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To Mini—Dear friend, awesome travel partner, with the most radiant heart.

Our trip was nothing sort of magical, it was exactly what I needed.
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THE END.

Those words sent a shiver down my spine every time I wrote them. Usually they were preceded by FADE OUT, but every once in a while, those last two little words were just for me.

Writing fan fic was never going to win me an Academy Award. It wasn’t going to earn me the respect of my peers or give me the recognition I craved in the industry I loved. It didn’t even pay the bills. But when I opened up that blank document—without the limitations of a script—it was like hitting a reset button.

It was my dirty little secret.

My guilty pleasure.

Just for me.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved writing screenplays. I loved the feeling of molding an idea and playing God with all the characters. Controlling their destiny with the ultimate goal of seeing it play out on a screen, but that wasn’t as easy as it sounded. The pressure sometimes made it worse. Which was why my “private” writing felt soooooo good. Zero pressure, and I still got to play God.

And if I thought there was any chance I could parlay my pages of nonsense into anything remotely resembling a book, I’d have hit the publish button months ago. Lord knows I could use the money. But a novelist, I was not.

My characters weren’t mainstream enough, and my storylines often ridiculous—who cared, not like anyone else was going to read them. But more to the point, most, if not all of them, were literary daydreams that allowed me to fantasize about the hottest guy on earth.

Nick Larsson.

The man was so hot it was absurd. He was tall—six-foot-something delicious—with a body better suited to an athlete than an actor. Even his hair was hot; a rebellious mess of just-fucked-tresses that looked like a perfect mix of I-don’t-care and I’m-on-the-cover-of-GQ. And those eyes—luminous pools of warm wood brown that had the power to make you forget your first name.

I chuckled, feeling my skin heat at just the thought of him. He didn’t even seem to know how hot he was, striding through life like he hadn’t appropriated more than his share of sexiness from the rest of the male population.

I’d had the pleasure—and really, there was no better word—of meeting Nick when I was a writer’s assistant five years ago. He’d played a bartender on an episode of the series I was working on and never had “what can I get you to drink” ever sounded as good as it did coming out of his mouth.

Of course, I introduced myself, smiling slightly inappropriately while trying to think of a good way to ask him out. Suggesting a drink seemed cheesy, and I was attempting to think of something witty and clever to say when he was whisked off by the director. I was gutted by the loss of opportunity, scouring the call sheets to see if he was going to make a reappearance. And thankfully, I was given a second chance, Hot Barman bringing sexy back, two episodes later.

I’d spent the morning following one of those ridiculous YouTube makeup tutorials that used fifty different types of beauty products just to make you look fresh faced and natural. Quick, flawless routine—my ass. Tamed my long hair into a cute messy bun that had taken me almost an hour to perfect and thrown on a dress and heels that were bound to get a raised eyebrow when I waltzed into work.

There wasn’t a chance in hell I was walking away this time without at least a number, a date—the ultimate objective. Of course, that was before I found out the studio had cancelled the series overnight. So not only was I not going to see Nick reprise his sexy—despite not being integral to the script—role, I was also out of a job. Oh, and the phone number and date were probably not going to happen either.

Fast forward to the present day where I had moved from shitty writing gig to shitty writing gig—nothing noteworthy or monumental—treading water and needing to write copy ads to make ends meet while Nick Larsson’s career had exploded.

Heading up an all-star cast in their second season in an Emmy award-winning series, he was the next hot thing. I had yet to go a full twenty-four hours where I didn’t see his astoundingly handsome face staring at me—that billboard on West Hollywood made sure of that.

So even if our paths were to cross again—either through the intersection of mutual projects or at a social function around town—I was almost positive he wouldn’t know who I was, have any recollection of meeting me, and have almost zero interest in “hanging out.”

No, he was lost to the beautiful people, gripped by the clutches of fame and success, and nestled at the bosom of the “it” crowd. Conversely, I was the weirdo with my face pressed against the glass, staring at him and writing him into fictional scenarios like I was a medieval conquering queen requesting his talent at her majesty’s pleasure. I wasn’t much into historical, but putting the man in a sexy-ass coat of armor sounded hot as hell. My fantasies weren’t genre specific; paranormal, historical—I was an equal opportunity creator.

But there weren’t any vampires, kings, or warriors in tonight’s installment. Instead I had kept it close to reality, blurring the lines enough, so it seemed believable he’d end up with a girlfriend that happened to be me.

Blaire, the female protagonist—* uh-hum * me—was a smart twenty-six-year-old with amazing brown hair and stunning hazel eyes that changed color with the light. There had been no need to embellish; I had a head of hair that could earn me a shampoo endorsement if I only applied myself and eyes that I counted as my best physical feature. I liked that they morphed like a chameleon, reflecting rich golds, greens and browns depending on mood or how the sun’s rays were refracted by my iris.

Blaire * uh-hum me * had graduated from USC with an impressive GPA and a heart full of hopes and dreams. Unlike me, she was plucked from obscurity and hired to write meaty scripts for Hollywood heavyweights who gave her complete creative control and even asked her opinion on casting. What can I say? I was writing fiction after all.

