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To all the little girls who learned to stay quiet and not
take up space in the world. May you find your inner
harpies and demand your due, at long last.









1


“NEXT TIME YOU GET IN A BAR FIGHT, DON’T BOTHER COMING back to the set, asshole,” Ron shouted. “Do you even realize what you’ve done? That kind of juvenile—”


By this point, the rant had entered—Alex craned his neck to catch a glimpse of Ron’s Rolex—its tenth minute. And counting. The amount of blustering tedium the Gods of the Gates showrunner could pack into such a short span of time was impressive, truly.


Alex would applaud if he weren’t too busy fighting both a yawn and his desire to nut-punch his boss.


Ron’s nostrils flared with each harsh exhalation, but he made an attempt to lower his voice. “You’re lucky we only assigned you a minder. Legally, given the amount of negative publicity you’ve generated with your drunken stupidity, we had several avenues of financial and professional recourse available to us, including …”


The showrunner was still speaking, but Alex had stopped listening. Instead, he was studying the woman sitting approximately five feet to Ron’s left.


Sharp features, including a beaky, crooked nose. Bright eyes. Very round body, with comparatively skinny limbs. Short as hell.


His new nanny looked like a bird.


A silent one, though. Not a chirp to be heard, despite the advent of dawn.


As soon as Ron got word of the events that had transpired overnight, he’d demanded a meeting first thing in the morning. Even though Alex had left the Gates set near midnight, and departed the local jail’s holding cell maybe an hour ago. He’d barely had time to take a shower and grab an apple by the hotel’s front desk before returning to work.


The three of them could have met in a private trailer, but the showrunner preferred public humiliation. So they’d gathered outdoors, near a ragged stockade, where hundreds of Alex’s coworkers could conceivably overhear his disgrace, and so could she.


This pale-cheeked stranger. Whoever she was. Whatever she was.


His eyes were bloodshot, his right eyelid swollen, his vision blurry. If he squinted in the early-morning fog, that lank, ash-brown hair ruffling around the woman’s soft jaw might as well be feathers.


Yes, definitely a bird. But what kind, what kind …


Maybe an albatross? It certainly worked on a metaphorical level.


No, albatrosses were too long and narrow for the likes of her.


Once Ron had begun his lecture, she’d perched on a makeshift bench several feet away from both men. Quiet and still, she sat silhouetted before the chaos of their battlefield set as it sprawled along the Spanish shore. Yet somehow, even amid the large-scale staged destruction and ceaseless bustle of extras and crew members, she stood out in sharp relief. Incongruously small in stature, if not circumference. Calm. Avian.


Ron was still railing at him—something about contractual obligations and my cousin Lauren Clegg and unacceptable conduct for an actor on my show and bond company will pull our insurance, blah blah blah—and, sure, Alex was furious at the reprimand and his allotted punishment and the way no one had asked him what actually happened in that bar, not a single soul, but—


His paid minder, evidently an unfortunate relative of Ron’s, looked like a fucking bird.


This whole discussion wasn’t merely enraging. It was—


“Ridiculous.” Alex snorted, sweeping his arm to indicate the woman on the bench. “This bird-woman barely comes up to my chest. How is she supposed to stop me from doing whatever I damn well please? Do you intend for her to cling to my ankle like an oversized bracelet?”


He considered the matter. It would make his workouts challenging, but not impossible.


Ron smirked briefly. “She may be ridiculous, but she’s in charge.” After casting a sidelong look at his cousin, he turned his attention back to Alex. “You’ll do what Lauren says until the series finale airs. Until then, she’ll accompany you wherever you—”


Wait. Alex hadn’t meant to call her ridiculous. More the idea she could effectively keep him out of trouble for months on end.


Ron was talking, talking, talking. “—any time you leave the set or your home. Is that clear?”


Well, no. In his preoccupation with … Lauren, was it? … Alex hadn’t paid much attention to Ron’s various pronouncements and edicts.


In theory, a working actor who intended to remain working should hang on his showrunner’s every word. But why change his modus operandi after over seven years of continuous, lucrative, once-happy-now-torturous employment?


Even if Ron weren’t one of the most tiresome and off-putting humans in the television industry—which was saying something—Alex might still have trouble following along. His brain was a radio that either switched channels frequently or remained set on the same one for far too long, regardless of what he wanted, and the frequency it chose wasn’t always the frequency he was supposed to be tuned in to.


That said, Ron and his fellow showrunner, R.J., were tiresome pricks, which meant their spots on Alex’s dial were particularly patchy and problematic. Over the years, Alex had grown very skilled at hiding any lapses in attention as they spoke.


Today, he wasn’t bothering.


“Nope. It’s not clear at all,” Alex told Ron with a grin that stretched his face painfully. “To my absolute despair, I missed most of what you just said. My heartfelt apologies.”


As the syrupy sarcasm of Alex’s faux regret registered, Ron’s jaw worked. Lauren merely continued to watch them both, her odd, asymmetrical face expressionless.


Marcus, Alex’s best friend, would call this pushing the damn limits and tell him to bite his tongue and consider the consequences of further insubordination.


Play the film to the end, he’d urge. What happens if you don’t change the script?


They’d reached the final week of shooting for their series, which meant it was too late to fire Alex, but there could be other consequences. Fines. A smear campaign that would make future jobs hard to find. Even retaliation in the editing room, although Alex couldn’t imagine how his character’s arc could be more comprehensively ruined than it already was.


He should behave. He would.


Mostly.


“Perhaps you could sum up the situation with greater brevity?” He bent down and produced his phone from its hidden pocket in the quiver at his feet. “I’ll take notes this time.”


Ron’s face turned vaguely purplish, but that was it. The best Alex could do, given the mingled rage and despair and exhaustion incinerating his impulse control. Even Marcus’s admonitions couldn’t save him, not entirely.


Which was, again, why this whole plan—what he’d heard of it, anyway—was ridiculous. If his best friend’s urgings and his own self-interest couldn’t keep him out of trouble, how could one improbably short, round woman accomplish the task?


Besides, if they’d actually asked him what happened in that bar fight, they would know why he’d brawled and why he’d do the exact same thing under similar circumstances, consequences and minders be damned. Also why he hadn’t regretted his black eye or his torn knuckles for a single second.


Good thing his character, Cupid, was supposed to be injured during the climactic battle sequence anyway.


“Go on,” he said cheerily. “I’m listening now.”


Ron managed not to lose his shit again. Instead, a vein throbbing hard at his left temple, he took a minute to calm himself before speaking.


