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Prologue

Winter, 2008

“Couldn’t you just have fired her?” Tristan looked down at the motionless body of yet another of Finola’s personal assistants.

Finola lifted her herbal relaxation mask from her eyes and made a rueful face. “I suppose. But if you had seen what she’d done,” she sighed deeply, “Well, you’d have had a hard time thinking rationally too.”

Tristan, still contemplating the body, raised a dubious eyebrow. “I highly doubt it.”

Finola sighed again. “That’s true. You are so much more judicial than I am.”

Was that what she was going to call it? Tristan would have gone with sane, but tomato/tomahto.

Finola retrieved her crystal champagne flute from the glass end table beside her massage chair. She sipped her Dom Perignon White Gold Jeroboam. A sure sign Finola wasn’t pleased. The champagne always came out when she was feeling stressed. He’d call it petulant, but there was no point in mentioning that to Finola. Best to just let her soothe herself with her $40,000 bottle of bubbly.

“Honestly though, Tristan,” she said once she’d drained her glass and poured herself another, “she was utterly incompetent. I mean, she couldn’t do a single thing right. And it wasn’t like I was asking for the moon. I just expect that when I ask for something to be done, it be done on time.”

Tristan, only half listening, made a sympathetic noise. What the hell was he going to do with this one? Getting a grown woman down from the fifteenth floor of a busy building out to the even busier streets of Manhattan wasn’t easy, even for a demon. Add to it that this one didn’t appear capable of moving on her own two feet—and it was a real pain.

Really, he was the one who deserved the damned champagne.

“I simply asked her to get me the fabrics that an artist in Milan was creating specifically for the Alber Elbaz photoshoot. This was not an unreasonable request.”

“When is the photoshoot?” Tristan asked, considering the white handwoven Persian carpet in Finola’s office. It was big enough to wrap the body in, but Finola would have a conniption that he was using her handmade original flown in directly from Nain, Iran. But then again, this was her doing. He couldn’t help it if her damned rug was another casualty of her temper.

“It’s tomorrow,” Finola said, a hint of peevishness making her tone a little defensive. “I didn’t say it would be easy. But it was absolutely doable.”

Tristan looked from the carpet to the body, then back to the carpet. “What time did you tell her about this absolutely doable feat?”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her wave her hand, “Oh, I don’t know. Probably one-ish.”

His gaze shifted from the rug to the cabinet behind Finola’s desk. That would be heavy all on its own, and with a body in it ... he returned his attention to the carpet—also heavy, but the best bet.

“When is the photoshoot?”

“Eleven,” she answered, topping off her glass again, the golden liquid sparkling, bubbles dancing.

Tristan didn’t feel like dancing. He was furious, but he pushed it aside, remaining cool. Giving in to his own emotions wouldn’t help the situation.

He returned to the body, crouching down to slide his arms under its neck and knees. With only a slight grunt, he hefted it up. Thank Lucifer and his many minions, this one was thin. The last one had been a good twenty-five pounds overweight, which hadn’t helped her with Finola’s wrath and ultimately was a large part (no pun intended) of her ... early retirement.

“You do realize that gave her less than twenty-four hours to get the material for you, don’t you?” he said, his tone breathy as he struggled to carry the body over to the rug.

“Well it can’t be impossible. It could have been flown on the Concorde or something.”

Tristan dropped the body rather unceremoniously onto one side of the carpet. “The Concorde stopped flying about five years ago.”

“Oh,” Finola sighed, clearly weary of their conversation, “well, whatever, she was a terrible assistant.”

She settled back in her lounger, replacing her mask over her eyes. Tristan arranged the body so the limbs were straight, then he lifted the edge of the carpet and started to ease the carpet and body over, rolling the body up like the filling of a jelly roll. A very complicated, costly jelly roll.

Finola lifted the edge of her mask and peered at him. “What are you doing?”

Saving your ass.

“Playing it safe,” he said, with a grunt, shoving with both arms to finish rolling the carpet. “You should really require height and weight to be included on all your employee résumés.”

“You are so right,” she agreed, but not for the reason he wanted the measurements there.

He rose, running his hands down the front of his Armani trousers, smoothing any wrinkles. Ah, there was a metaphor there.

“I quite like that carpet, you know,” Finola said, but then released her mask back over her eyes.

Well, at least she’d accepted that better than he’d expected.

“I’m going to have to go get one of the moving vans to dispose of this,” he told her.

She made a noise of acknowledgment, uninterested acknowledgment. But why would she care? Finola just made the messes; he cleaned them up.

He strode across her office, heading out to get the van and get this done.

“Wait,” Finola said, sitting up, her voice suddenly panicked, “I don’t have a personal assistant.”

“No,” Tristan agreed, his voice wry, “this is true.”

“I need an assistant. I mean, look.” She took off her eye mask and waved it in his direction. “My mask is absolutely cool now. A cool mask is not going to help this wretched headache behind my eyes. I need someone to warm my mask.”

Tristan fought back the urge to roll his eyes. Instead he walked over to the cabinet he had considered using for the body disposal. He opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a thick manila folder. Then he went to Finola and placed it on her lap.

“Pick one.”

She considered the file for a moment, then opened it. She flipped through several of the résumés, scanning them very briefly.

Finally she sighed, and randomly tugged one out of the dozens. “Hire this one.”