Also, unlike me, Blaire was a stunning five-foot-nine, with legs that went on for an eternity and perfect breasts that pressed against her blouse like two ripe melons. Not the porno, inflated balloon kind that looked like beach balls had been stuck to her chest, but the nice kind that filled up a large man’s hand and made his dick stand at attention when she wore a bathing suit.

Yes, it was shallow, that poor Blaire—or was it me?—wanted a man to admire her for more than just her intellect and creative talent, but wasn’t feminism about wanting whatever the hell you wanted and not having to feel bad about it? In my version of events—which currently were the only ones that counted—it was, so Blaire could have perky tits, be breathtakingly beautiful and be smart.

I didn’t mind being five-foot-six, my legs not as impressive as Blaire’s. Although there wasn’t a woman in her right mind that’d scoff and decline a few extra inches if offered. Not just in height, I’ll have you know. And while my breasts only achieved melon-sized greatness when aided by a well-fitted bra, my curves were well portioned in an old-school bombshell kind of way. Sure, I could diet, work out six hours a day, and become a size zero, but I valued joy, happiness and cookie dough over a skinny ass.

Besides, my ass wasn’t so bad, it cushioned the blow whenever I landed on it, which was more often than I would have liked. I was being ironic of course, the landing on my ass more metaphorical than literal, which was why I had eaten a pint of New York Super Fudge Chunk ice cream straight from the tub as I typed the final words on Nick and Blaire’s adventures.

I didn’t even bother changing his name, liking the way my fingers felt every time I typed it. N I C K, the letters on the screen enough to give me goosebumps.

“Hey, are you done? I need something to read.” Scully walked in, her hand rubbing her swollen pregnant belly.

Scully—her parents were massive X-Files fans, enough said—was one of my best friends/roommates. A sassy twenty-five-year-old who worked in the wardrobe department with one of the major networks despite being seven months pregnant. Baby Daddy had bailed after the second month, citing the need to go find himself before he became a dad and told Scully she’d have to raise the baby on her own. He was not only an asshole, but incredibly misinformed if he thought one of my BFFs was going to be doing ANYTHING alone when she had Luke and I.

Luke—my other best friend/roommate—was Nick-Larsson-level hot. He could throw on a pair of jeans or a suit and make you want to write letters of thanks to the designer. But being handsome wasn’t the half of it. He could not only successfully pick the perfect fantasy football team every year based on stats, but also had a freakish ability to do all kinds of “stuff.” Be it unclog a drain, build an impressive investment portfolio, or know what kind of motor oil I needed for my Toyota, it was all in his wheelhouse.

And when he wasn’t playing Superman, impressing us all with his male prowess of smarts and looks, he was a talented Production Buyer, getting to spend studio money for films on things I could only dream of. He had an incredible eye and an acute sense of detail, and when mixed with his charming personality and a devastating smile, it made him irresistible. And if it weren’t for the small detail that he preferred men to women, Scully and I probably would have battled to the death for him.

So rather than some crazy sister-wife arrangement, we instead were fierce friends who shared space and adoration. It meant we could afford a decent three-bedroom house in Los Angeles, and we’d take care of each other in the event one of us fell on the skids. Case in point, the screenwriter who was writing fan fiction instead of a script.

“I’m not sure if I’m honored or embarrassed you want to read the sordid tales of Nick and Blaire. I feel like it should be weird or something.” I hit print on the document and white sheets of my nonsense started spitting out on the printer tray.

“Please, you have no shame. Don’t pretend like you care now.” She tapped her foot impatiently, like that would somehow make the pages print faster.

“It’s unedited, and rough, and . . .” I bit my lip as my voice trailed off. Not really sure what else I wanted to say. “And different to the last one.”

“Different how?” Scully raised an eyebrow, her hand circling her belly stopping mid-stroke.

My feet hit the floor as I stood and stretched, my body tight from sitting at my keyboard for so long. “Like there is an actual storyline, not just a vehicle for me to have sexy time with fictional Nick.”

“You mean for Blaire to have sexy time.” Scully grinned, pretending like there was still some mystery as to who Blaire really was.

“Yes, Blaire.” I shook my head, finding it slightly ridiculous to be talking about myself in the abstract. “I just needed to write something good this time—funny, clever, emotional—if for no reason other than to prove that I’m not a shitty storyteller.”

My self-esteem had taken a battering. And while my “private” writing gave me a much-needed mental vacation from the reality that I had yet to sell a script, I wanted to prove to myself—because no one outside our apartment was going to read it—that I could still craft a decent tale.

Scully pulled me into a hug, her belly hindering the effort. “Stop being so hard on yourself. You know you’re a great writer and an amazing storyteller. Why else would I be sitting beside your printer waiting for an unedited manuscript? And I’m not trying to inflate your ego, but lately, this has been some of your best stuff. Not sure if it’s because of the subject matter or that he inspires you, but I swear I can’t put it down.”