“From now until the show airs its final episode, Lauren will accompany you anytime you either leave the set or your home,” he finally gritted out. “If she can’t hack it, you’ll immediately receive another minder instead, so don’t bother trying to get her to quit. Lauren may be ridiculous, as you say, not to mention joyless, but you won’t like her replacement, I can guarantee that.”


Alex tilted his head.


That was intriguing. Was his Understudy Nanny particularly vicious? Or odiferous? Or maybe—


“No more bad publicity.” The showrunner’s pale eyes speared into his, commanding his attention. “Or you’ll suffer the full legal and professional consequences outlined in your contract. Do you understand now? Or shall I involve our lawyers in the explanation?”


Alex tapped out a note to himself on his phone. Choice of joyless bird-woman or smelly murderer as babysitter, now until show finishes airing. More trouble => lawyers. Ron = serial killer eyes.


“Is anyone staying in your guesthouse right now?” the showrunner asked.


Looking up, Alex found that disconcerting stare still fixed on him and answered without thinking. “No. My friend Faroukh booked a series, so he left last—”


Oh. Oh, fucking hell.


“Then Lauren will move in as soon as you two return to L.A. The show will pay you fair market value for the rental on a monthly basis.” Ron’s smile was smug. “Very convenient for everyone involved.”


Alex’s jaw hurt, and he flexed it. “And you expect this arrangement to last nine months?”


“Hard to say. But if it doesn’t, R.J. and I have already chosen our course of action.” With an impatient flap of his hand, Ron gestured for his relative to stand. “Do what my cousin tells you, or else. Lauren, go shake his hand.”


Up close, Alex could estimate her height more accurately. Around five feet, give or take an inch. And at this distance, her eyes were even more arresting. A clear, soft green with the slightest hint of blue, they were her only feature an honest observer could call pretty.


Her palm was ludicrously small, her grip firm as they shook hands. If she’d taken offense at her cousin’s blunt order or his description of her as ridiculous and joyless, she didn’t show it.


Because Ron didn’t seem inclined to do the job, Alex completed the social ritual.


“Please let me introduce myself.” After he let go of her hand, he swept her a mocking bow. “Alexander Woodroe, at your service. Or, rather, at your command. For the next nine months, evidently.”


“I know who you are,” she said without a hint of a smile.


Her voice was unexpectedly low and rich, and he straightened abruptly at the sound of it.


I know who you are.


It was a simple statement.


It was also a condemnation.


No doubt Ron had told her plenty. But she didn’t know Alex. She didn’t know the first fucking thing about him, and neither did her asshole cousin. Yet there they stood, allied in their judgment of him and what he’d done.


Impotent fury crashed over him, and his self-control disappeared in the churn.


“So you do.” As he looked into those clear, calm eyes, his lip curled in disdain. “Shall I call you Mistress Lauren, do you think? Or will Nanny Clegg do?”


THAT COULD HAVE gone better, Lauren thought, keeping her arms loose by her sides, her hands unclenched, her posture open.


She’d assumed Ron would speak to his star privately first and allow the actor’s anger to dissipate before she met him, but no. Such consideration and discretion were beyond her cousin.


In retrospect, then, she should have skipped what she’d intended to be a simple acknowledgment of his fame and just claimed it was lovely to meet him. Which it wasn’t, but he was hardly the first furious person she’d ever encountered, and she usually knew how to handle this sort of situation more skillfully.


After over a decade as an emergency services clinician, she’d better know.


“Please call me Lauren.” In hopes of defusing the situation, she made certain her tone was calm and pleasant. “What would you prefer I call you? Mr. Woodroe? Alexander?”


Compared to evaluating incoming ER patients, ones who arrived amid mental health crises and often departed without necessary resources in place to help them survive, this job—this fraught moment—should be a cakewalk. It was both temporary and unlikely to result in trays flung at her head while security guards came rushing into the fray.


It was even less likely to leave her brokenhearted and dangerously close to the end of her mental and physical rope.


“Alex, I suppose.” He cast a critical eye over her. “Is this your first day on set? Because I would have remembered seeing you before.”


That was likely a veiled insult, one she didn’t need to acknowledge. “I arrived over the weekend, so this is my third day on set. We must have been in different areas of filming before now, because I don’t remember seeing you either.”


And she would have, even hazy with jet lag on her first full day in Spain.


He was memorable. In a much better way than she was.


So was the entire, enormous set. As her exhaustion had eased and she was able to grapple with her surroundings more coherently, the network’s brazen, high-stakes gamble on Ron and R.J. had left her increasingly agog. The head of an actual network had given men like them control over thousands of people and millions of dollars? Really?


Carry yourself with the confidence of a mediocre white man. Whenever she heard that phrase, she always, always thought of Ron.


No wonder the show went off the rails as soon as E. Wade’s existing books had all been adapted. Once the showrunners had to forge ahead using their own ideas, everyone involved was screwed. Inevitably.


Still, the scope of the enterprise and the expertise of the actors and crew impressed the hell out of her. She wasn’t a fan of the show or her cousin, but she’d readily admit that.


Alex drummed his fingers against his tunic-covered thigh, his quiver of arrows at his feet. “So tell me, Lauren, what would you do if—”


“I have to go,” Ron interrupted. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted. Lauren, you’ll stay in his trailer while he’s working, and I reserved you the room connected to his at the hotel. Anywhere else he goes, you’re with him, and you eat all meals together. Understood?”


As this was the fourth time she’d heard Ron’s plan, she didn’t especially need the peremptory reminder. He’d been a spoiled brat of a boy, convinced of his own genius and prone to teasing the most vulnerable children—including her—until they cried, and he evidently hadn’t changed much.


“Yes,” she said. “I understand.”


Telling her parents about Cousin Ron’s cruelty had only upset them and caused her mother to argue with Aunt Kathleen on the phone. Eventually, she’d spared everyone the distress and begun pretending she enjoyed her cousin’s company, and now she was paying the price for her dishonesty.


While you’re between jobs, you should go visit your cousin in Spain, her mother had said last month. You and Ron used to get along so well, and you haven’t seen him in years. Aunt Kathleen and I always hoped you two would be closer. She’ll be hurt if you don’t make the effort. Anyway, you could use a vacation, sweetheart.


A vast understatement. Lauren had been desperate to get her sleep schedule back in order, and even more desperate to bask in the sun and simply relax. And after endless years of overtime—the ER was perennially understaffed when it came to therapists, especially for the overnight shift—she had plenty of savings. Enough to buy her a few weeks before she had to decide where to work next.