She held the page out to him without even glancing at the person’s education, abilities or experience.

“This could be why your assistants never work out,” he said dryly, but accepted the resume.

He raised an eyebrow as he perused the information there, but he walked over to Finola’s desk and picked up her phone. After punching in the numbers, he waited as the phone rang.

Finally, just when he would have hung up, a woman answered, her voice breathless, and heavily laced with a Southern drawl.

Tristan cringed. Not a good start. Finola wasn’t fond of the South. Too hot—ironic, he supposed.

“Hello,” he glanced back to the page in front of him, “I’m trying to reach Annie—Lou,” Lou? Really? “Riddle.”

Oh yeah, this was not going to go well.

The woman on the other end told him that was she.

“My name is Tristan McIntyre and I’m calling from HOT! magazine. I’m pleased to tell you that Ms. Finola White has decided to hire you as her personal assistant.”

Tristan nodded impatiently as Annie Lou thanked him profusely—and lengthily.

“Great,” he said, finally cutting off her sweet, golly-gee gratitude. “We’ll see you tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock sharp.”

Annie Lou Riddle was still drawling away as he hung up the phone.

“Done,” he said.

“You are the best, Tristan.”

Yes, he was. But he didn’t say anything, he just left the office. As he strolled past the large, ultramodern assistant’s desk, he made a note to himself that he had to get rid of all of the last assistant’s personal items that were still there.

Annie Lou Riddle. She had no idea that by accepting this job, she’d just sold her soul to the devil. Literally.
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Annie stared at the receiver still clutched in her hand. The faint dial tone hummed, signifying no one was on the other end of the line, but she still didn’t hang up.

Finola White’s assistant. HOT! magazine. HOT! magazine!

She managed to pull herself together enough to press the OFF button on the cordless phone and drop it back into the receiver. Then with total abandon, she started to hop and dance around the tiny living room, laughing like a madwoman.

HOT! magazine! Finola White!

“Oh my God ... oh my God,” she repeated over and over, still dancing.

Only the pounding from the downstairs neighbor on his ceiling, her floor, made her stop her happy dance. She collapsed onto her worn, circa 1970s tweed couch, still grinning.

This was amazing. Just amazing.

She let her head fall back against her sofa, closing her eyes and still smiling. This couldn’t come at a better time.

When her phone had rung, she’d been in the middle of packing her suitcases to head back to Magnolia, Mississippi, her small hometown where there were no prospects for a woman with degrees in fashion design and journalism. Oh sure, there was a local small-town paper she might work for, if she wanted to write articles on exciting things like the pros and cons of adding a stoplight on Main Street or who got into a fight at Sonny’s Bar and Grill this week.

But she didn’t have to worry about that now. She was officially an employee of HOT! magazine, the number one fashion magazine in the U.S. And not only that, she was going to be personal assistant to Finola White, magazine owner, entrepreneur, fashion icon herself, and one of the most powerful women in the fashion industry.

“Maybe the world,” she said aloud to herself, then giggled.

Amazing.

She opened her eyes and sat up as she heard a key in the door lock. Her smile growing even wider, she jumped up and raced to the door.

“Hey, there,” Annie’s boyfriend, Bobby, said, his blue eyes wide with surprise and confusion to find her waiting for him on the other side of the door. Or maybe it was because she was grinning like a fool. Heaven knew, it had been a long time since either of them had been lighthearted.

She flung herself into his arms, laughing.

“What’s going on?” he asked, once he’d recovered from his astonishment.

“I got a job!” She released him, hopping up and down in her excitement. The downstairs neighbor immediately thumped as if waiting with a broomstick or whatever was handily poised at the hint of the first noise.

Annie didn’t care today; nothing could ruin her joy.

“Really?” Bobby said, a wide smile of his own revealing his gleaming white teeth and the boyish dimples on either side of his perfect lips.

Annie told him how she’d been packing when she’d received that call.

“It was like providence,” she ended with a happy sigh.

Bobby frowned. “Is that a TV show or something?”

Annie laughed. Bobby was beautiful with his thick tawny hair and blue eyes. The all-American boy. And that would take him places, even if he was a little confused at times.

“This could be good for you too,” she said, “You never know, maybe you could get some modeling jobs through the magazine.”

Bobby raised an eyebrow. “I’m an actor.”

“I know,” Annie said automatically, although she suspected he’d do a lot better as a model. His acting was ... painful, at best. But she knew it was his dream and she would certainly support him.

“When do you start?” he asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“Awesome.” He headed to their “kitchen,” a corner of the one room where they had a mini fridge, a hot plate and a microwave. He pulled a package of bologna out of the fridge, curling up a slice and taking a bite.

“We should celebrate,” he said, then popped the rest of the luncheon meat in his mouth.

She laughed and joined him to steal one of the slices. “I think this is going to be the extent of our celebration tonight.”

She raised her bologna in a toast. He smiled and joined her.

“But things are about to change,” she said with excited conviction. “Soon we’ll be able to afford a real celebration.”

This was it. She knew it. Their lives would never be the same.




Chapter One

Three years later ...

“Anna!”

Annie started at Finola’s voice bellowing over the intercom on her desk phone. How it still managed to startle her after all these years was a mystery. Maybe it was more of aPavlov’s dog thing. Whenever Annie heard that demanding voice disguised in a lilting, melodious tone, she knew she was in trouble.