“New Blaire and Nick?” Luke stopped in the open doorway, a towel slung around his waist. “Print me off a copy too.”

“Do not use it as jerk off material.” I narrowed my eyes as I added another copy to the printer’s list of jobs, knowing the appreciation for Nick’s fine form was one that was shared by Luke. Not that I blamed him, he wasn’t the kind of man easily ignored.

Luke laughed, rubbing his hand down his muscular chest seductively. “I can’t help it if I feel inspired. Scully is right though, this is some of your best stuff.”

I probably should have been offended. That the best writing I’d churned out recently was fantasy-induced scenarios that would probably never happen. But they were right. Nick inspired me, excited me, and lit a fire in me I hadn’t experienced in a while.

He was . . .

My. Muse.

The human incarnation of my creativity, making my fingers fly across the keyboard with an ease I hadn’t ever experienced. Words poured out of me effortlessly, filling page after page that had previously sat empty.

I wasn’t sure if it was the way he looked, his on-screen persona, or the fake reality I’d built in my head, but he unlocked a part of my brain that allowed magic to happen.

And it wasn’t only restricted to my “creative” writing, I felt myself improving professionally as well. My dialogues weren’t as stale, my directions more precise, my scripts overall sharper than they had been before. So if nothing else, me “musing” him wasn’t a bad thing, right?

No, of course not.

Some people went into the desert, chanting naked, while eating peyote. I, on the other hand, conjured up fantasies—without the aid of hallucinogens—about a guy I barely knew.

“Best stuff or not, I don’t want to know.” I waved my hand in Luke’s direction. “Read, enjoy and then banish it to the box with the others.” I patted a plastic storage tub that housed my previous Nick-themed-efforts. “Meanwhile, I’m going to watch the man on television for what is probably an inappropriate amount of time. And while doing that, I can decide which shitty writing job I can pick up for the next month so I can cover my share of the rent.”

It had to count for something that I was still writing, right? And no matter how unimportant the job was, at least I hadn’t given up. I hadn’t tossed it in and become a waitress just yet. Trust me, it would have definitely been easier, especially in a city that was pretty much paved with broken dreams.

“You know, we can cover you.” Luke turned serious, the smile dropping from his lips.

Scully shifted uncomfortably, and if the silence wasn’t enough to tip me off they’d discussed this before, the awkward sideways glances they shared did.

I didn’t like it.

Not one little bit.

“You guys, you know I love you, but I don’t need your help. And I know you would cover me if things got desperate, but I’m an adult and I can pay my way like both of you.”

I hadn’t even told my parents I’d hit the skids, preferring to syphon what was left of my savings than admit I couldn’t cut it in my chosen career. It helped they lived out of state, my dad, mom, brother and sister moving to Colorado years ago when my dad got transferred for work.

“We know that, but both of us have steady jobs right now, and if the situation was reversed, you would help either of us, wouldn’t you?” Scully’s hand reached out, gripping my arm. “Besides, I’m probably going to need the two of you to help me out when this baby is born.” Her eyes dipped down to her belly.

“She’s right, you know. And all we are offering to do is toss some cash at the situation to give you some breathing room. Scully here is brining a whole human into the mix. I figure floating you for a month or two is nowhere near as big an imposition.”

Scully rubbed her belly, her smile returning as she—like Luke—tried to lighten the mood. “He’s full of shit, he can’t wait until this baby is born so he can finally have a legitimate excuse to watch kids movies and not look like a deviant.”

“I like fucking animation, it’s an art form,” Luke fired back defiantly. “But yet a single guy walks in there and suddenly you’re a pedophile. Everyone is so fucking judgmental.”

“In any case, I’m good. I know my big break is just around the corner. One of my scripts is bound to sell.” I summoned all the enthusiasm, trying hard to convince everyone in the room—including myself—that my low point was ending soon.

After all, it’s not like I was a bad writer.

Unless.

Shit.

Maybe I was merely a bad writer and I was deluding myself.

“Do you think . . .” I felt my old nemesis, self-doubt, rear its ugly head. “Maybe I should do something else?”

Confidence was a funny thing. It could change minute by minute with the feeling of being brilliant only to be quashed in the next breath. I consequently loved-hated-loved almost everything I ever wrote. All except the fan fic stuff because that was for fun and remained free from scrutiny.

“Noooooooo. You’re a brilliant writer.” Scully slapped her hand down on my desk.

“I hate to read, and I love your stuff.” Luke collected the latest installment of Blaire and Nick from the printer.

I sunk down in my chair and studied my work still on my screen. “As much as I love hearing that, I really need to do something to get me out of this rut. Maybe I need to go on a heist or something, give myself some inspiration to pull from.”

“I’m driving the getaway car,” Luke offered a little too quickly.

My eyes dipped down to his mostly naked body. “Just make sure you wear clothes, heisting is serious work.”

Scully laughed, retrieving her copy from the printer. “I’ll be on comms, tip you off to any incoming trouble. And if shit goes bad, I’ll go into fake labor.”

