I’d hit the streets. I’d blow away every producer from 41st to 53rd. And by this time next year, my name would splashed across Playbill, and the crowds would be lining up around the block, just like they did for Spamalot. (Hey, a girl can dream.)

In the end, I nailed that tune. I strutted my stuff, flirted with the men, bonded with the women, and threw a final kiss to Fifi. And when the song was over, I turned on my heel, tossed the microphone to Damien, then launched myself at Brian. He spun me around, my poodle skirt flaring in a way that probably lacked a certain level of modesty.

“Better?”

“Totally,” I admitted. I crushed my palms against his cheeks and planted a huge kiss right on his mouth. “You’re a better mood enhancer than Xanax.”

So what if I’d flubbed an audition? There would be others. It wasn’t as if I was dead. The sun would come out tomorrow. I was going to put on a happy face. Nothing was gonna get me down. And a bucket full of other sunshiney clichés.

Bottom line? I was coming out of this a winner.

And nothing—not bad agents or tasteless producers or even rude customers—was going to change that.
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BIRDIE


“Hey, babe. You look thirsty. Can I buy you a drink?” The man sidles closer, the smell of bourbon on his breath and the fire of lust in his eyes. I smile and preen, the skills that had faded during my long years in prison returning swiftly. Just like riding a bicycle, I think, my confidence increasing as his gaze roams over my body, taking in my long legs, bare under my short skirt. Since the three-inch heels of my newly acquired Jimmy Choo sandals shape my calves and raise my ass, I know he likes what he sees. His inspection continues, honing in on my nipples, hard under the soft silk of my Joie tank top. My panties dampen and I squirm a little in surprise. Years ago, this man would have bored me. He, with his blatant lust and unoriginal approach.

My body’s reaction is testament to my need. Five years without a man. Five long years in which I’d gotten myself off to fantasies of freedom, not of a cock.

Freedom. I used to reach for it through steel bars only to have it escape from my grip, a slight brush of air against my fingertips the only hint that there was, in fact, a freedom to find.

And now here I am. Destiny achieved.

I crook my finger and urge the man in closer. He comes quickly, like an eager puppy, and I press my mouth to his, my hand sliding down to cup his cock and his balls. I squeeze, not too hard, but not gentle either. I nip at his lower lip with my teeth. He makes a low sound in his throat, pain mixed with pleasure, and I know I can have him if I want him.

I do. But at the same time, I don’t. As the saying goes, there are many fish in the sea, and the one I catch tonight is the one I intend to fry. “Go,” I say. “You don’t want to fuck with fire.”

He pulls back, the lust in his eyes now cool. I wait a beat, another, then mouth the word again: “Go.”

He leaves, his tail between his legs and his dick limp. I’ve ruined him for the evening, and for that, at least, I feel a tug of proprietary pleasure. I may not have fucked him, but tonight he’s still mine.

Other members of the happy hour cattle call surge around me. The men stare, they lean in, they try to make eye contact. I grant them each a smile. Even after living in a goddamn box, I’ve still got it going on. And now, in the clothes I was born to wear, a drink in my hand and my hair freshly cut, I know I’m hot. More, I know I’m going to get laid tonight. I just have to find the man I’m looking for.

As I survey the room, I notice the women. They’re watching me, their heads bent together, something in their eyes that I assume is jealousy. What else could it be? Certainly, I’m worthy of their envy. But as I watch, I wonder. One of them whispers and the other snickers. One of them sits up straighter, thrusts her breasts out, then does a little shimmy motion. Are they talking about me? I don’t know, but something tells me they are. Fucking bitches. Fucking whores.

I wonder if they’d be so cavalier if they knew who I am?

Probably.

If I’ve learned one thing throughout my professional life, it’s that people are stupid. They believe what they want to believe, ignoring what’s right in front of them if it doesn’t fit neatly into their imagined little world.

Like me, for example.

“You look like a lady with a lot on her mind.”

I turn and look at the stockbroker face that’s talking to me, and I wonder if this man has ever had an interesting thought in his life. Has he ever had a moment of excitement, ever felt a pure sensual rush?

Has he, for example, ever felt the thrill of the kill?

His eyes widen, and I’m sure he has read my thoughts. I smile coldly, and he turns, then pushes through the crowd to get as far away from me as possible.