But just like the obedient dog she’d become, Annie jumped up from her huge desk in the reception area outside Finola’s office and hurried through a glass maze to her boss’s office.

She stepped into the office, greeted by Finola’s fluffy white maltipoo, Dippy, who was considerably less obedient than Annie. The dog jumped up and down, and the beast’s surprisingly sharp nails threatened to snag the material of her skirt and make runs in her stockings, but Annie tried not to react. Finola didn’t like anyone to reprimand her pet.

Finola stood in the center of her office, debating between two items in her assistant editor Tristan’s hands. As Annie got closer, she saw her boss was trying to choose between two diamond-encrusted necklaces.

“This one,” she said, pointing to the one that dripped with dozens of perfect, glittering diamonds. Tristan nodded, then turned to return both of the pieces to their blue velvet boxes.

Finola still didn’t acknowledge Annie as she walked behind her ultramodern white desk. Actually, everything in Finola’s office was white, including the woman herself with her alabaster skin and pale, pale blond hair.

And Annie, with her mousy brown hair, simple brown cashmere sweater and tweed pencil skirt, was fully aware that she was like a glaring mole on the façade of Finola’s perfection.

Finola leaned forward to scoop up Dippy, setting the little creature on her lap before she finally looked up at Annie. Immediately a grimace pulled at her ruby-red lips, the only vivid color on her face. Her gray eyes, as light as bleached marble, narrowed as she inspected Annie’s clothes.

“How many times do I have to tell you I do not like brown?”

Annie smoothed her hands down her skirt, not because the expensive garment had any wrinkles but because her palms were sweaty. After three years, this woman still had that effect on her.

“It’s part of the newest Chloé collection,” Annie said softly, even though she knew Finola wouldn’t be impressed. She was rarely impressed with anyone but herself.

“I don’t want to see brown again,” Finola repeated and Annie nodded. You did not cross Finola White. Annie knew that very well.

“I need you to go to the design house and pick up the new spring pieces that will be highlighted in the April issue of the magazine. And as you will see, there is no brown in the collection.”

Annie nodded, not inclined to point out that it was a spring collection, which would be unlikely to feature brown anyway.

“I need those items delivered to the photoshoot on Staten Island. By one.”

Annie glanced at her watch. It was already 11:30. By the time Annie made it to the design warehouse, got the clothing loaded into a cab, then drove to the ferry and made it to Staten Island, even with taxis and traffic on her side and a prompt ferryman, she’d be pushing it. But she didn’t even bother to be amazed. Finola always made impossible demands. Annie suspected the woman sat up at night thinking of tasks that Annie couldn’t help but fail—or at the very least, would send Annie’s blood pressure and stress to dangerously high levels.

Annie didn’t bother to point out the logistics, either. She didn’t have the time. She simply nodded and rushed for the door. Dippy leapt down from Finola’s lap, bouncing and yipping like Satan’s very own purse dog.

Finola’s cultured, beautifully accented and utterly irritating voice called after her. “And bring us back lunch from Raimondi’s.”

Because you don’t have enough stress, Annie muttered silently to herself, not slowing her frantic pace. Fortunately, she didn’t need to waste precious time asking Finola what they wanted from the restaurant or who “us” was. It certainly wasn’t Annie, that was for sure. Finola referred to herself, Tristan ... and Dippy. Finola and Tristan always got the ahi tuna tartare with the Asian salad ... and Dippy liked the goose paté.

But now Annie also knew, even if she got the clothes to the photoshoot on time, the lunch would definitely be late.

There was no pleasing Finola. Annie lived for the woman, and the woman was never happy. At least not with her.

But Annie didn’t let that slow her down. She would do her best, just as she did every day. She stopped at her desk to grab her purse and coat, tugging it on as she zigzagged her way through the busy hallways like a Navy SEAL racing through an obstacle course.

She was relieved to see that the elevator doors were open as she approached, her only thought to make it inside before they slid shut, forcing her to wait, shaving off precious minutes from her nearly impossible time limit.

So she wasn’t even aware of the man still on the elevator, just stepping out as she was rushing in, until she plowed into him, both of them nearly toppling over upon her impact.

Miraculously, the man not only managed to keep his own balance but maintained hers, too. Strong hands curled around her upper arms, steadying her. She got the impression of a broad, hard chest and the scent of something manly. Leather? A rich woodsy scent? Something more subtle underneath that? A distinct, wonderful scent, but one Annie couldn’t put her finger on.

“Whoa there, are you okay?”

Annie’s body further jumped to awareness at the husky, rough tone of the man’s voice. She looked up at him.

Good Lord, this man was beautiful. Not the model type of beautiful Annie had grown oblivious to over the past couple of years. This man’s beauty was tough, masculine, a little gritty. This guy got his hands dirty for a living; he wouldn’t pose pretty in front of a camera.

Not that she was jaded or anything.

The corner of his mouth lifted in mild amusement, and Annie realized she was staring.

“Um, yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just not paying attention to what I’m doing. Sorry.”

“Well, you are clearly in a hurry.”

“I am.”

“Then I will let you get to it.” But his hands lingered on her upper arms, and she could feel his heat all the way through her layers of clothes. Then the elevator bell dinged, snapping them both out of the moment. He bowed his head by way of good-bye and stepped out of the elevator. The door closed, blocking him from her sight.