Enough to take a vacation. A long one.


During that much-needed vacation, she’d had zero desire to see Ron. But unless she had no other choice, she didn’t disappoint her family. Or anyone, really.


So she’d driven to visit Ron the day she’d arrived in Spain, intending only a brief stop at this remote coastal town before she headed toward Barcelona. And then …


Then she was stuck. Because he needed help, and if she didn’t provide that help, she’d be hearing about it from her parents and Aunt Kathleen.


Besides, she had her own reasons for taking the job.


“Good.” Ron turned to Alex. “Show her where your trailer is before we start filming, and do what she says. The bad publicity ends now.”


Her cousin strode away, and a small, irrational part of her wanted to spite him. To call him back and renege on her offer and free both herself and Alex, if only temporarily.


But Ron was offering an eye-popping salary and covering all her expenses—including the rent on her duplex back in North Hollywood—for months. All so she’d watch over one man, who, recent brawl and current fury notwithstanding, had the reputation of being charming enough, if somewhat reckless and overly blunt on occasion.


A delightful asshole, his costar Carah Brown had famously called him.


With the money she’d save watching over him, Lauren could take all the time in the world before she decided whether to return to the ER or join her friend’s group practice. And what could be farther from an emergency room than the windswept coast of Spain or a television star’s Hollywood Hills guesthouse?


So, yeah, she could handle Mr. Woodroe’s anger, and she didn’t care if he considered her ridiculous and ugly or thought she had a beaky, birdlike nose. Of course he was angry after being injured, jailed, and then dressed down in front of a stranger by his condescending asshole of a boss. And of course a man that beautiful—with thick hair a rich shade of golden brown, long enough to brush his collar and fall in front of his eyes if he didn’t push it back; intense eyes the color of a rain cloud, still gorgeous despite all his bruising; handsome features accented by a neat beard; and an immaculately honed body—would disdain a woman like her.


Her nose was beaky. Also crooked from that incident her first month at the ER, when she hadn’t ducked a tray quickly enough.


She was fat and short too, and she’d been mocked by people much more vicious than him. He’d called her ridiculous, and the word was apt. She’d certainly experienced plenty of ridicule in her life. She’d grown accustomed to it.


His contempt meant nothing to her. She’d do her damn job, and she’d do it well, no matter what he said.


She swiveled to face him. “You were asking me something when Ron interrupted.”


“Um …” He was watching a gull pick at props left overnight on the battlefield, his brow creased in seeming concentration. “Oh, yes. Tell me, Lauren, what would you do if I wanted to go to another bar after work tonight?”


He meant to begin their work relationship with a test of her boundaries, then.


Fair enough. They might as well make those boundaries clear from the beginning. “Ron said no more bars, so I’d tell you to go to a sit-down restaurant or your hotel room instead.”


“What if I went anyway?”


“I’d call Ron,” she said without hesitation.


He barked out a laugh sharp as a scalpel. “You’d tattle on me?”


Nope. She wasn’t taking that bait. “I’d do my job.”


“What if I went to a club?”


“I’d go with you.”


“What if I met a woman and we”—he raised his brows suggestively—“got acquainted in a dark corner?”


“As long as you didn’t violate local indecency laws, I’d leave you alone, but keep you in sight.”


By that point, he was looking less belligerent and more entertained. “If I did violate public indecency laws, what would you do then? Tackle me around my knees and slap a chastity belt on me?”


“I’d interrupt, and if you continued regardless, I’d call Ron.”


At the mention of her cousin, Alex’s incipient smile died.


“What if I decided to get rip-roaring drunk in my hotel room?” His chin jutted in her direction, its firmness evident even through his full beard. “What then, Nanny Clegg?”


“As long as you didn’t cause a disturbance and weren’t in medical danger, it wouldn’t be my business. I’d leave you to it.”


He paused. “What if I were in medical danger? You’d call Ron?”


“First, I’d call an ambulance or drive you to the hospital myself. Then, yes, I’d call Ron, because you’d be unlikely to show up for work the next day, and word of your stay in the ER might spread in the media. I’d also contact anyone who could help you defend yourself against Ron’s subsequent retaliation.” She frowned. What type of team did stars like him have, anyway? “You have an agent and a lawyer, right? What about a publicist? Or maybe an assistant?”


The sneer had bled away, replaced by a look she couldn’t quite interpret.


“Whoever can advocate for you, you should probably give me their numbers. Just in case.” She lifted a shoulder. “Things happen, despite our best intentions.”


He moved a step closer to her, his brow furrowed.


Funny. A man who, according to Ron, had been wasted enough to get into a bar fight only a handful of hours ago should still smell like alcohol.


He didn’t. He smelled like generic hotel shampoo. And he didn’t appear hungover either. Just injured and spent.


“I’ll give you their information before we leave the set tonight.” He cocked his head and studied her. “So … what happens now? Are we supposed to socialize in my trailer or hotel room whenever I’m not working or sleeping?”


“From what I understand—”


“I’ll braid your hair if you’ll braid mine, Lauren.” His gray eyes were sharp on hers in the warm morning light. “We can tell ghost stories by flashlight. Maybe toast a few marshmallows over the hotel room radiators.”


He was mocking her.


She shook her head. “I have no intention of socializing with you. I’m not your entertainment.”


He swayed back a bit, and if she didn’t know better, she would have sworn that look on his face was … hurt?


No. That didn’t make sense.


“Ah. I see.” The cynical twist to his smile had returned. “You’ve assumed the role of sanctimonious bore instead. No doubt it’s the part you were born to play.”


That time, there was no hint of humor in the insult. It was a jab meant to wound.


No delightful. Just asshole.


She gazed into the distance for a moment, allowing the faint sting to fade before she responded.


“I apologize.” His words were unexpected and abrupt. Raw with exhaustion. When she looked back at him, he was frowning. “You didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry.”


He sounded sincere. Surprisingly so.


She nodded in acceptance of his apology, and he let out a slow breath.


“I have no good excuse.” His jaw worked. “I’m just …”


She waited, but he didn’t continue.


Instead, he simply sighed and gestured to their left. “Why don’t I show you to my trailer?”




GODS OF THE GATES: SEASON 6, EP. 9


INT. VENUS’S PALACE ON MT. OLYMPUS – DUSK


PSYCHE lies on a low couch, eyes closed and unresponsive, edging closer to death with every hour she sleeps. When CUPID enters and sees his beloved, he rushes toward her, distraught. VENUS raises a commanding hand, and he immediately stops. From behind Venus, JUPITER steps into the room, his expression fierce with rage and determination.