“Well now that we have all that worked out, we simply need to find this perfect crime.” Or me a decent job, at this point I wasn’t too fussy.

“I’ll keep a lookout, let you know if I find anything,” Scully mumbled, her head lowered ignoring both of us as her attention diverted to my words. “Nick’s show is starting soon. Watch and be inspired for me. I’ll think of some trouble we can get in later.” She waved goodbye as she left the room.

“Thank God she can’t get pregnant twice.” Luke chuckled giving me his own farewell as he left me too.

I grabbed the remote and switched on the T.V., the opening sequence already on.

There he was.

The hottest man on the small screen, and currently the only subject I could write about and not suck.

Maybe I should write him a thank you note.

No.

That would be creepy.
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THE WEEK PROGRESSED PREDICTABLY.

No bites on any of my submissions, no agents interested in representing me, and no openings at any studios. I did have a guy message me through Upwork looking for someone to help him script pornos. I considered it for about a second, but then hesitated when he suggested we meet to discuss the project at his “studio.” Yeah, I wasn’t that stupid, and not that desperate . . . yet.

I did, however, manage to get some temp work as a script reader. I was almost positive Luke had called in a favor, but I wasn’t about to turn it down. Sure, it wasn’t the best job in the world, but at least I didn’t have to fetch anyone’s coffee. And I could do a lot worse than sitting around reading other people’s work all day—writing pornos for one. And if nothing else, it showed me what not to do, all while keeping me in the industry.

My luck was about to change; I could feel it in my bones.

“WOW.” Luke stood at my open doorway, the look of disgust on his face unmistakable. “I’d have thought you would have been celebrating your new job, not sitting around in yesterday’s sweatpants eating ice cream straight from the tub.”

“This is me celebrating.” I shot him a grin, waving my spoon around.

He grimaced, folding his arms across his chest. “Looks more like a break-up. Go shower, get dressed and when Scully gets home, we’ll go out to dinner.”

I didn’t need to check my phone to know it was late, somewhere closer to midnight than it was to dinnertime.

“Ummm . . . Luke, I think we’d have better luck with breakfast.”

“Can you go shower already? I’ll text Scully and find out if she’s going to grace us with her presence.”

Usually I was up for whatever. Dinner, a movie, drive-by to egg the house of the father of Scully’s unborn child—I was game. Just tell me the time and place and I could be ready to mobilize in less than thirty minutes. But I had lost my motivation of late, probably fueled by my dwindling savings. Which meant more than once I had given Luke and/or Scully the sorry-I-can’t-tonight-I-need-to-do-laundry. That was before though, my newfound job making things a little easier on my bottom line.

“Sounds good,” I agreed, forgoing my night with ice cream and yoga pants in favor of dinner/breakfast with my best friends. Well, at least one of them. Scully was still out at a wrap party for something and had yet to come home.

So after a quick shower I was back in my room, still within my ready-to-mobilize thirty-minute window when Scully walked in. She looked pretty pleased with herself, popping her hand on her hip as she stood in my open doorway while I applied a thin layer of makeup.

“So, guess who I saw tonight?” Her eyebrow rose, goading me further.

With Scully, it could have been anyone. She once slammed on the brakes on the 405 because she swore she’d seen Henry Cavill in the piece of shit Buick two cars behind us.

Spoiler alert.

It wasn’t him.

Just someone who looked remarkably like him.

But she did manage to get his number and date him for about three months before she faster-than-a-speeding-bullet told him to take a hike. Thank God he was not the baby daddy.

“Babe, I didn’t even know where you were for sure tonight, how the hell am I supposed to guess who you saw?” I added another lashing of mascara as I kept my eyes on the mirror in front of me.

I could hear the smile in her voice as she enlightened me. “I was at a wrap party for The Blue Line.”

My hand stopped mid-stroke, the mascara wand inches away from taking out an eye.

“YOU WERE AT NICK LARSSON’S WRAP PARTY?” The words barreled out of my mouth like they’d been shot from a gun. Just as loud too, any hope of controlling a silly thing like volume getting tossed out the window the minute she’d mentioned the show that Nick happened to be the star of.

She rested her hand on her chin, staring off into the distance as she started to recount her evening. “Well I didn’t start there. I was supposed to be at our wrap party, you know that documentary on thirteen-year-olds I’ve been—”

“Scully focus, I don’t care where you were supposed to be.” I tossed the mascara wand, grabbed her with both my hands and gave her a little shake. “I need to know how you ended up being at Nick’s party? Details, all of them. Start talking,” I demanded as heavy footsteps came down the hall.

“Jesus Christ.” Luke entered the room like he was SWAT, almost knocking Scully over as his eyes darted between us. “I had headphones on and still heard you. How did you get to Nick’s wrap party?”

Scully rolled her eyes, the smile beaming on her lips. “I was trying to explain but apparently I’m not allowed to say what I was supposed to be doing.”