I watch him go, using the moment to scan the crowd, looking for my quarry. No luck, but it’s early yet, and the profile I have indicates that he comes later, after the men and women looking to hook up have left. He comes to forget, it says, and I have to wonder if he’s forgotten me.

I smile a little at the thought, because the truth is we’ve never met, he and I. But he knew me, so many years ago. Knew my name, knew about my jobs, my network. Even though he’d never once laid eyes on me, he knew enough to help bring me down.

I hate him for that. I’ll hate him until the day he dies. A day that, thanks to a twist of fate and an unknown benefactor, promises to be sooner rather than later.

“Another round?” The bartender stops in front of me, his eye on my now-empty martini glass.

I shake my head. “Water.” I need to stay sharp. Clear.

As the bartender fills a wine glass with sparkling water, I place my handbag on the bar. It holds four things: my gun, my lipstick, a large syringe, and a neatly folded computer printout. It’s the paper I’m interested in right now.

Of all my possessions, it is the only one that matters to me, for this piece of paper holds the key to my rebirth. Only a week ago, I had no prospects upon my release. No plans other than to reenter my profession and hope that the authorities didn’t again track me down. This time around, though, the odds would not be in my favor. I’d already been caught once. I was in the system. I was damaged goods.

Which meant that my client list would be significantly shorter. More important, the eye of the law would be on me for any crime with a similar m.o. A serious detriment to my ability to earn a living, and I’d spent many hours pondering the conundrum.

And then I received the email. As a model prisoner only days away from parole, I’d been blessed with certain perks, including access to the Internet. Of course, certain websites were off-limits, and I had no formal email account, but all those things were only minor inconveniences. Not true obstacles.

By the time the gates opened and I was free to step out onto the street wearing my thrift store jeans and shirt, clutching my shopping bag full of possessions, I had been contacted, had responded, and knew the game that was in play.

A game that would allow me to shine. And would pay me handsomely for doing something I so very much love to do.

I sniff a little, suddenly overwhelmed by the nostalgia. This will be my last job. After my mission is achieved, I’ll be relocating to Switzerland. Not permanently, you understand. Just until I arrange for a waterfront cabana on a remote island. A staff of three, I think. A cook. A housekeeper. And a well-oiled and buff cabana boy to keep me…limber.

I smooth the paper and scan the information that I’ve already committed to memory: Information about the other players in this wonderful little game. I look around again and—suddenly—there he is. Unshaven, rumpled, but with a feral look in his eyes. A man come to drown his sorrows. He’s come for the bourbon, but I intend to convince him to try another remedy—the low, hot pulse of a woman.

I slide off my stool and grab my glass. And then I move across the room, every movement an invitation.

He sees me, and his eyes flash with a heat born of alcohol and lust. I smile, and I know it’s a done deal. First a fuck. And then, later, death.

That’s the point of the game, after all.

Winner take all. And I don’t intend to lose.
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JENNIFER


I spent Sunday afternoon sitting in Starbucks reading the Times, the Post, and Backstage while I sipped a venti mocha and munched on a blueberry scone. I’m tall, a size six or eight depending on the designer, and I maintain my relatively thin thighs and reasonably tight ass through deprivation coupled with binging.

Here’s my rule: I go the entire week on salads and fruit, with a can of tuna (packed in spring water, of course) to give me a little protein. My standard drink is water or black coffee, with one grande skim latte tossed into the mix every morning. Just for the calcium, you understand. Alcohol I don’t worry about (though I should), and if I do binge with a friend or on a date, then a day or two of nothing but Diet Coke, rice cakes, and sugar-free gum puts me back in full diet equilibrium.

With a routine like that, is it any wonder that on Sundays, I go a little wild? A pastry at Starbies and a mocha. With whole milk. It’s just decadent enough to hold me over for an entire week. And I like my system a hell of a lot better than Atkins or Weight Watchers or whatever fad is currently in fashion. My way is tried and true; it’s kept me thin since high school. It may be boring, but it works. And I’m not inclined to meddle with success. Not entirely true, actually. I used to be a size four. But that was back during my pack-a-day years. And while my size four jeans still hang in the back of my closet for nostalgia’s sake, I don’t expect to ever return to those heady days. The ciggies may have kept me thin, but they also did a number on my voice. Plus, there’s that whole cancer thing to worry about.