VENUS


I told you not to come.


CUPID


She is my wife, Mother. My heart. Let me wake her. Please.


Venus glides toward him, sneering.


VENUS


Your heart is mine. Your loyalty is mine. Your eternal existence is mine.


She grips his chin in one hand, squeezing until his face twists in pain.


VENUS


The life of a single mortal girl matters not. Your place is at our side, fighting our foes: Juno, that treacherous bitch, and her allies.


CUPID


If I fight alongside you, will you promise to spare Psyche? To save her?


Jupiter strides toward Cupid, livid, and backhands his grandson, who crumples to his knees.


JUPITER


A puny, mewling demigod does not question the will of all-powerful Jupiter. Your precious mortal will be dead before this battle ends, a fitting punishment for your defiance.


Cupid weeps. Venus clasps him to her bosom and dries his tears.


VENUS


Do you understand, my son? Do you now understand what obedience means?


CUPID


I do. I will obey.


Cupid strides from the room without another glance at Psyche.
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THE FIRST TIME ALEX ENCOUNTERED THE CONCEPT OF “extra,” he’d related to it immediately, on an almost visceral level. Oh, yes, that’s what I am. Much like the moment his mother had explained what his diagnosis of ADHD meant.


Not everyone appreciated his personality, but so be it. Not everyone appreciated deep-fried turkey on Thanksgiving either, and that was their loss. If he was congenitally, delightfully “extra,” however, the dour woman across the room was the opposite.


Nondescript tee. Cardigan. Dark jeans. No jewelry or makeup, and no natural color in that pallid face. Even her eyebrows were relatively pale. Her avian qualities—her sharp features, her short, round frame—were the only memorable things about her appearance, really, other than those eyes.


It might help if she actually said something. Anything.


But she didn’t. If at all possible, she didn’t even acknowledge him.


“Hey, Lauren, pass me that medicine ball,” he called out to her. “The one to your left.”


She answered without looking up. “Nope.”


An hour ago, she’d settled herself on a weight bench in the hotel’s empty fitness room, eyes on her e-reader and not him. Even though he was both sweaty and shirtless, states which—he had been informed by trustworthy sources—showed him to best advantage and reliably drew the attention of anyone attracted to men.


Huh. Maybe—


“Hey, Lauren, are you into dudes? Like, at all?” He raised his arms over his head in a luxuriant stretch, then flexed his biceps appealingly, in hopes the incentive might induce her to raise her head.


Again, not a single glance upward. “Not your business.”


Half a dozen lunges. A handful of burpees. All his athletic prowess and his carefully honed body, displayed right there in front of her. And …


Nothing. Nada.


“Hey, Lauren.” This time he waited for a response, banking on her inherent politeness.


She finally raised her gaze from her e-reader, head tilted in inquiry, and he basked in the smug glow of victory.


“I once starred in a movie where my love interest was a mime, and my costar spoke more than you.” He did a few jumping jacks, as long as he had her attention. “Just FYI.”


Her voice was patently unimpressed. “Because she wasn’t really a mime. She was an actor.”


He frowned at her. “I meant she spoke more on camera.”


“Then she wasn’t a very good mime.”


She returned her attention to her book, and he huffed in displeasure. Normally, any mention of his most unmitigated disaster of a movie provoked lively discussion. But, of course, even Mimes and Moonlight couldn’t do the trick this time. Not when the woman at the other end of the conversation was a blank wall in human form.


After some over-the-counter painkillers and a good meal from craft services, he’d gotten over the worst of that morning’s rage. At least, the portion of it directed toward her. One good midday nap in his trailer later—while she sat on the too-hard couch, phone in hand, and said not a word—and he was ready to admit that her newfound, near-constant presence in his life wasn’t actually her fault. People needed jobs, and he couldn’t blame her for accepting her cousin’s offer, despite the profound dickishness of said cousin.


To put up with Ron’s obvious disdain for her, she must need the money very, very badly.


He frowned again.


“Hey, Lauren, if you ever need a loan or something, let me know,” he said as he positioned himself on the thick blue mat for push-ups.


With that, he had her attention entirely. Setting her e-reader on the floor beside her, she stared at him with her brow crinkled.


“You met me this morning.” Each word contained an entire universe of precise disapproval. Or … maybe not disapproval, but something close to it. Confusion? Suspicion? “This past hour is the lengthiest interaction we’ve ever had.”


He paused with his arms fully extended, bracing his weight. “And?”


“And you just offered to loan me money.” She enunciated very clearly. “You don’t know me well enough for that, Alex.”


He tried to shrug while in push-up stance, with only limited success. “I disagree.”


Her reaction that morning, when he’d asked what she would do if he were in medical danger, told him enough about her character. She didn’t want him to get into trouble. She wasn’t rooting for his failure and punishment.


None of this was personal, and she had a sense of honor.


Thus: loan. Loans, plural, as necessary.


He began to clap between each push-up, considering the matter.


It was possible such situations explained why his savings and retirement accounts weren’t quite as robust as they could have been. Or so Marcus regularly informed him. Then there was the money he sent his mom every month, and all the charities that depended on his contributions, and the friends he allowed to stay rent-free in his guesthouse when they were between jobs.


Although he was apparently renting out his guesthouse for the next nine months at fair market value, so who was the financial genius now, huh, Marcus?


When he turned his head to glance at Lauren, her mouth was slightly open, and she was gaping at him. Now she looked less avian and more piscine.


Finally, with a shake of her head, she picked up her e-reader and got back to her book.


No more clapping. Time for one-armed push-ups instead.


“Hey, Lauren,” he said. “We should go to a club together. I think your presence would be very convenient. You’re so short, I could rest my drink on top of your head, no table necessary.”


Did she ever dance? Probably not.


Much as he hated to affirm Ron’s judgment, she did seem distinctly joyless. Not ridiculous, though. The situation: definitely. Her: no.


She exhaled rather more loudly than usual. “Are you almost done with your workout? I’d like to grab dinner and get to bed soon.”


“After I stretch.” Which he intended to do at length and within full view of her. Just in case she paid attention this time. “Not too long now.”


He let himself drop to the mat and reclined on his side, propping his head on his palm, letting his pulse slow a moment. His head throbbed with every heartbeat, which wasn’t an especially pleasant sensation.


Still: He didn’t regret what he’d done, and he wouldn’t bemoan its physical consequences. His discomfort was just penance, considering his past.