“Just give us the condensed version.” I shook her again impatiently, not any closer to the details. “Please, tell me everything.”

She took a deep inhale, opening her bright pink lips as she blew out a breath. “Well the short version is one of the girls from wardrobe is dating Ben—one of the support actors—apparently it’s new because she’s never mentioned it before. So when we got to our party and saw it was only a bunch of old people standing around drinking wine and eating Brie, we had to bail. I mean, I’m pregnant and both of those things are on the “no” list from my OB/GYN. And if I’m going to spend my evening out torturing my feet in these heels, I don’t want it to be with a bunch of old dudes in cardigans eating cheese and crackers. At least give me something decent to eat.”

I nodded, hoping my head bobbing would encourage her to keep going and not elaborate further on the shitty menu.

“So anyway, Lisa—our wardrobe girl—said she knew of something better, we slipped out and went to Max’s on Sunset. And there he was.”

There was no need to clarify the he.

I knew who he was.

I had dreamt about him, weaving his dreamlicious smile and sexy body into pages upon pages of literary fantasy.

“What was he wearing?” asked Luke, like his choice of attire was important.

“Did you speak to him?” I added my question, wishing there was some way I could connect a cable to Scully’s mind and download the experience like some weird science experiment and watch it back live.

“Jeans, T-shirt, and the sexiest smile I’ve ever seen.” She answered Luke before turning back to me. “And yeah, I spoke to him almost all night. He’s amazing, so nice.”

“Tell me. What. Words. Said. You. Him.” Language became something I didn’t know, reduced to out of sequence words in sentences that didn’t make sense. I needed to know everything. More than everything.

What he said, how he said it, tone used, the visual cues and the fifty-seven ways it might have been interpreted. Not a freaking byline, but a leather-bound thesis with footnotes and citations.

She laughed, not surprised by my reaction, as her eyes lit up with a playful mischief I wasn’t sure was a good thing.

“Okay, so he was hanging back and watching the rest of the crowd who were drinking and having a good time. It was sort of dark so I wasn’t sure at first, but once I saw the smile, I was positive. There were also about thirty girls who were circling him, but he seemed more interested in merely chilling rather than which blond or brunette was in front of him. So I took a chance and walked over and started a conversation. He was so sweet, even asked me how far along I was.”

“Skip how sweet he was and tell us how hot he was,” Luke interjected, his impatience probably for different reasons than mine.

“So we got talking about the industry, and he mentioned he was taking the summer off because he hadn’t read any decent scripts he wanted to work on. And because I was looking for a way to work you into the conversation—I totally have your back girlfriend—I gave him a copy of your latest work which I had tucked away in my handbag.”

BOOM.

That was the sound of my mind exploding, my brains flying across the room while I clasped at my skull screaming “medic.”

My mouth opened, releasing a soundless scream. The lack of volume wasn’t intentional, the absence of air in my lungs responsible for the silence.

“What work?” I managed to rasp out, praying to God the work she was referring to was the script I’d written three weeks ago and not my Blaire and Nick stuff.

I mean, she wouldn’t give him that, would she?

She wouldn’t.

Please.

No.

One look at her face and I could tell it was, Luke as equally quiet as we stood in stunned silence.

“Why do you look so horrified?” she laughed nervously, her eyes flashing between me and Luke. “I thought you’d be ecstatic. He took it and said he’d be happy to read it, and we’ve all agreed it’s some of your best writing.”

“I’m going to die.” My hands clutched at my throat as reality set in. I was having a panic attack or a heart attack, my pulse racing at a rate I was positive was more favorable toward mortality. And it was just as well too, the idea that he had his hands on words I had written about him—not something I could even reconcile right then.

“Breathe, Claire!” Luke’s arm wrapped around my waist stopping my body from crumbling as my knees buckled. I wasn’t really worried about hitting the floor, a broken bone or two were the least of my problems.

“No. He can’t read that. It’s not . . .” I spat out between gasps, “for him or anyone else to read. That stuff was for fun, private. Oh. My. God, Scully. How could you give it to him?”

If I’d been in better shape, I’d have plotted her murder. I mean she was a good and loyal friend who’d had my back more times than I could count, but clearly we’d come to the end of our run.

Satanic possession.

That, or she’d finally succumbed to the absence of mind that apparently accompanied growing a human in your body.

Those were the only explanations on why she would give my muse the fantasy he’d inspired.

“I was trying to help,” she squeaked out, her smile dropping as concern set in. Either she’d come to the realization that it wasn’t her best idea or my interpretive dance of a zombie was freaking her out. “I thought that if he read it and saw how good it was, then maybe he’d—”

“Want to meet the crazy person who wrote it?” I didn’t let her finish. “Sure, that doesn’t make me sound deranged or delusional or even worse . . . like a stalker.”

It couldn’t be real; it was a bad dream—a nightmare—I was going to wake up from.

Wake up, I chanted silently. Wake up.

Nothing.

It wasn’t a dream.