At any rate, the scones at Starbies are one of my guilty pleasures, and I look forward to my two hours of heaven every Sunday. (Since I don’t bother with the international or financial sections, about two hours is all it takes to plow through my various bits of reading material.)

I’d awakened at my usual time, showered, and arrived at Starbucks shortly before noon. By two I was heading back home, which these days is a tiny studio apartment in midtown Manhattan, walking distance to both my job and the theater district.

My new studio is way smaller than my old place, but what it lacks in square footage it makes up with fresh paint, new carpet, and plumbing that actually transports water in the appropriate direction. It also has decent security—a keyed entrance to the foyer and then another keyed entrance from the foyer to the stairs. Not as ka-ching as having a doorman, but still pretty safe. After what happened to my roommate last year, I’m all about safety.

Which explains why I totally freaked when I stepped onto the sixth-floor landing and saw that my door was cracked open.

Now, I am not one of those idiot girls in horror films who hears the scary noise in the creepy house and decides to run toward it while everyone in the audience is yelling “No! No! Go back! Go back! He’s in there with an ax!!”

So instead of taking a step forward, I spun around and headed back down to the lobby to calmly and rationally dial911. After the cops were on the way I’d have my little paranoid breakdown, thank you very much. Until then, I was playing the role of the coolheaded diva. Totally calm. Totally in charge of my surroundings.

I use an oversized Marc Jacobs tote bag (a gift from the parental units) in lieu of a purse, since I’m always schlepping scripts, paperbacks, and flat-heeled shoes (Manhattan is hell on your feet). I adore the soft leather and classic lines of the bag, but I hate the way my stuff just falls to the bottom. And now, as I trotted down the stairs toward the lobby, I pawed through the detritus, trying to find my phone. My fingers found it about the time I hit the second-floor landing, and I whipped it out triumphantly, unlocked the keypad, and started to dial.

I’d hit the 9 and the 1 and then the phone rang. I stared at it, totally befuddled. I swear, it took me a full minute to realize I had an incoming call. Not the brightest of moments, but there you go.

Since I have no clue how to work my phone, I didn’t know how to get rid of the call so that I could finish dialing the cops. So I answered. It wasn’t like a masked gunman was barreling down on me. In fact, I fully anticipated that the police would find no one in my apartment. They’d also find no stereo, no laptop, no television, no cash. Oh, wait. I didn’t have any cash in the first place…

“I can’t talk,” I snapped. “I need to call—”

“Jenn! Where the hell did you go?”

“Mel?” Now, Melanie Prescott is my best friend and former roommate, and I’m thrilled to talk to her pretty much any time. But not now. Especially when she was talking nonsense.

I pushed through the final door, emerging near the mailboxes. “Listen, I gotta call you back. I think someone broke into my apartment. I need to—”

“I’m in your apartment.”

I stood stupidly for a moment as her words oozed along my cognitive paths.

“Jenn? Did you hear me?”

One synapse fired. “What do you mean, you’re in my apartment?”

“It’s not a difficult concept. I was watching the street from the window and saw you coming. I’m making appletinis for us, so I opened the door for you and went back to the kitchen. But now I’m drinking an appletini all by myself. Which totally begs the question of where the hell are you?”

“Oh.” I felt a little bit foolish. I cast about for an excuse, then noticed Terrence Underhill from 5B coming in through the front door. “I, um, bumped into a neighbor. We started chatting. You know.”

“Cute?”

I gave Mr. Underhill’s octogenarian frame a once-over. “Oh, yeah. A real hottie. Definitely worthy of lobby flirtation.”

“In that case, I forgive you and I won’t drink your ’tini. But get up here, already.”

“On my way.”

I slunk back upstairs feeling like an idiot for totally overreacting. By the time I reached the sixth floor, however, I’d completely changed my attitude. What could Mel have possibly been thinking? This is New York. A kindler and gentler New York, perhaps, but I’ve watched enough Law & Order episodes to know that we’re not safe even in these post-Giuliani kick-a-little-criminal-butt days.