“Hey, Lauren,” he said. “Who’s your favorite character on Gods of the Gates? It’s me, isn’t it? Cupid? C’mon, you know it’s Cupid.”


When she didn’t answer, he stretched his right quad, his jaw cracking in a magnificent yawn.


“I’ll take that as a yes,” he told her.


WHEN LAUREN WAS growing up, her family owned a cat.


Or, rather, the cat owned them.


When their feline dictator—originally named Slippers, for the white bottoms of her paws, before the family decided Lucifer suited her better—wanted their attention, she wanted it right away. And she always wanted their attention. But sometimes they couldn’t immediately gather her into a bridal carry, her preferred cuddling position, and rub her belly or scratch her ears, because they had to—for instance—sleep. Or give attention to one of the non-cat members of the household, despite their lesser importance.


She would perch on the nearest table, look them dead in the eye, and nudge something fragile toward the edge. If they didn’t pick her up, she’d nudge again. And if they didn’t bend to her will then, over the edge that fragile item would go.


Eventually, the family had packed away any smallish items not made of, say, rubber. Which was when the retaliatory pooping began.


When Lucifer died after a long, extremely spoiled, and intermittently malevolent life, though, they’d all cried. Because that cat might have been a diabolical bitch, but she was gorgeous and sleek and intelligent and entertaining as hell, even while she was frustrating the entire family.


Now that Lauren considered the matter, Lucifer and Alex had probably been separated at birth somehow, genetic incompatibilities notwithstanding. He clearly wanted attention, and he was willing to nudge conversational items off the figurative coffee table whenever she didn’t give him enough of it.


Also, he was gorgeous and sleek and intelligent and entertaining as hell. Not that she ever intended to tell him that, or dignify his provocative remarks with answers.


He might have offered to lend her money—which was both flattering and insulting, as well as horrifying—but she didn’t trust him.


Maybe all his friendliness was sincere.


Or maybe he was hoping she’d become less vigilant about enforcing Ron’s rules, or looking for information to use against her at some future date. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been fooled by faux friendliness. Also, he was her job, not her buddy, and she didn’t intend to confuse the two.


Which was why, after he’d had a post-workout shower and they’d been seated in the hotel’s near-deserted restaurant for a late dinner, she was using her mouth and tongue for eating. Nothing else, other than giving her order and responding briefly to direct questions.


His response: the human version of yowling.


“C’mon, Lauren.” He was slumped in the carved-wood chair, looking extremely put out. “Why wouldn’t we go tandem skydiving over the Hollywood Hills, once we get back home? Wouldn’t that be a priceless bonding experience?”


Her acrophobic butt would be bonded to the airplane seat, she’d give him that much.


“Nope.” She finished the final bite of her seafood paella with a sigh of satisfaction, trying not to notice how the rich red of the restaurant’s curtains set off his gleaming hair and gray eyes.


He glowered at her. “Spoilsport.”


For five entire minutes, as he teased free the last morsels of his grilled whole trout, blessed silence descended over their meal.


Then he leaned forward and peered at her from across the table, his gray eyes sharp. “Is this a Napoleon thing? You’re short, so you want control?” He gave a little hitch of his shoulder and grinned. “No, I suppose you’re not attempting to conquer continents. Just the concept of joy.”


If he intended to hurt her with his mockery, he was failing. But she didn’t actually think he was trying to hurt her.


Other than that lone angry swipe at their first meeting, his words didn’t seem to contain any actual maliciousness. Just sharp-edged humor and boredom and restless intellect and desire for human connection.


She wouldn’t venture so far as to call him delightful. But if he was an asshole, he certainly wasn’t among the worst she’d ever met.


That conclusion reached, she couldn’t help herself. She just … couldn’t.


“Not the concept of joy.” She laid her napkin beside her plate, her tone bone dry. “Only your particular expression of it.”


“Ahhhhhhh.” It was almost a purr, breathy and seductive. He sprawled back in his chair like an indolent prince, lacing his long fingers over his flat belly. “She speaks at last. And while doing so, almost—but not quite—tells a joke. Brava, Nanny Clegg.”


His faded blue tee had ridden up with his movement, exposing a sliver of skin above his low-slung jeans. The candlelight gilded that crescent of flesh, drawing her unwilling gaze.


Given its somewhat remote location, the hotel wasn’t especially fancy, but she’d changed into a dark green swing dress for dinner anyway. Even in jeans and a T-shirt, though, even with that golden sliver of belly visible, he appeared more put-together than her. Black eye or no black eye.


If she didn’t know better, she’d think the two of them were entirely different species.


“She has her moments.” Her tongue had become untethered, and she could only blame the glass of excellent red wine she’d consumed with dinner. “That said, she’s not certain why you’re referring to her in the third person.”


Her resolution to remain silent was melting away as fast as the candle wax, evidently.


“We prefer first person plural? Like royalty?” He waved his hand primly, as if greeting his adoring subjects. “Very well. We’re willing to acquiesce to Her Highness’s demands.”


“We prefer normal human interaction,” she said quellingly. “Second-person singular should suffice.”


His hoot of laughter made their server look over from polishing glasses at the bar. “If you prefer normal human interaction, I haven’t seen any sign of it yet.”


She raised her brows. “And you consider your level of chattiness normal?”


“Yes, yes, I’m clearly the oddity at this table.” He rolled his eyes. “As opposed to a woman who’s convincingly imitated statuary all day.”


Again, she could have sworn there was something more than mere mockery in his voice. Something like … loneliness?


She swept a glance around the room, looking for anyone else who might be affiliated with Gods of the Gates. But apart from an older couple at the bar speaking rapid Spanish to one another—locals, she presumed—the place was empty. And yes, it was late, but it wasn’t that late.


“You said most of the cast members are gone already. But what about the crew? Where are they?” During her past three days on the set, she’d spotted hundreds of behind-the-scenes workers, but where they went after hours, she had no clue. “And where are the actors who haven’t left yet?”


He made that breathy, smug sound again. Ahhhhhhh.


His near-purr raised goose bumps on her arms.


“You asked me a question just now. You realize that, right?” Setting his elbows on the cloth-covered table, he leaned forward and studied her face intently. “Does it hurt anywhere? Do you require medical intervention to fix the damage to your psyche?”


“Yes, I realize I asked a question.” Her middle finger was itching to make an appearance. “Don’t make me regret it.”


For once, he decided not to push his luck.


“There were too many of us to stay in one place, so Ron and R.J. split us up. Cast members in this hotel, crew in other hotels a bit farther away from the set,” he explained, idly scratching at his beard. “And I’m one of the few actors remaining, like I said. Asha, the woman who plays Psyche, is staying with her pop star boyfriend in a local mansion.”