“He probably isn’t even going to read it. Didn’t you say he was bored with all the scripts he’d read?” Luke nodded to Scully as he tried to smooth things over. “A hundred bucks says he threw it into the trash the minute she left.”

Okay, so there was that. I nodded, agreeing it was completely ridiculous that he would bother keeping it and then read it.

Actors got unsolicited scripts all the time, and most of them never saw the light of day. Banished, their fate to either be recycled into something more useful, or used as kindling for firewood in the cooler months.

“Don’t be mad, Claire. I’m pregnant, I wasn’t thinking clearly.” Her voice warbled, her chin shaking a little like she was about to cry.

Of course it was an act, something she’d throw out there whenever she wanted to escape trouble, pretending it was mood swings brought on by the pregnancy. Not that she couldn’t or didn’t get emotional, but crying on cue—even with the hormone surge—was not Scully.

Overlooking her bad acting routine, I pointed to her bump like it might yield the answer.

“Of course, that’s why he took it in the first place. He probably was just trying to be nice because you were pregnant.” I tried to convince myself more than anyone else. “There’s no way he’s going to read it.”

Newsflash. Scully wasn’t the only person in the room who was a bad actor.

Her lips pulled into a tight smile that didn’t signal good things. “Actually, he sat down and started reading before I even left.”

“Not helping,” Luke cursed under his breath as a renewed wave of panic washed over me.

“Okay, Okay.” I nodded, reassuring no one in particular because I didn’t possess that kind of power. “So even if he read it. My name isn’t on it; he has no idea who wrote it. It’s not like there is anything tying it to me.”

And chances were he wouldn’t even like it, wondering why a pregnant woman he met at a party handed him a story that wasn’t even a real script. He’d laugh, tell his friends about it and chalk it up to a glitch in the Matrix.

All of which I was totally fine with.

Because the truth was so much more horrifying.

The silence wasn’t reassuring. Neither was the look of guilt that clouded Scully’s eyes as she rolled her bottom lip against her teeth. She did that when she was nervous, almost chewing her lips to pieces when we were waiting to find out if she was indeed with child, and its reappearance could only mean one thing.

“My name wasn’t on it, was it?” I asked again. I hadn’t even bothered with a cover page, leaving no indication at all as to who could have authored it.

“I maaaaaay have scribbled your name on the back page.”

“Oh dear God!” a strangled voice called out, and from the look on my friends’ faces, it had been mine.

“Yeah, there’s no coming back from that. Let’s hope he has a short attention span and doesn’t finish, though I have to tell you, it was compelling reading.” Luke laughed, no longer able to hold on to the pretense there was any silver lining.

“We need to go get it back, we need to figure out a way and get back the pages and remove all traces of it.”

There was a chance—albeit slim—that our paths would cross in the future. A project we’d both work on, a party we’d attend, or at the Academy Awards when he acted in the movie that I won best screenplay for. Okay, the last one was a long shot, but you get the idea. But he hadn’t hit his older brother, Eric’s, level of stardom yet, and I hadn’t been banished to the colony of the pariahs. So, until either one of those happened, I was holding onto that middle ground like my life depended on it. And on the chance that one of the above transpired, I couldn’t risk him thinking I was a hack with stalker tendencies.

Luke scoffed, loosening his hold on me as he shook his head. “Hold on there, Mission Impossible. How the hell are we supposed to do that? Break into his house and steal it back?”

Hmmm, I hadn’t thought that far ahead but breaking in sounded like a good idea. It was a stack of A4 paper, not the crown jewels. He’d probably leave it on a coffee table or something like that, easy to find and recover.

“Sure, why not? It’s L.A., people get broken into all the time.” And technically I wouldn’t be taking anything that wasn’t rightfully mine anyway.

The fact I had no experience in crime and unlawful entry was swept aside, there was always room to expand your personal set of skills.

“I know where he lives,” Scully volunteered, finally being proactive in helping us sort out the mess she’d created.

“Do not encourage her,” Luke warned her with a raised brow before turning to me. “My suggestion is you take your chances he thinks you’re a fruit loop and leave breaking and entering to people who want to go to jail.”

“She only goes to jail if she gets caught,” Scully interjected.

Luke blew out a frustrated breath. “Still not helping.”

Maybe risking jail to save myself embarrassment seemed extreme, but it wasn’t just my pride at stake. It was my career—which had yet to get off the ground—on the line as well.

Nick not only knew hundreds of people in the industry, but also by virtue of his brothers, had a reach I couldn’t even begin to fathom. Did I really want to leave it all up to chance? The chance he’d take pity on me and my slightly creepy compulsion for writing him into my fan fic and not think I was a weirdo with no talent? This was the kind of thing that could ruin me, reduce me to cocktail party fodder and exile me to the graveyard of I-could-have-been-a-contender.

No.

If I was going to be a washed up nobody, then it would be on my terms alone. I didn’t need anyone to help me with my fall from grace, and I wasn’t going to allow writing that had been the bright spot in a fairly bleak creative landscape, be the source of my undoing.