By the time I got inside the apartment, I was in a full-blown snit. “What the heck were you doing leaving the door open like that? I was just about to dial 911. Did you want to spend the afternoon with the cops?”

Mel pressed a drink into my hand. Since I know her well, I could tell she was trying really hard not to laugh.

“What?” I demanded.

“I thought you got held up in the lobby.”

“I did. I—oh,” I finished lamely. So much for my career as a professional liar. “It’s your fault, you know. I come home to an open apartment, and what am I supposed to think?”

“I’m sorry I scared you.”

“It’s my own fault for giving you a key. Why didn’t you call and let me know you were coming?”

“I wanted to surprise you.”

“It worked,” I said dryly. “My pulse is still pounding triple time.” Not entirely true, but I like being in the limelight. It’s a curse.

She nodded at the drink. “Go ahead. You’ll feel better.”

I scowled at the translucent green drink, then took a sip. Okay. She was right. I did feel better. “Have you got more of these?”

“I filled your martini pitcher.”

Back during the days when women stayed home and greeted their men at the door with a cocktail (like Samantha in Bewitched, though why Darrin bothered to hold down a job, I’ll never know), my mom and dad bought a fabulously sleek glass martini pitcher. Tall and skinny, with a long glass stick for stirring, the thing managed to survive not only me and my siblings’ rampages through the living room of our youth, but it also survived a trip to New York (albeit well-packed in bubble wrap and Styrofoam peanuts). That was my mom’s idea. “You’re moving to Manhattan, sweetheart,” she’d said. “I’ve seen Sex and the City. You need the pitcher.” My mom is very cool.

Which has nothing to with anything, really. But the fact that Mel had filled the entire pitcher (which holds about eight drinks total) told me that she was serious about getting shit-faced. I put my diet on hold, mentally planned to eat nothing but water and aspirin tomorrow, and finished my drink.

“So why are you here?” I asked, then immediately got worried. “You and Matthew aren’t—?”

“Stryker’s great,” she assured me, referring to her live-in boyfriend, Matthew Stryker. I think it’s more than a little bizarre that she calls him by his last name, but Mel says she can’t break the habit. Me, I think I’d try a little harder. “We’re great,” she added, a hint of self-satisfaction coloring her voice.

“Yeah?” I glanced at her left hand, then found myself gaping at the solitaire that winked at me, sparkling brilliantly even in my apartment’s crappy lighting.

Mel saw me looking and held her hand out proudly. “He picked it out himself. Awesome, isn’t it?”

“It’s fabulous.” I realized I was standing there like some slackjawed yokel, so I threw my arms around her and gave her a hug, managing to spill her drink in the process. She laughed, we both filled our glasses again, then toasted ourselves, Matthew, men, sex, and alcohol. In that order.

“How’d he do it?”

“The traditional way,” she said, her cheeks flushing pink. “Dinner. Flowers. Down on one knee.”

Mel is a really pretty woman, but she’s also a geek (and I say that in the most loving way possible). Seriously, the woman has a computer for a brain. And although she’s got as much fashion sense (or more) as I do, she’s always approached life from a purely analytical perspective. So to now see her blushing—blushing—about this guy was not only disconcerting, it was absolutely thrilling.

“This is so cool!” I said with genuine enthusiasm. “And your job. You still love your your job, don’t you?”

“Totally.” Mel now works for the NSA—the National Security Agency for idiots like me who originally thought it was a new television network—doing something. I’m not entirely sure what, but I know it has to do with codes and spy-type stuff. Very hush hush. Very John le Carré. And very, very Mel.

I gave her a quick hug. “I’m proud of you. Everything you wanted, you’re totally getting.”

“Thanks.” Her eyes darkened. “Sometimes I think about the price, though…”

I shuddered, then nodded sympathetically. The thing is, Mel probably would never have met Matthew, never gotten the job at the NSA, never have gotten her life off the fast-track to Dullsville, if the unthinkable hadn’t happened. Honestly, I still can’t get my head around the freak show that was her life last summer. I’d been visiting my sister and my new niece, and I’d returned to find that my roommate had been at the center of some maniac’s scheme to kill her.

She’d survived (well, obviously), and she’d even profited—not only had she gotten Matthew out of the deal, but her bank account had been nicely enriched as a result. But the cost had been high.