Oh, yeah. Lauren had seen the two canoodling on the front pages of various American tabloids. In those photos, both were generally topless, cavorting aboard a sleek, spacious yacht, and laughing in each other’s arms.


Alex continued ticking off the names of the remaining cast. “Mackenzie, the woman who plays Venus, even though she’s actually ten years younger than me and immortality can only explain so much—”


“Goddammit, Ron,” Lauren muttered beneath her breath.


“—refused to be parted from her cat, and the hotel doesn’t allow pets. So she rented a cottage nearby.” His sly smile split his beard. “Whiskers considers the furniture rustic but comfortable and the living space more than adequate.”


Lauren blinked at him. “Her cat considers the furniture … rustic? How—how does …”


“How does Whiskers issue such nuanced statements about interior design? Good question. Gooooood question.” He waited a moment before continuing, no doubt to build anticipation. “As you’ll learn via an upcoming memoir, Here and Meow: A Cat’s Life, Mackenzie says they can speak to one another. Telepathically.”


Here and Meow: A Cat’s Life.


“The memoir isn’t hers,” Lauren said slowly. “It’s the cat’s.”


“Correct. Written using Mackenzie as his medium.” His voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. “Over the years, I’ve found that Whiskers shares essentially all of Mackenzie’s opinions, other than those concerning cat food.” He paused. “At least, I hope that’s an exception.”


Alex’s upper body had begun to droop down toward the table as he rested more and more weight on his elbows, and no wonder. He’d had an exceedingly long day, and another loomed ahead of him tomorrow.


“The only other main cast member left is Ian, the guy who plays Jupiter. But he’s probably off mainlining tuna somewhere. Besides, he’s a prick.” Alex pointed a forefinger at her. “I’d stay out of his way, if I were you. All that lean protein might have helped his muscles, but it hasn’t helped his mood. Or his smell, for that matter.”


Unless she was mistaken, that was a warning. Because he—the man who’d called her a ridiculous bird-woman—didn’t want either her feelings or her sense of smell to suffer.


Setting her own elbows on the table, she rubbed her forehead and considered what to do. What he and Ron both needed from her, and what they both deserved. What was right, not simply what was convenient and safest.


He rapped his knuckles against the tabletop. “Hey, Nanny Clegg. You okay?”


“I’m fine,” she told the crimson cloth covering the heavy wood surface. “Thank you.”


All day, she’d assumed his quest to fill any possible silences with endless verbiage was a strategic choice. An attempt to drive her to quit, despite Ron’s warnings. A ploy to gather information he could later use against her. A tactic to relax her guard.


And maybe it was all those things.


Or maybe it was a genuine attempt to be friendly.


Maybe he really was a delightful asshole, one who’d found himself injured and in trouble and virtually without friends in a foreign country. If so, no wonder he wanted her company. Until he returned to California, he didn’t have many other options available to him.


She raised her head, lowered her hands, and surrendered to the inevitable. “I propose a truce.”


His eyes were half lidded and hazy with exhaustion, the dark shadows under the left nearly a match for the bruises under the right. Still, he managed a cheeky smirk. “If you’re proposing a truce, that means I was winning the war, right?”


She nodded gravely. “Your anecdote about Whiskers turned the tide.”


“Carah Brown calls me a gossipy bitch.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, stifling a yawn. “But this gossipy bitch gets results.”


“Evidently.” She raised her hand to signal the server. “So here are my peace terms: If I promise to be more chatty, you promise to give me a few minutes of silence when I tell you I need quiet time. Also, no deliberate attempts to break Ron’s rules, because I really, really don’t want to call him.”


“No desire to talk to your cousin, huh?” When the server laid their check on the table, Alex wrote his room number on the slip and left a substantial tip. “If it’s any consolation, any right-thinking human would feel the same way.”


The amount of time she’d spent with her relative this week was enough to last her …


Well, forever. Longer than that, if possible.


But that wasn’t what she’d meant.


“I don’t want you to get in trouble,” she corrected. “And if you do, please don’t make me the means by which it happens.”


“Also, you don’t want to talk to him.” He grinned at her, tired eyes alight. “Admit it, Nanny Clegg. Admit it, and I’ll agree to your peace terms.”


She shouldn’t. Simple family loyalty should prevent her from saying it, and Alex could use the admission against her at some point.


Still, her cousin was such a dick.


“Fine.” She sighed. “I don’t want to talk to him.”


“Victory!” Alex crowed, raising both fists in the air.


The couple at the bar turned to glare at them, and the kitchen staff peeked out of their doorway to see what was happening.


Her cheeks went hot, and she cast him a withering glare. “Are we done here?”


“Oh, Lauren, bless your naive little heart,” he said pityingly. “We’re just getting started.”




Star Tracker: Your Favorite Celebrities Revealed


Gods of the Gates Actor Goes Wild!


Star Tracker’s international sources are getting word that Spanish authorities detained Alexander Woodroe, the actor currently portraying an oh-so-adult Cupid on Gods of the Gates, in conjunction with a late-night bar brawl. He was released hours later without charges filed.


No official word yet from the Gates camp, and Woodroe’s agent hasn’t responded to our inquiries, but looking at that mug shot, he certainly doesn’t appear to regret anything he’s done.


This isn’t the first time Woodroe has found himself in hot water. In 2013, he was famously ejected from Bruno Keene’s award-winning ensemble drama All Good Men mid-shoot, under unclear circumstances. Woodroe claimed Keene was abusive toward his cast, but Keene dismissed the accusation as the fabrication of an actor out of his depth.


“He couldn’t keep up with everyone else,” Keene said at the time. “So he lashed out. I feel sorry for him, really. I hope he finds resources to help him control his temper, or I’m afraid he’ll have trouble finding future roles in Hollywood.”


When asked to comment on the scandal, the remaining All Good Men cast members refused. The Gates cast hasn’t responded to requests for interviews this time either. Coincidence? Perhaps. But actors are famously reluctant to turn on one of their own, despite any bad behavior on or off set.


Star Tracker suggests you make this your last time lashing out, Alex, because you know the old saying: Three strikes, and you’re out–of work!
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ALEX WAS NAPPING IN HIS TRAILER AGAIN, WHICH DIDN’T surprise her.


Since they’d met on Monday, Lauren had seen him work one fourteen-hour-plus day after another, arriving on set at dawn and leaving after sunset. Back at the hotel, he exercised and ate and talked with Marcus and—collapsed, as far as she could tell.