Annie sagged against the elevator wall, breathing in deeply. For the first time in a long time, her body felt heavy with something aside from stress or exhaustion or worry. She actually felt ...

She frowned, disconcerted. She felt attraction. Maybe even lust.

“Who knew?” she mumbled to herself, then chuckled. She certainly didn’t know she still had the interest for that kind of emotion, much less the energy.

The elevator bobbled to a halt and the doors slid open. Annie forced the rather nice sensation aside. She didn’t have time for arousal. Not unless it was written into her schedule or Finola gave her the okay. And Finola would never concern herself with someone else’s enjoyment.

At the thought of Finola, she got back to her plan of attack for today’s impossible task. First, flagging down a taxi.

She hurried out to the street, praying the taxi gods would be on her side. She stepped off the curb and waved at the first one heading in her direction. It slowed and pulled up beside her.

“Good start,” she mumbled to herself. “Good start.”

She scrambled into the back as quickly as her pencil skirt would allow, giving the driver the address of the design house.

She fell back against the vinyl seat, the scent of stale smoke wafting around her from the tatty material. Sighing, she ignored the unpleasant smell and tried to formulate the best strategy for getting the clothes loaded into the taxi, then the best route to take back through the city. But untypically, her mind wouldn’t stay on task.

Instead, visions of the man from the elevator kept creeping in to distract her. Even the memory of his scent somehow blocked out the smell of the stinky cab. Who was he? Working so closely with Finola and Tristan, Annie met—or at least saw—just about everyone affiliated with the magazine. But she supposed he could be someone new.

God knows, if she had met him, she would remember. Even now, her skin tingled in the places where his hands had grabbed her arms to catch her. And she was in a wool coat and it was January.

He’d definitely made an impression.

But there’s not one single point to thinking about him. Even if you did find him again and he was interested in you, you don’t have a life. Finola White owns you.

And there was still the little matter of Bobby. Their relationship wasn’t exactly a dream, but he was still her boyfriend.

So, stop fantasizing about the rugged, very, very attractive man from the elevator and start concentrating on how you are not going to incur Finola’s wrath.

Like the good little servant she’d become, she pulled out her smartphone and checked the time. No messages. That was a relief, but she could see time was ticking by. Quickly.

Focus. Focus.

She leaned forward. “Could you drive a little faster, please?”

“Ms. White will be right with you, if you’d like to have a seat.”

Nick Rossi stopped surveying the lobby to look at the blond receptionist. Her smile widened invitingly, and though she gestured toward the sitting area, he didn’t think a seat was all her smile was offering.

But he only accepted that, wandering over to the waiting area, taking a seat in one of the red velvet chairs that looked like something straight off the set of a Tim Burton movie. He sank into the overstuffed cushion, feeling a bit childish, like he was at a mad hatter’s tea party or something.

He glanced back over at the receptionist. She smiled again, and apparently she didn’t think he looked quite so ridiculous. He smiled back, but reached for one of the magazines on the glass table in front of him.

HOT! magazine, of course.

He only glanced at the pages as he surreptitiously watched and listened to the receptionist. She answered several calls, directing them to the appropriate people. Several other HOT! employees came and went through the large double doors at the end of the lobby. All of it seemed like the typical comings and goings of any business.

Not that he expected anything different. It was hardly as if anyone would be doing something illicit right out in the open in the middle of the workday. But Nick felt very certain nefarious things were happening at HOT! magazine.

The elevator chimed, and Nick straightened in his huge chair, the magazine forgotten completely.

An elderly man pushing a mail cart ambled out. Nick frowned as a feeling akin to disappointment caused a slight drop in his stomach.

Who was he expecting? Of course he knew he wasn’t expecting anyone. He was hoping. He was hoping it would be the woman with big, stormy gray eyes and brown hair pulled back into a tight little bun.

He frowned, letting his attention drift away from his surroundings and back to her. What had it been about that woman? She’d been pretty enough, but really there hadn’t been anything particularly unusual about her. Of course, his dick had had a totally different opinion about that. As soon as he’d touched her, his body had reacted. He couldn’t recall that happening in years. That kind of instant attraction.

It’s because you never get laid, dumb ass.

He worked most of the time. Maybe his libido was finally realizing the lack of attention.

Hardly rocket science, Rossi.

He glanced back to the receptionist, who still wasn’t attempting to hide the fact she was watching him. She smiled, definitely giving him another silent invitation.

Maybe he should take the offer that was clear in her gray-blue eyes. She was beautiful, in that tanned, manicured, my-boobs-are-so-damned-perky-they-could-stand-up-and-do-a-cheer sort of way.

She could be amusing. But something about her caused a prickle across the back of his neck. And not a good prickle. It was a sensation he’d come to think of as his “cop sense.” And this woman tripped it. He couldn’t imagine why. She hardly seemed like the type who could be the mastermind behind what seemed to be going on here. But still, he got the feeling something wasn’t quite right about her.

He shifted, the prickling sensation actually making him uncomfortable, and just when he would have stood up to shake off the strange feeling, a movement beyond the blonde pulled his attention away from her. Nick realized that the older mailroom clerk was staring at him. But when the man saw that Nick had noticed, he immediately turned his attention toward organizing his mail cart.