“Are you doing okay?”

She nodded, and I saw a shadow cross her face before she chased it off with a smile. “I’m doing great. And I’m not here to talk about last year or my personal life or anything else. I’m here to visit you.”

“You came all the way up to New York to visit me?”

“Actually, I came all the way up here to go to a conference and meet with a colleague.”

“NSA stuff?”

Mel shook her head. “No. This one is off the clock.” She avoided my eyes and displayed a rampant fascination with the signed poster from The Producers I have hanging over my sofa.

“PSW,” I said, making it a statement, not a question. PSW is shorthand for Play. Survive. Win, an incredibly popular online game that Mel had played for a while. The game was also the centerpiece of the nightmare that had been Mel’s life—and near death—last summer. And because I’m cast as the overprotective best friend, it bothers me more than a little that, now that she’s safe and the horror is over, Mel can’t seem to just let it go.

PSW (the real game, not the freak show Mel got stuck in) takes place in an elaborate cyberworld with three players: a target, an assassin, and a protector. The players—and there can be an infinite number of games going on at any one time—run around an online version of Manhattan, with the target solving a series of clues. Pretty basic stuff, except that the clues are specifically generated for each target based on the profile that player submitted when he’d first signed up to play the game. So a player who was a nuclear physicist would have a totally different set of clues than a player who was a biker dude. Pretty cool stuff. And I’m not the only one who thinks so. Basically, once PSW went live, everything else out there in the online gaming world looked like sloppy seconds.

The way the game works is that as the target interprets each clue, he gets that much closer to the final prize. All well and good, except that while the target’s busy solving clues, the assassin is busy hunting the target. And the protector’s job is to stand up for the target.

The nature of the clues got PSW noticed, but it was the final prize that really put PSW on the map. Real cash money for the winner, whether that was the assassin or the target. So much money that a lot of folks who would never have played an online game signed up to take a shot. I even tried to play once, but got killed right off. I gave it up then, prize or no prize. I’m not big on computer games, much preferring the real-life drama of a shoe sale over a cyber-fight. But even with my limited experience, I could see why the game was so popular. And the inventor—a geek named Archibald Grimaldi—soon found himself up there in the financial stratosphere, along with Bill Gates and Donald Trump and all those other financial guru guys.

Unfortunately for Grimaldi, he’s not around to spend his money. He died a while back, but his game lives on. It’s still hugely popular. So popular, apparently, that some psycho decided to mimic it in the real world, sending my best friend racing for her life.

Just thinking about it made me antsy, so I got up and topped off my martini. I realized Mel had kept quiet, and I debated whether I should press my point. It wasn’t a long debate; I have a tendency to say whatever’s on my mind. “I’m right, aren’t I? You came up here because you’re still trying to figure out who’s behind the whole thing.”

“It was an online gamers convention. I thought I might—”

“—find someone else who got sucked into your version of the game?”

“Trust me,” she said with a definite edge to her voice, “it wasn’t my version of anything.”

I nodded, immediately guilty for sounding heartless. Chalk it up to the vodka and schnapps. “So, how did it go?” I asked, hesitating just a little over my words.

She glanced sideways at me. “You really want to know?”

Had she nailed me, or what? “It’s just that I think you’re wasting your time and your money. Have you found even one other person who’s gotten sucked into a real-life version of the game?” I didn’t think she had. “You’ve got a great job. A great boyfriend. Maybe it’s time you let it go. You won the game. It’s over.”

She met my eyes dead-on, and I could tell right off that I wasn’t going to like what she had to say.

“We did find another one. The colleague I said I came up here to meet? He’s been helping us for about three months now.”

“Shit. Really?”

“Andrew Garrison,” Mel said. “He’s got a loft over in Tribeca. Nice guy. Got sucked into the game as a protector.”

“His target?”

“Dead.”

I licked my lips.

“Andy took a bullet for him—went right through his abdomen, too. Andy was lucky. The target wasn’t. The second bullet nailed him.”

“How’d this guy find you?”

“One of the feelers we put out. We sent the information to the FBI, but the trail’s gone cold again.”

“Shit.” I was repeating myself, but my brain wasn’t clear enough to find vocabulary words, and shit summed up the situation nicely. “So he’s working with you now?”