It was only their fifth day together, and she was exhausted just watching him. But he’d evidently been keeping much the same schedule for weeks and weeks now.


“This is it,” Alex had explained last night over dinner, his voice gravelly with fatigue. “The climactic battle of the gods. It’s meant to rage day and night for weeks, and it’s the last piece of filming for the entire series. Ron and R.J. want to make it big and immersive, and they want to make sure they get all the footage they need before we scatter to the ends of the earth, so that means long hours for everyone.”


Today was the last day of filming, and thank goodness for that. He seemed on the verge of collapse, despite all the naps he’d taken in his sleeping berth while she sat on his couch and read.


There’d been no drinking. No women. No clubs or bars. No fights.


He also got along well with his colleagues, which she considered a good gauge of character. When she and Alex ate lunch among the crew and various extras, he chatted with them easily. They clapped him on the back and teased him about his shiner, and he rolled his eyes and mocked them in return, and the group hilarity occasionally drew indignant shushing from other parts of the set.


As far as she could tell, he wasn’t the man Ron had described to her or the man she’d met on a battlefield at dawn. Disagreeable. Defiant. Careless. Out of control, or nearly so.


She stole a glance at Alex’s sleeping form. He was turned on his side and facing her, arms hugging his pillow, making little snuffling sounds and occasionally smacking his lips, and yes. Yes, he was definitely drooling, and that shouldn’t be cute. Especially since the authorities might officially deem his trailer a disaster area at any moment, despite its relatively luxurious design.


He’d been unable to locate the television remote all week. Candy wrappers and disposable coffee cups littered the table, the tiny patch of counter in the kitchen, and an unfortunate spot just short of the trash can. Books and piles of discarded clothing lay scattered across the floor. Yesterday, she’d found an abandoned, half-eaten apple on the floor of the tiny shower.


She had no good explanation for that apple.


Well, actually, she did. He openly took medication for ADHD every morning—their first breakfast together, he’d shaken the pill bottle an inch from her nose and bellowed, “I have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Nanny Clegg! Imagine that!”—but it didn’t always take full effect before he got to the set, and it wasn’t a miracle drug.


In her training, she hadn’t specialized in the disorder. Still, she knew the basics. His medicine would help him direct his attention where he wanted it for longer stretches of time, but executive function issues would persist despite the meds. On a daily basis, he likely battled time management difficulties. Disorganization. Impulsivity.


Lack of adequate rest and excessive stress made managing ADHD much, much harder. Under the circumstances, then, it was a wonder he was still making it to work on time and getting through his scenes every day.


The cookbook on the seat beside her featured a gorgeous loaf of bread on its cover. Absently, she ran a fingertip over that golden boule, squinted into the distance, and considered everything she’d observed.


He had a curious mind, as well as a sharp tongue. He was a hard worker. He was friendly to coworkers beneath him in the show hierarchy.


He was—


He was awake. Staring at her from his bed, gray eyes alert and watchful.


When had she turned to face him? And exactly how long had he been watching her watch him without saying a single word?


“I, uh …” Flustered, she tented her fingers and tapped them together. “I was just noticing how much your bruises have faded.”


He didn’t move. “Were you?”


His voice. It was—it was sinuous. It could wrap around words, twisting them into a purr or a plea or the crack of a whip, and even though she’d been studying him continually for five days straight, she had no idea how.


She swallowed hard, unable to muster any sort of coherent response while those intent eyes remained locked to hers.


The weight of his gaze blanketed her. It dragged at her mouth, parting her lips. It turned her limbs heavy. It transformed her thoughts into a distant hum.


Then he finally glanced away, toward his laptop on the floor. Her next inhalation audibly shook, and her chest hurt—had she actually stopped breathing at some point? Wow.


No wonder the man got a huge freaking trailer. That was raw star power at work.


Thank goodness he’d chosen acting instead of, say, founding a cult.


He sat up, and the fleece blanket covering him fell to his lap. “Fanfiction. Discuss.”


Her muscles all seemed to be functional again. Which was convenient, since tilting her head in confusion required their assistance. “Huh?”


“Fanfiction.” He spoke slowly, as if to a dunderheaded child. “Fiction written by fans, featuring favorite characters from books and television shows and movies.”


“Oh.” Her best friend, Sionna, read fanfiction sometimes, if Lauren remembered correctly. “What about it?”


“I wondered whether you’d read any before. What you thought of it. If you subscribed to any specific writers.” He heaved a dramatic sigh. “I’d hoped for an intelligent conversation on the topic, but alas.”


Brushing the blanket off his lap, he stood. “Someone I know writes fanfic, and he—they want me to help proofread and give feedback on their stories. But I can’t give useful feedback unless I know what a good story looks like, so I’ve been reading fics about Cupid. The ones with the most kudos.”


She rubbed her forehead, making a mental note to research fanfiction and its related terminology on the plane ride back to L.A. “Kudos?”


“Lord, you’re slow.” He rolled his eyes. “Kudos are basically a thumbs-up. The more you have, the more people who liked your fic.”


Ah. Those sorts of kudos. “And after all your reading, have you figured out what a good story looks like?”


His face split into a self-satisfied smirk. “Maybe not, but I’ve found out what a popular story looks like, at least in the Cupid/ Psyche fandom. And I wanted to ask your opinion. When you think of Cupid, do you …”


He paused, lips pressed together.


“What?” Absently, she straightened the couch cushions and stacked the paperbacks on the coffee table into a neat pile. “Do I what?”


“No.” He gave his head a little shake. “I shouldn’t.”


Alex had hit some sort of conversational limit? Alex?


She had to know. “Tell me.”


“I can’t.” His voice wasn’t a purr or a whip crack now. It was a whine. “You’re not my employee, but you’re still working, and I can’t.”


She studied him. “Is this something sexual?”


It was the obvious conclusion, based on one simple fact: Other than their very first meeting, when he’d sneeringly suggested calling her Mistress Lauren, none of his endless mockery had ever involved sex. Not a single time. Which didn’t precisely make him a saint, but it certainly removed him from the circle of hell reserved for sexually predatory men.


Come to think of it, ever since that bird reference during their first, fraught standoff, he hadn’t mocked her appearance either, other than her height. Alex Woodroe was damnably hard to pin down sometimes.


Not in this instance, however. He bowed his head, and that was her answer.


“So, yes, it’s sexual.” She closed her eyes for a moment, already knowing her next words were likely a mistake. “Fine. I won’t be offended. Just tell me.”