Nick narrowed his eyes, considering the man. Something was odd about him too, although he didn’t get that same strange vibe from the man as he had from the receptionist. In fact, that prickly feeling abated as soon as Nick turned his attention to the mail clerk.

Then after a few seconds, Nick recognized what he found out of place about the man. He was old.

So far Nick hadn’t seen anyone in the office who was older than their early thirties. This man was much older, stooped a little, his face weathered, his hands slightly gnarled.

Nick certainly hadn’t seen all the employees of the magazine, but he got the distinct feeling this guy was an anomaly. Finola White was a woman who venerated youth and beauty. The older man didn’t exactly fit that image, but then again he was just a lowly mailroom clerk.

The old man’s gaze met his again, just for a second, but though his eyes were hazed with old age, Nick got the feeling the old guy didn’t miss much.

The old man intrigued him, even though Nick wasn’t exactly sure why.

Nick watched him until he finished messing with his cart and disappeared through the double doors into the magazine’s main offices.

Nick rose, deciding to ask the receptionist a few questions about the old guy, when the double door opened again. A tall man dressed in an expensive black suit with a bright bluish-green shirt underneath. What was the color called? Teal maybe.

Nick supposed if he was going to describe a man as elegant, it would be this guy. As he walked toward Nick, the red recessed lighting that highlighted the walls glinted off his polished, alligator-skin oxfords.

Nick glanced down at his scuffed leather boots. Yeah, this was a different world.

The man stopped in front of him. And the first word that came to Nick’s mind was vampire. He was reminded of Dracula from the old movies—of course, this guy was an updated version, with a trendy haircut and designer clothing—but the pale skin and eerie, unreadable eyes were just the same as the classic movie monster’s.

His neck prickled, and Nick disliked the other man instantly.

But when the man offered his pale, long-fingered hand to him, Nick didn’t hesitate to accept it. His palm was cool and his grip surprisingly strong. Again the thought of vampires popped into Nick’s mind. Nick scoffed silently at himself. He never liked those silly monster movies. He saw plenty of real-life horror, inflicted by real people, so he didn’t find much appeal in imaginary monsters.

But for just a moment, a memory flashed in his mind. A snippet of memory he’d told himself couldn’t be real and one that he’d forcibly learned to repress.

Because it’s not real, Rossi. It’s just some figment of your imagination.

“My name is Tristan McIntyre,” the man said, his deep, cultured voice driving out the rest of the memory. “I’ll bring you back to speak to Ms. White.”

Nick nodded. “Nick Rossi, nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Tristan looked composedly affable, but Nick was certain neither actually meant what they said. Nick followed the man as he pushed open one of the huge doors that led into the inner sanctum of the HOT! offices.

Stepping through that door was like falling down the rabbit hole, at least for a guy like Nick. The whole place was abuzz with eclectic people in equally eclectic attire. It was surreal even to someone who had seen plenty.

The red lighting and strange, oversized yet modern furniture followed from the lobby into the offices and it was actually hard to decide where to look first.

“So you are a detective?” Tristan asked over his shoulder as he led Nick down a cavernous, glowing red hallway. “What brings you here today? Nothing unpleasant, I hope.”

Nick stopped peering around him.

“Um—” he inwardly cringed at his confused reaction, but it took him a moment to rally his overwhelmed senses. “There’s no need to go into it twice. I’ll explain once we reach Ms. White.”

Tristan smiled back at Nick, revealing white, surprisingly even teeth. No fangs like Nick had suspected. “Well, how very succinct of you.”

They reached a different section of the offices. A group of rooms sectioned off by glass walls. The effect was even more disorienting than the outer offices. Nick felt as if they were now entering a carnival funhouse.

The red lighting was now gone and the whiteness of their surroundings was almost blinding. Nick followed Tristan, looking through the glass at what was obviously a boardroom with a long glass table. Past that, more offices. And farther beyond that, a huge office that seemed to glow in its whiteness.

He realized that was where they were going and as he looked more carefully, he realized he could finally see a woman who was obviously Finola White seated at a glossy white desk. Even with the glass walls, the maze design somehow kept her office private until you were very close to it, like some odd chrysalis keeping her hidden in its translucent shell.

But now that he could finally see her, she was every bit as striking as her photos in the newspapers and magazines. Her skin and hair were so pale, she almost disappeared amid all the white of her office.

They continued down another hallway, and again Nick had that funhouse feeling. He could see where he wanted to go, but couldn’t quite seem to get there.

“Ms. White is waiting to see you.”

Nick didn’t respond. After all, he could see her through the crazy glass walls.

Finally they navigated the maze, and Tristan rapped on the glass door. Finola White straightened as if she hadn’t noticed them at all.

She smiled and waved for them to enter.

Tristan held open the door for him to enter first. Nick stepped into the room and approached the desk, again struck by how fair she was, as if dressed up in a costume.

Surely she must be albino, except Nick suspected albinos had more color than this woman. Even the irises of her eyes were a pale, pale gray, just a shade or two lighter than the whites of her eyes. Only her lips held any color and they were red. Bloodred.

Yet, despite her odd coloring, she was truly beautiful, like a classical artist’s sculpture come to life.

To Nick’s astonishment, a growl came from her, low and menacing.