“You know where he lives?” My body stiffened with a renewed sense of purpose as I focused on Scully.

Luke shook his head. “You can’t be serious.”

“Yes,” she answered, choosing to ignore Luke and his warning.

My heartbeat thumped out of control under my skin as I looked to the open doorway of my bedroom. “Then let’s go.”

I was no closer to knowing how I was going to get my manuscript back than a few minutes ago. Who knew if he’d even be back? He could’ve potentially still been partying somewhere in Hollywood, celebrating being awesome while I was having my nervous breakdown. But encouraged by Scully’s claim he’d been uninterested by women and the surrounding festivities, it was worth the risk he’d ditched the crowd and headed home. Or I could be delusional, always a possibility. Either way, I was damn well sure not going to sit in my room and watch my world burn.

Resolution settled in. I was willing to do whatever it took.

Let’s hope “whatever” didn’t see me end up with a conviction and shitty mug shot.
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LUKE DROVE.

He pretended like he didn’t want any part of my madness, citing it would make him an accessory, but deep down there was no way he wasn’t going to be involved. He was like a magnet to drama, pretending like he didn’t buy into it but being unable to resist the allure. Of course he wanted to be involved, he didn’t move from Peoria, Illinois to sit at home and play it safe. Plus, his shiny new Lexus was a better getaway car than either of us had, and he’d offered to be the wheelman when we’d planned our fictional heist. #NoTakeBacks

Scully was our lookout and if need be, the diversion. It was the least she could do considering she was the reason we were in the mess to begin with. Like me, she was a native to L.A. and she knew the right level of crazy to bring. If shit went down, she knew how to cause just enough of a distraction so no one would call the cops.

Our mission was simple, get in, get the story, and get out.

Of course, the closest thing I had to breaking into anything was the one time I jimmied open my mom’s snack stash when I was sixteen. She had a drawer in the kitchen she’d put all the good stuff in—Peanut Butter Cups, M&Ms and enough candy to make our Halloween haul seem like amateur hour—and I had managed to force it open with a ladle and a wooden spoon. It wasn’t epic level gangsta stuff by any stretch, but in the eyes of my younger brother Cody and sister Courtney I was a hero of unrivaled proportions.

“You know this is crazy, right?” Luke again tried to persuade me to forget our planned lawlessness as we rolled to a stop two houses away from Nick’s duplex in West Hollywood.

“I’m already committed.” I squinted my eyes, trying to see the front of the house.

Except for the streetlight, it was mostly dark. There was a big hedge to the side, which was currently obscuring my view but from what I could see, it looked to be empty. While I hadn’t known his exact address, I didn’t need Scully to tell me he lived alone. He’d previously shared a house with his brother Dave, but thankfully his older brother had recently moved in with his girlfriend. It was a useful piece of information too, because no roommates meant less chance we’d be discovered. Unless his neighbors had a strong sense of civic duty and were watching from their windows.

Or he had surveillance cameras.

Or an alarm.

Shit.

Maybe I hadn’t thought this all the way through.

“Or you should be committed.” Scully laughed, finding it amusing that she was soon going to be party to a crime.

“Just make sure you do your job,” I warned, popping open the door of Luke’s black sedan. “If I go down, I’m taking you down with me and no one wants the baby to be born while you’re serving time in lock up.”

“It’s a first-time offense, we’ll get off with community service.” She waved me off, watching as I slipped out of the car and onto the street.

If I was trying to be inconspicuous, I failed miserably, tiptoeing like a moron on the sidewalk as I stalked closer to his house.

In my perfect world I would have been dressed in a sleek black full-length body suit, wearing sexy and yet practical boots. But there hadn’t been time to procure a Catwoman costume, so I had to make do with skinny jeans, a black T-shirt and a pair of Converse that had seen better days. I was still wearing my makeup from when we were going to be going out for dinner/breakfast, so at least my mug shot would look good.

With the blood roaring in my ears, I slowly climbed the couple of steps that led to Nick’s front door. I’d watched a dude on YouTube pick a lock with two paperclips, but as I pulled mine out of my pocket, I didn’t like my chances. I hoped by some miracle he’d forgotten to lock the door, or left a side window open wide enough for me to shimmy through.

“Fuck.” I felt my feet go out from under me as my body crashed forward. My hands reached out, bracing myself and stopping me from falling as I looked down to see what the hell I’d tripped on.

Oh.

Fuck.

What I had suspected was some crazy or intricate security measure was actually a body. A very tall, very muscular, and very horizontal body that was strewn on the front stoop like a prop for a crime scene. And if not for the two beautiful eyes looking back at me, I’d have assumed that was exactly what I’d stumbled into.

“What are you doing here?” he slurred, his keys dropping to the ground as he tried to shuffle himself into a sitting position.

“Ummm.” My brain scanned for any plausible explanation and came up blank. “I’m here to help you back up?”

It probably would have sounded more convincing if I hadn’t phrased it as a question, or if I had offered to do anything that resembled helping him up.