“Pretty much,” she said. “He’s a freelance programmer, so his schedule is pretty flexible. When he’s got a big chunk of time, he comes down to D.C. and stays in my guesthouse.” Mel bought a huge place in Maryland after she took the job at the NSA. It’s got a house, a pool, a guesthouse, and an office. The office is where she obsesses about PSW.

“So is he much help?” I asked, trying to sound interested.

“Yeah, I think so. We haven’t uncovered much, but he’s got a good head and he’s good with computers.”

“A geek.”

“Not totally. He can carry on a conversation, he’s cute, and he always starts coffee in the morning.” She cocked her head. “Actually, you should give him a call. He’s nice. You’d like him.”

That point was debatable, but she was already scribbling his number on the back of her business card. She handed it to me, and I tried to look grateful. Ever since Mel hooked up with Matthew, she’s been trying to fix me up, too. Not that I couldn’t use the help, but Andy the Geek didn’t sound like my type.

I took the card, though, then put it on my coffee table. “I’m sorry somebody else got sucked into the game, but I guess it’s good he found you.”

“That’s my point. If Andy found us, others will, too. Enough information from enough sources, and we can shut this game down.”

I nodded. I couldn’t argue with her. And, honestly, I didn’t want to. I hated that she was still living the nightmare every day, but I understood why. “So was the conference any help?”

“Who knows? I go to these things, put the word out. We’ll see if something comes up.” She got up, paced the length of the apartment. “But I’m off the clock now. The conference ended a couple of hours ago, and I’m catching the last shuttle back to D.C. In the meantime, I’m all yours. And I promise I didn’t come here to talk about this stuff. I have another agenda entirely.”

“Excellent.” I moved to the kitchen and got a ’tini refill. “So what do you want to do? Get drunk and talk about men?”

“Appealing, but no.” She snatched up her purse from the coffee table, then dangled it from her finger. “How about get drunk and go shopping?”

See? That’s why Mel and I are such good friends. The woman knows the way to my soul.
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PLAYER REPORT:

REPORT NO. A-0001

Filed By: Birdie

Subject: Status update.

Report:




	Primary subject located and contacted.

	Interaction successful. Subject expressed no knowledge or suspicions relating to mission objective or steps undertaken to achieve same.

	Phase One completed. Microchip in place.

	Game currently proceeding on schedule.

	Rendezvous with secondary subject and implementation of Phase Two scheduled to commence momentarily.



>>>End Report<<
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JENNIFER


“The blonde,” I said to Brian, talking out of the side of my mouth. “The one by the Shu Uemura counter.” Then, “No, no! Don’t look. That’s too obvious!”

“Well, then, sweetie pie, how the hell am I supposed to see her if I can’t look?” No one can pull off a put-upon tone like Brian can, and beside him, Mel laughed. After a second, I laughed too.

“Come on, you guys,” I said, trying to pull myself together. I ran my finger over some eyeliner at the Chanel counter, trying to look like I was focused on shopping. “I’m serious. I think that blonde is scoping me out.”

We were in the basement Beauty Level at Bergdorf’s, checking out the various samples and trying to decide which counter had the best free gift with purchase. Of course, we’d arrived fully loaded, Mel and I having polished off two martinis each before we’d headed out, armed with credit cards.

I’d called Brian from the street, and he’d agreed to join us. He’s always adored Mel and hadn’t seen her since she’d defected from Manhattan to the hurly-burly of Washington. (His words, not mine.) More important, he’d agreed to join us because Fifi was in a snit, and Brian wanted to get out of his apartment. Fifi’s a lot of fun. But, as Brian will be the first to say, he’s best enjoyed in small doses.

He met us in front of Givenchy at 63rd and Madison, where Mel bought two dresses, a pair of shoes, a skirt, and a pair of sunglasses. I’d drooled so much that Mel offered to take pity on me and purchase the haute couture item of my choosing, but I’m lousy at taking charity. That’s one of the reasons I’m making a go of it in New York on my own, with no help from my parents. (Or, very little help. I’m more than willing to accept pricey Christmas and birthday gifts.) My parents may have bucks, but my dad’s stock options can’t buy me a starring role in a musical. And even if he could write a check and get me on Broadway, I’d turn it down. I want to do it myself. And I will. It’s just taking me a while.