He peeked at her through a dangling lock of his obnoxiously lustrous hair. “Really?”


“Yes, really.” When he still hesitated, she spread her hands in exasperation. “Well, I’m not going to beg you, Alex.”


“All right, then. But let the record show I tried to exercise some self-control. For once.” Straightening, he propped his fists on his hips and grinned at her. “Here’s what I want to know: Does Cupid seem like a bottom to you?”


“A bottom?” She frowned, lost. “Like an ass, do you mean? Because, sure, the way he treats Psyche sometimes—”


“Sexually,” he reminded her impatiently. “Sexually, you dense woman.”


“Oh.” She thought for a moment. “Oh.”


His uncharacteristic reticence disappeared, possibly never to be seen again.


“Because all the most popular Cupid fics seem to involve Psyche pegging him. Often with dildos described as having the same width as her forearm, which is somewhat alarming.” He stared at her arm, clearly doing some mental calculations, then winced. “And within the fandom, popular consensus says my character is clearly a bottom, and I’m not certain I fully understand why.”


She understood. Now that she’d grasped the context, she totally understood.


“You—” Alex flicked a hand at her. “You know things. Explain it to me.”


You know things?


It was perhaps the most dismissive, careless compliment she’d ever received. It was also, however, a correct statement. She did know things.


And given her knowing-things pedigree, she was shocked she hadn’t considered Cupid’s possible bottom status before now. Dammit, she’d read E. Wade’s books multiple times. How had she overlooked the way Cupid’s special arrow angled higher whenever Psyche climbed on top? And if the books hadn’t given her enough clues, the show should have.


In retrospect, Cupid’s expression after Psyche pushed him against the wall and pinned his wrists as she kissed him should have told Lauren everything. Everything.


Had Alex not realized what his face was doing in that scene? And how had they all missed the Cupid Is Definitely the Little Spoon implications of it all?


“Are you even paying attention to me?” Alex’s perfect nose had lifted high in the air, and he sniffed down at her. “You do realize your inattentiveness is exceedingly rude, correct?”


Ah, but it was too late for insults now. He’d told her she knew things.


Why did that make her straighten and puff out her chest a little? And even as she preened, why did she want so very badly to laugh? At him, and at herself too?


She didn’t laugh. But she did bask in the moment.


Right now, if only for a fleeting snatch of time, she had the upper hand with Alex. She intended to enjoy it.


“Very well, then.” With a sweep of her arm, she gestured to the couch. “Sit down, Alex. Nanny Clegg will explain the birds and the bees and the bottoms to you.”


“Fucking hell,” he groaned.


But damned if he didn’t sit down.









4


“HEY, LAUREN,” ALEX SAID, AVIDLY EYEING HER EXPRESSION. “If I called you a claggy sponge, what would you say?”


To his disappointment, she didn’t visibly react. Instead, she continued frowning at the wall of windows overlooking one of the Spanish airport’s many runways.


“In response to such a transparent attempt at provocation?” Her voice was preoccupied. “I’d say nothing.”


She gave a decisive little nod, then rose from the very wide, very heavy armchair she’d chosen in the near-empty business lounge. Before he could react or do it for her, she hoisted that chair, moved it closer to the windows, and plopped back into its cushioned embrace.


Then she got out her e-reader and bent her stupid, boring head over it again, matching words to deeds.


Goddamn. His appointed jailer was fucking frustrating sometimes.


Not that she’d notice, but he wasn’t letting her escape his orbit that easily. Standing, he shifted his own chair nearer to the windows and even closer to hers than it was before.


Setting it down with a little grunt, he studied it consideringly before turning back to her.


“That chair is heavy as shit.” He gave it a shove for emphasis, and it didn’t move an inch. “Are you bench-pressing cars in your spare time, or what?”


Her brow was still furrowed, and she was once again readjusting her sad little ponytail. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t turned to a new page in her book yet.


“I’m strong.” She flicked him a brief, abstracted glare. “And don’t swear in public. There are children here.”


In her new position next to the windows, unforgiving sunlight bathed her profile, and he had it. He finally had it. She didn’t just remind him of a bird, she reminded him of—


“A Picasso!” He stabbed a finger in her direction. “You look like a portrait by Picasso!”


He sat back in his chair, crossing an ankle over his knee, entirely triumphant.


“Thank you so much.” There was a definite sarcastic edge to her words, a sharpness she usually lacked.


Now he was frowning too.


Picasso was one of his favorite artists. Back home, several coffee table books of Picasso’s works sat displayed on the library shelves, and Alex flipped through their pages often.


He’d loved Picasso for … decades now. Thirty years.


Without his father in the picture, his mom hadn’t had much money when Alex was growing up. During long, sticky summers in Florida, when she’d managed to bank enough vacation time at one of her retail jobs and saved a few precious dollars, they hadn’t flown anywhere or taken cruises. Instead, they’d gone on road trips up and down the coast.


Fort Lauderdale. St. Augustine. And one memorable time, Miami.


They’d stayed in a cheap motel on the outskirts of the area to save money, but ventured into the heart of the vibrant city itself during the still, humid mornings, before the inevitable storm clouds rolled in every afternoon.


In an art museum there, they’d chanced upon a special exhibit. One of Picasso’s portraits, on loan for a month. At the time, he’d been seven or eight, maybe. Not yet medicated, so he tore through that museum like one of the region’s famous, terrifying hurricanes, randomly checking off an item or two on the children’s scavenger hunt list he’d been given at the entrance, but mostly just wreaking havoc and screeching.


Until he’d seen the Picasso and stopped dead.


That portrait—it didn’t look like any he’d ever seen before. It had mottled colors. Mismatched features. Jutting angles and deliberate, defiant asymmetry.


The woman in that portrait wasn’t beautiful. But beauty wasn’t the point.


He’d hyperfocused on that painting. When his mom tried to persuade him to move on, he’d whined until she gave up and let him stare at it a little longer.


Lauren’s face drew his attention the same way.


But in the mid-morning sunlight, the bags under her eyes were more evident, the lines bracketing her mouth and furrowing her forehead more distinct.


She looked tired and stressed. From lingering jet lag and the prospect of more travel to come? The strain of watching over him?


“I’m getting some food,” she said abruptly, and jolted up from her chair.


Before he could follow her, a man in a suit appeared and asked for an autograph. As Alex made the usual casual conversation—yes, he was that actor; thank you so much for your kind words; no, he wasn’t able to reveal anything about the last season—he kept track of Lauren in his peripheral vision.
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