But I hadn’t.

Instead I was staring at what seemed to be a very drunk Nick Larsson, who looked so gorgeous it didn’t seem fair. God he was hot, his messed up hair and glassy eyes somehow working for him. He clearly wasn’t human because no mortal man looked that good when they were struggling with gravity and sobriety.

“My agent sent you, huh?” He used his hand as leverage as he slowly rose off the ground.

Did I lie? Pretend that his agent had sent me, help him into his house, steal back the manuscript—I mean, I still had an objective here—and then disappear into the night?

Who would even do that?

What kind of sick, reprehensible—“Yes, your agent sent me.” It left my mouth before I had a chance to stop it.

I’d admit that when it came to being decent, I didn’t always do the right thing. That didn’t mean I was a bad person, it merely meant that sometimes I made bad choices. Case in point, me putting my arm around Nick Larsson and helping him with his keys while he believed I was there for altruistic reasons.

“I told him I was fine.” His weight pressed against me like his feet weren’t up to the challenge of holding him up. I didn’t mind, the heady mix of cologne and beer wafting up my nose as I helped guide his hand to the lock.

“Yeah, you look fine too,” I muttered under my breath.

I meant it sarcastically because he was far from “fine.” But even though he was inebriated, Nick Larsson was still most definitely fine.

What I was doing—entering his house under false pretenses—was thirteen types of wrong, but I tucked away my conscience for later. It served me no purpose, especially as Nick unlocked his door and I was granted access to his house. I hadn’t even needed the paperclips, managing by some insane strike of luck to score an invite—well the closest thing I was going to get—as I waltzed through the front door.

He moved forward, dragging me with him as he tossed the keys on the coffee table, my body tingling at the contact.

Nick Larsson had his arm around me.

And I was holding him.

It was totally not in the context I had ever imagined, and so far away from anything romantic it was almost pathetic it got me excited. But I wasn’t going to argue semantics at that point. Or give up the opportunity. For whatever reason, the universe had thrown me a bone, and I was going to be grateful.

Please God, don’t let him realize he let a strange woman into his house and call the police.

His head dipped down as his eyes tried to focus, looking at me properly for the first time. “You’re not Audrey.” He swayed unsteadily on his feet.

Busted.

“No, I’m not.”

Part of me—the irrational, moronic part—wanted to ask who Audrey was and what was her business with him. Not because I was jealous—because that would be dumb—but because if I’d known maybe I could have done a better job at impersonating her.

There you had it, ladies and gentlemen, not only had I been ready to commit a crime—my first foray into breaking and entering—but I was willing to carry on the charade of impersonating Audrey if I’d only been given enough information.

His hand moved across my face, his fingers grazing my chin like my bone structure would yield some hint as to who I was. And for someone who had let a strange woman into his house, he sure was calm. I mean, I could have been a psychopath or a crazed fan, he really should have been more concerned than he was.

“You going to tell me who you are? Or am I supposed to guess?” His mouth twisted into a smirk that could only mean trouble. Not just for him, he was clearly waaaaay too intoxicated for his own good, but also for me because I had trouble thinking straight when he looked at me like that.

The manuscript, I reminded myself. Asking him out on a date wasn’t an option; that ship had well and truly sailed. Also “out” was staring at him adoringly and cataloguing every inch of his body for future reference. The research argument wouldn’t fly in a courtroom.

“I should go.” It had been almost a whisper because I wasn’t convinced it was what I should be doing. It sure as shit wasn’t what I wanted to be doing, because if I was doing that we’d have already been on the couch and making out by then. Because that was smart, making out with a man who was clearly not able to give proper consent. I swear if I didn’t end up in a jail cell before the night was up I was going to hand myself in.

“Really?”

He didn’t let go, his hands moving from my face down to my waist as I was frozen in place. I had no idea what he was doing. If his handsy approach was an attempt to try to steady himself—most likely—or it was some weird version of flirting. For all I knew he had a strange and dangerous kink and liked to make out with strangers.

Lord, please.

Please.

Please, please let it be the latter.

Stop it. I chastised myself as my eyes widened no closer to knowing. There is no way he is trying to seduce you.

Why the hell not, my hormones argued. If the man wants to kiss you, drunk or not, we’re going to reciprocate.

“I think I—” Even if I had known what the rest of that sentence was going to be, I didn’t have a chance to finish. My feet lost contact with the floor as he pulled me down with him, my body landing on his as he hit the couch.

I didn’t dare move, holding my breath—lying on top of him—undecided if it was the best thing to ever happen to me or some cruel joke.

Oh.

Dear.

God.

He was hard.

And I was turned on.

His hand touched my ass as his lips made contact with my neck, and I felt every cell in my body simultaneously jerk awake.

Like I’d been electrocuted, I leapt off him, landing on the floor in an ungraceful and uncoordinated heap. Thankfully he hadn’t seemed to notice the pile of arms and legs tangled on the floor beside him, closing his eyes like he hadn’t witnessed the most awkward dismount of all time.
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