Once Brian joined the party, we’d traipsed to Bergdorf’s and headed straight down to the makeup. I never buy makeup without having Brian around. The man can be a pushy little queen, but he’s got more taste in his little finger than most of the women I know. (Case in point: You know those women with pale foundation topped by two inch slashes of cream rouge on their cheeks? Brian once started a petition that would have them all charged with some sort of anti-beautification misdemeanor. It didn’t pass, but his heart was in the right place.)

We’d been discussing the pros and cons of crème versus powder eyeshadow when I’d noticed the blonde. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but there was just something about the way she was watching me from across the room. And when I caught her gaze, she didn’t look away. Just kept her eyes locked on mine.

I was starting to get creeped out enough to leave when she broke eye contact and turned her back to me, apparently fascinated with the display of oil-free moisturizers. She wore a D&G camisole and tight Diesel jeans that looked like she’d purchased them five minutes before. She had the grace and bearing of a model, tall and thin and totally perfect. But that wasn’t what I noticed about her (there are a lot of model types in New York, and they often cluster in the Bergdorf basement). No, it was the tattoo on her left shoulder blade that really caught my eye. A tropical bird, resplendent in a rainbow of colors, his tail feathers trailing down her back and head turned so that one eye seemed to be keeping a lookout.

I stared longer than I should have, something about the woman oddly fascinating to me. But then she turned and aimed a slow smile in my direction, before dividing her attention between me and a display of lipstick samples.

Busted.

I snagged Brian’s sleeve, earning a contemptuous look before I explained the sitch in hushed tones. After reasonably pointing out that he couldn’t analyze the situation without looking at the girl, he managed to shift around until he found a position from which he could take a look at her without being too obvious.

He watched her watching me for a full minute, then turned back to me with a shrug. “So she’s checking you out. She probably thinks you’re hot.” He lifted a brow. “Or are you interested, too?”

“No!” I’ve had my share of girl-crushes, but never like that. I’m totally and completely open-minded when it comes to other people. But as for me, sharing of bodily fluids is strictly limited to the male of the species. Just call it one of my quirks. “Do you really think that’s it?” I whispered.

“Probably. Why?”

I shook my head, something about the woman making me nervous. I guess it was her eyes. Piercing blue and very intense. If this woman was on the prowl, I felt sorry for all the lesbians in the neighborhood. One glance, and I could tell this was a take-no-prisoners kind of lover.

“What’s up?” Mel had been testing lipsticks on the back of her hand, and now she joined us, rubbing a tissue over skin that looked like it had been decorated with war paint.

Brian gave her the Cliffs Notes version of my dilemma, and Mel turned to inspect the woman, whose back was now to us. After a second, Mel shrugged. “I can’t get a good look, but if she’s giving you the creeps, let’s get out of here.”

Since I thought that idea was just nifty, I led the way, with Mel and Brian following. We circled around, then headed up the escalator to the main level. Along the way, we passed the dozens of Swarovski crystals suspended from the ceiling and twinkling in the store’s lighting scheme. That piece is the epitome of Bergdorf’s, all class and light and elegance. It’s supposed to be the northern lights or something, but to me, it’s just fabulous whatever it is.

I turned back once, ostensibly to give one last glance to the crystal sculpture, but really to see if Bird Girl was following. Since I didn’t see her, I led my troops up the escalator, which opened right in front of one little corner of heaven—the Manolo Blahnik shoe display.

I glanced around again, and was pleased to see that my new best friend was still nowhere to be found. Probably testing lip gloss a few floors down. I took five steps forward and paused right in front of the center display. Then I just stood there for a bit and drooled.

I’ve had a thing for Manolo shoes ever since a friend gave me a print of one of his sketches (“him” being Manolo Blahnik, not my friend). The sketch was of this totally off-the-wall shoe that he designed for Madonna. I hung it on my bathroom wall, along with some others I managed to snag on eBay.