“Oh, you silly baby,” she then crooned and Nick realized that the rumble didn’t come from the fashion icon, but the small fuzzy dog on her lap. The small beast’s white fur blended almost completely with Finola’s white skin and suit.

“Ignore him,” she said, baring teeth as white as the rest of her. The wide smile looked far more predatory than her lapdog’s snarl. “Dippy is my delicious new pet, and he’s still getting settled in.”

She didn’t break eye contact with Nick, nor did that hungry smile slip, as she lifted the puppy up to nuzzle its fur against her cheek.

Nick found the action oddly unsettling. Even the dog looked a little uncomfortable.

But finally she lowered the animal back to her lap and said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Finola White.”

Nick stepped forward to accept her extended hand, her fingers long and delicate against his—and as icy as her coloring.

“I’m Detective Nick Rossi.”

“A detective?” She tilted her head, clearly intrigued, as her pale, pale gray eyes roamed over him. “Please have a seat and share with me why you are with us today. I’m very curious.”




Chapter Two

Her gaze continued to move over him, intense and aware, as he took a seat in a white velvet chair. He was relieved that piece of furniture had more normal dimensions than the ones out in the lobby and his feet didn’t threaten to swing off the ground when he sat. He already felt at a disadvantage in this world without the furniture being as unusual as the people themselves.

“So Detective, please tell me what brings you here. I cannot even begin to imagine why.” Finola smiled that predatory smile again, and before he could answer, she added, “Of course, if Tristan hadn’t told me you were a detective, I would have thought you were one of the male models here for the new Zeke Hoffstead photo layout for the May edition of HOT! You know his clothes, they are so rugged and masculine. Perfect for a man like you.”

Nick didn’t know. He’d never heard of Zeke Hoffstead. But he did know when a woman was flirting with him. And Finola wasn’t being remotely subtle.

He glanced at her assistant editor, who stood beside her desk like some sort of sentry. While his expression was stoic, totally unreadable, Nick got the impression he didn’t quite agree with Ms. White’s opinion of him.

Nick pretended to be oblivious to her overture, and pulled out his badge. It was always best to keep things on a professional level. At least at first. He wasn’t such a prude that he wouldn’t use attraction to get the answers he needed. Especially if he knew it would help the greater good.

But for now, he kept his tone serious. “I’m here from NYPD to talk to you about several of your past employees.”

Finola’s barely glanced at the silver badge as she met his gaze, her finely arched brows drawing together. “My past employees?”

“Yes, it seems that Finola White Enterprises and specifically HOT! magazine has quite a track record of strange occurrences.”

Finola looked totally unsurprised by that. “Well, I’m sure that is true. Fashion is a strange industry. Why, remember just a few editions ago—” she glanced over to Tristan as if he would verify the story she was about to share—“when culottes made a resurgence. We actually did a four-page spread on them. That was a very strange occurrence, indeed. Culottes.”

She shook her head, looking truly baffled and dismayed. “So yes, I readily agree odd things do happen here. But not the type of things that would require the attention of the police—well, aside from the fashion police maybe.”

She smiled widely at her own joke.

Nick stared at her, trying to decide if her silly storytelling was genuine or an attempt to distract him. He honestly wasn’t sure.

Nick glanced at Tristan to read his reaction, but the man’s expression remained deadpan. Nick got the feeling Tristan wasn’t as indifferent as he appeared. Something about his stance, though it looked relaxed enough, hinted at the fact he wasn’t as calm as he appeared.

Nick’s neck prickled.

Nick returned his gaze to Finola.

“Well, I won’t presume to say I know anything about the fashion industry, but—”

“You are doing just fine.”

Nick frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Your understanding of fashion. You are doing fine,” Her gaze roamed over him, and there was definitely no mistaking the interest in her pale eyes now.

“Thanks,” he said, again feeling that he should keep things on a professional level. Her interest made him uncomfortable. More prickles needled his neck and this time even down between his shoulder blades. He held still, determined not to try to shake off the sensation.

Instead he refocused on the task at hand.

“So am I to believe you are not aware of the disappearances of several of your past employees? Twenty-one of them to be exact.”

Finola’s eyes widened. “Twenty-one. Really?”

Nick nodded, trying to read her reaction. Her wide-eyed expression looked sincere, but something about it seemed not quite right.

Then she glanced toward her assistant, who still remained expressionless, but Nick got the impression that something had passed between them.

“That does seem like a lot.” She returned to Nick. “What happened to them?”

“Well, that’s it. No one knows. They simply disappeared.”

Finola made a face then, one of dismay.

“Disappeared,” she whispered. “That’s awful.”

“Yes,” Nick agreed. “All of them gone with the exception of one.”

The dismay disappeared from her face as she shot a glance back to Tristan. This time an actual frown marred the polished man’s perfectly serene expression.

Interesting.

“One?”

“Yes,” Nick said, feeling as if he was getting somewhere. Both Finola and her assistant editor seemed—surprised by this news. Not the disappearances, but that one had resurfaced. These two definitely knew something.

Nick pulled a small notebook out of the pocket of his leather jacket, flipping it open to the names of all twenty-one past employees. He leaned forward to slide it across Finola’s glossy white desk. He tapped the last name on the list.

“Jessica Moran. She was discovered wandering the streets after being reported missing almost a week before.”

Finola stared at the list, but he got the feeling she wasn’t really seeing it. The white dog on her lap growled.