Once I had a sketch, I had to own a shoe, too, and let me tell you, if the goal of a fine shoe is to make a woman’s foot look sexy and her leg look stunning, then these shoes do the job in spades. I own three pairs, but only one was bought new. (I got a hundred-dollar tip one night and decided that was a sign. Two days and half my savings account later, and the shoes were mine.) The other two were also eBay finds, and amazing bargains at that. All told, I’ve spent over a grand on those three pairs of shoes. But they were worth every penny, because I wasn’t just buying shoes; I was buying a life change. They’re the best things that ever happened to my legs. Really. Tons better than Pilates or kick-boxing. (Slight exaggeration, but I’m trying to make a point.) And I really do get more attention from the male of the species when I’m wearing them. Trust me. I’ve kept a log.

I’ve been a Manolo fiend since long before Carrie Bradshaw sang their praises on Sex and the City. I haven’t, however, bought a new pair in over eight months. Finances too tight, and I can’t justify asking my mom and dad for money to buy shoes. And although I love each and every shoe in my current footwear collection, the truth is, it’s hopelessly out of season. And even though I’d never completely abandon the precious pairs I’d stored lovingly in my closet, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I was sorely tempted to break out my credit card. Especially for the little aquamarine kitten-heeled thong decorated with flowers on each leather strap.

“Go ahead,” a little devil whispered in my ear. “You know you want to.”

I turned to scowl at the devil—her name was Mel. “I do want to. But I don’t want to turn to a life of crime, and that’s what I’d have to do in order to pay the bill.” For the record, Bergdorf’s isn’t exactly a discount venue for Manolo’s. And as much as I wished it wasn’t, $495 was a little rich for my blood. (Of course, I could be lusting after the $2500 pair of alligator pumps. By comparison, the sandals were practically a steal!)

“You could work a double shift for a couple of weeks and eat at the restaurant. Make extra money, save on food.”

This time, I scowled at Brian. “If I work doubles, I won’t have time to audition.”

“True,” he conceded. “So don’t work extra shifts. Just put it on your Visa and deal with it later. Consider it an installment plan investment.”

“AT&T stock is an investment,” I countered, channeling my father. “And you’re a terrible influence.”

“If you really want them, I could spot you for them,” Mel said.

I licked my lips, sorely tempted. Why not? Mel had started out just as broke as me. But now she could probably buy and sell Mr. Blahnik if she wanted to. (Okay, maybe not. But she could certainly buy out his warehouse.) Buying me a single pair of pumps really wouldn’t be any big deal.

I nearly said yes—I really did—but I couldn’t quite get the word out. I wanted the shoes—a lot more than I’d wanted the Givenchy fix she’d offered up an hour earlier—but I didn’t want the charity. If Mel just happened to wrap up a pair of Manolos for me at Christmas, well, then I’d be rude to complain. But right now, in the middle of March, I just couldn’t bring myself to say yes.

“I’m just looking,” I said.

Mel and Brian exchanged a look.

“Really,” I insisted. “I’ve got my eye on an amazing pair on eBay. By this time next week, I’ll be the proud owner of a brand-new pair of Manolos. Just wait and see.” That was a big fat lie, but at least I was keeping my pride.

Since I was still holding the shoe, I gave it one final stroke, then resisted the temptation to kiss it good-bye before putting it back on the display.

I was just about to move away when I heard the husky voice behind me. “Fabulous, isn’t it?”

I turned, then jumped a little when I found myself face to face with Bird Girl who, apparently, had moved from makeup to shoes the same as me. Close up, she was even more exquisite, and I felt like a total schlub, even though I’d been pretty proud of the outfit I’d pulled together under the influence of appletinis. Still, you couldn’t argue with the facts: I might have the clothes, but Bird Girl owned the attitude.

“Um,” I said, displaying my rapier wit. “It’s a really great shoe.”

Bird Girl held up a finger, immediately commanding the attention of a harried clerk. “I’ll take these,” she said. “Size nine.” No caveat for “if it fits.” No hesitation. Just “I’ll take these.”

I swear, I hated her. Even more when she smiled at me. An icy smile that gave me chills, and seemed to hold more malice than the snooty rich smile I’d come to expect whenever I decided to pose among the fabulously wealthy.

Immediately, I turned away, irritated with myself for being jealous of her looks and her money, and telling myself that at least I had smaller feet. But despite that little bit of bling for my ego, I was still unable to stop the one word that flashed like neon in my head: bitch.
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