“Jessica Moran,” she finally repeated, her tone vague as if she was trying to recall who that might be.

“She was your personal assistant.”

Finola’s eyes widened again. “Oh, of course. Although as I recall she only worked for me very briefly.”

“It appears most of these people only worked for you very briefly. And some of them were reported missing shortly after leaving the magazine. Sometimes within a day.” Nick told her.

Finola slid the notebook back toward him. “The magazine industry can have a very high rate of turnover. It’s a stressful job. Very competitive.”

“I’m sure it is,” Nick said. “And I suppose twenty-one people quitting their jobs, or even being fired, wouldn’t be so strange in a five-year period. But twenty-one disappearances—now, that does seem strange, doesn’t it?”

Finola met his gaze, her gray eyes unflinching. “Yes, that does seem strange. But technically it would be twenty disappearances, wouldn’t it? The one was found, right?”

Nick nodded. “Yes, she was, but I’ve met with the woman and you can’t really say that she’s ‘back.’ Not truly.”

Finola frowned, just a brief creasing of her brow, over almost before it began. “What do you mean she’s not truly back?”

Nick shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with what he was about to say. After meeting Jessica Moran, he’d had prickly feelings in droves, and he hadn’t liked it one bit. But he knew there had to be a reasonable explanation for the behavior he’d witnessed in the young woman.

“She seems to be suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress or something.”

Finola frowned again, another brief crease. Then her pale face returned to its lovely flawlessness. She waited for him to continue his explanation.

“She reacts to demands. She will do whatever you tell her, but when you look in her eyes, it’s like no one is in there. And when she isn’t following instructions, she simply sits as if she can’t think on her own. It’s ...” he hesitated to use this description, but it was the only way to really describe what he’d seen, “it’s like she’s a zombie.”

For a moment, Finola didn’t react, then she straightened in her chair, her expression incredulous. “A zombie?”

She glanced toward Tristan, whose lips twitched slightly. Of course the vampire would react to that. When Finola’s eyes returned to Nick, they twinkled with amusement.

“I’m sorry, Detective,” she said, attempting to smother back her amusement with her fingers to her lips. “I don’t mean to make light of the situation, but you have to admit this all sounds pretty far-fetched.”

Nick gritted his teeth, but nodded. A familiar feeling—one from long ago—tightened his chest. He didn’t like the description either. He knew it was far-fetched. But he also knew what he’d seen.

Just like you know what you saw all those years ago.

No. He wouldn’t go there. He had imagined what he’d seen years ago. And this time, well, there had to be a medical explanation for the young woman’s condition.

And while Jessica’s case was weird, Nick was really here to focus on the missing people. Something was going on at this magazine. And the only common denominator among all these people was HOT! magazine and Finola White.

Finally Finola realized that Nick wasn’t sharing any of her amusement and she immediately sobered.

“Nick—it is Nick, right? I realize what you are telling me is serious. Certainly I’m sympathetic and highly concerned. My employees are like family.”

Nick remained silent. He didn’t know Finola White, but he knew enough of her reputation to know that this woman would hardly consider her employees, her underlings, family.

He glanced at the vampire. Okay, she might consider that one family. And Nick didn’t believe for a moment Finola didn’t know about these disappearances and that she wasn’t somehow involved.

“So how can we help you?” Finola asked, those pale eyes eating him up, almost as if she was reading his mind. She pushed the notebook across the desk again.

Nick pushed it back.

“Look at those names again, and tell me anything you can about them. What departments they worked in. Anything you can recall about their work, interactions with other employees. With you. Anything.” He pushed the notebook back.

Finola reached forward to take it again, her French-manicured fingertips grazing his. He felt nothing but the coolness of her skin.

He instantly thought of the woman in the elevator. How even touching her arms through layers of clothing brought his body to sudden awareness.

He was here to work, to figure out what the hell had happened to all these people. And that was the only thing he needed to be focused on.

Finola read the list again, then finally shook her head, giving him an almost woeful sigh. “Again, many of these people must not have worked here very long, because most of the names don’t even ring a bell with me.”

So much for the “family” comment.

“Do you do the hiring?” Nick asked.

“I make the final decision, but often Tristan does much of my hiring, and of course certain departments such as the art department do their own interviewing, again just running the final decisions past me.”

Nick nodded. That made sense.

Finola handed the notebook back to Nick, and again her fingers brushed his. This time, they lingered even after he accepted the book. He immediately rose and walked over to Tristan, holding the pad out to him.

Tristan raised an eyebrow, seeming reluctant to accept the notepad. Then he uncrossed his arms and took it, his eyes scanning the row of names.

“Yes, I recall several of these people,” he said, meeting Nick’s gaze, his eyes cool. “Finola was correct, many of them actually did not work here very long.”

“Many people think the fashion business is going to be all glamour and fun with fabulous perks,” Finola explained. “But running a highly successful business is hard work with long hours. Many people just don’t work out, or simply quit.”

Nick nodded, then turned back to Tristan. “I’m assuming you can give me a list of who you hired and whether they were indeed in HOT!’s employment on the dates they were reported missing or ...”

“Turned zombie?” Tristan suggested, another smile tugging at his lips, but he again managed to repress it.

Nick stared at the man for a moment, silently warning him that he didn’t see the humor in this at all.

“I’d also like lists of who hired these people and who they would have worked with closely.”

Finola made a small noise of displeasure. “This will be a bit time-consuming, won’t it?” She made a slight face, one that looked remarkably like annoyance, but it was quickly masked behind a sigh of sorrow. “But it must be done. We have to find out what is happening here.”

Nick nodded, wishing he believed she really felt that way.

“I appreciate that,” he finally said. “Is there any chance I could speak to other employees now?”

“Of course,” Finola said without hesitation, then she grimaced. “Actually, I forgot, today isn’t the best time. I have a large staff meeting taking place in—” she looked down at the thin silver watch on her left wrist—“my goodness, in about twenty minutes. And unfortunately this one is going to include most of the people you’d want to talk with. All the heads of the different departments.”

Nick nodded, undeterred. “That’s fine. I wouldn’t have had much time myself. But if it’s okay with you, I will be back, hopefully tomorrow.”

Finola smiled, the gesture almost—sweet, if that was possible for a woman who was notorious for being demanding and a diva. “That’s fine. I should warn you, it will be chaos here. It is our busiest time of the year.”

She seemed to be waiting for him to react, but he didn’t recognize what was of such importance.

“It’s New York Fashion Week,” she said as if he was a total dolt.

“Oh, right.” He had heard of the event, although he didn’t know much about it. But he supposed for a fashion magazine that would be a huge and important occasion. It also meant the HOT! staff would be very busy.

Oh well. His investigation was important too.

“I appreciate your meeting with me,” he said, offering her his hand. Instead of accepting it from where she sat, she stood and came around the desk, and now Nick got the true impact of Finola White. She was tall, only a few inches shorter than his 6’2”. And she had a killer body, there was no denying that. Every lithe curve was perfectly displayed in a simple snow-white sheath that somehow managed to accent her pale skin rather than blend with it. She was so unusual-looking that she was totally stunning. He might not feel any reaction as he looked at her, but he also couldn’t deny she was beautiful.

And Nick didn’t trust her any more than he did her sidekick, who continued to watch them with his usual deadpan expression. How could they not realize what had happened to her employees?

Oh, she did. She might be self-absorbed, but even she couldn’t ignore twenty, twenty-one missing employees.

“I look forward to seeing you tomorrow,” she said, smiling wide, her ruby-red lips parting to reveal teeth that perfectly matched her hair, skin and dress. She shook his hand. He repressed a shiver that wasn’t totally due to her cool skin. Her dog rumbled grumpily from its place tucked under her arm.

“Great,” he said, ignoring the grouchy little mutt. “I will be in touch.”

She smiled widely. “I’m counting on it.”

Yeah, there were no double entendres in that exchange.

Nick extricated his hand from hers, nodded toward the vampire, then left, weaving his way slowly through the disorienting glass hallways.

Well, he’d learned only one thing from his meeting with Finola White. Dealing with her was going to be interesting, very interesting.
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As soon as the detective disappeared, Finola spun on Tristan. “How did you let one of them get away?”

Tristan wanted to point out that cleaning up after Finola’s impulsive behavior wasn’t the easiest thing. Not to mention, the soulless did have a tendency to wander. It was a wonder that more of them hadn’t resurfaced.

“This makes me very unhappy,” she said, walking over to her wet bar in the far corner. She set down her dog, which immediately shook itself as if to cast off Finola’s touch. Then the animal scooted to its white velvet and Swarovski crystal–encrusted bed, settling in with an annoyed huff, its dark eyes moving back and forth between them like it was actually following the conversation.

After a moment, Finola returned with a bottle of champagne, handing it to Tristan to uncork. He noted it was only the Bollinger, which meant she wasn’t that mad. Tristan had long since learned to gauge Finola’s ire by the expense of the champagne she drank while distressed.

This one meant she was barely irritated. Interesting, since he’d have expected her to be royally pissed. A rogue soulless body was a huge deal.

He popped the cork from the bottle, then crossed over to the bar himself to pour the golden liquid into one of her crystal champagne flutes.

“I’m sorry, my dearest,” he purred as he handed her the glass, betting that a little groveling would calm her. “I’m sure this will blow over. There are no clues to be found. And certainly none of your employees would dare speak. No one will ever figure out what’s wrong with the mortal. At best, their medical science will pronounce her catatonic or demented or something. But still, I will make sure the others are where I placed them.”

Finola took a long sip of her bubbly, then nodded. “Of course it will be fine.” She wandered over to the necklaces she’d been admiring earlier that morning. The two exquisite pieces were each worth over a million. The perfect diamonds shimmered and shone as she took a leisurely sip of her champagne and ran her long, white fingers over them.

Again, Tristan was surprised she was taking this so well. Too well, really.

“I want him,” she said suddenly.

Tristan frowned, sure he’d misheard. “You want the Dior parure? I like it the best too.”

She took another sip, then shook her head, her gaze still focused on the spill of precious stones in front of her. But now, Tristan realized she wasn’t really looking at the necklace. The wheels were turning in her head.

A tightness filled his chest.

Damn it. It was never good when she got that look.

Then her icy gaze met his, and she smiled sweetly.

Damn. Another bad sign.

“I do want this one,” she said, tilting her head to study the necklace she still stroked. “But I also want Detective Rossi, and I will have him.”
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