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Chapter One
Venus was particularly brilliant this morning. Natalie adjusted the lens on her Celestron NexStar telescope, bringing the planet into sharper focus. She was using a moon filter to reduce the glare as Venus’s atmosphere reflected the sun’s light back at her, and now it beamed through the viewfinder, so clear she could make out the yellowish swirls of its cloud cover.
While Venus was less showy than some of the other planets, it had always been one of her favorites, especially in these early-morning hours before the sun rose. As an astronomer’s daughter, Natalie felt closer to her mother while peering through the lens of a telescope. It was one of the only memories she had of her mom, the two of them gazing at the sky as her mom mapped the secrets of the universe for her.
When Natalie was six, the sky she’d regarded as a magical, wondrous place took her mother from her when her private plane crashed in the Alps on her way to the Sphinx Observatory in Switzerland, killing everyone on board.
Now, the world regarded Natalie as a star, and it sometimes felt as if the whole universe were looking at her, lenses pointed her way everywhere she went. The irony wasn’t lost on her.
At this moment, though, she was the one watching, not being watched. She could spend hours in her observatory. It was her favorite way to unwind after a long day of filming or press. Instead of meditating, Natalie looked into the sky.
A low whine broke her concentration, and she looked down. Luna and Orion, her boxers, lay on matching dog beds at her feet. Luna watched her with a pitiful expression, shivering despite the warm coat Natalie had put on her before coming outside.
“Cold, Lulu?” Natalie reached down to rub her behind her ears. This was a daily occurrence during the winter. Her dogs demanded to come with her to her backyard observatory, then complained when they got cold. Drama queens, both of them, and she wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world.
Natalie pulled her jacket more closely around her shoulders. Maybe Luna had a point. It was cold this morning. Living just outside LA, it never got too cold, but this was the first week of January, and maybe she shouldn’t be outside before sunrise in a light jacket. She hadn’t slept well last night—story of her life—and had needed this time to prepare herself for yet another grueling day.
The Golden Globe Awards were Sunday night, only four days away, which meant she would spend entirely too much time over the next few days giving interviews and fretting over an acceptance speech she probably wouldn’t even give. She wasn’t favored to win, but she wasn’t a complete long shot either. She had a chance. And . . . she might be the only actress in Hollywood who truly got nervous about these things.
But she did. They were so public. So . . . much. The red carpet alone was exhausting, and then there would be dozens of articles critiquing every aspect of her appearance, whether she’d worn the right dress. Had she gained weight? Why hadn’t she brought a date? Natalie almost never brought a date, and yet they always asked why.
As she left the observatory, Orion growled, a low, threatening sound that made the fine hairs on Natalie’s body stand on end. She looked down to see him staring into the bushes to their left. If he hadn’t had on his coat, she was sure the hair along his back would be standing up too.
“What is it, boy?” She followed his gaze, but she couldn’t see anything in the darkened recesses of her yard. Unlike many celebrities, Natalie hadn’t bought her house for the view of the Malibu hills or the Pacific coastline. Her property was surrounded by an eight-foot privacy fence and lined with protective trees and bushes. Her only view was of the stars overhead.
Natalie shivered, unnerved by the darkness still swathing her property as that all-too-familiar panic crawled up her throat, the fear of an unseen menace waiting to attack. It had been building for weeks as she watched the date on the calendar grow closer. John Becker, the man who’d stalked and terrorized her eight years ago, was likely to be released from prison soon.
And Natalie might never feel safe again.

“What initially drew you to the role of Adele?” The interviewer, a balding white man in his forties, sat with his elbows on his knees, legs spread in a way that irritated Natalie.
She crossed one leg over the other, sitting tall while he slouched back, making himself entirely too comfortable in her manager’s chair. The meeting room was decorated in soothing shades of gray and blue, accented by panoramic windows to her left, overlooking downtown Los Angeles, a view that was currently more interesting than the man sitting across from her. “Her resilience. Adele is a woman who refuses to give up. She’s resourceful, even when things around her look bleak. I admire that about her.”
“Some critics have accused her of being arrogant, brash.” He shrugged, a challenge gleaming in his eyes, misogynistic undertones dripping from his words.
Natalie made a mental note to add this man to the list of interviewers she declined to work with. The publication that employed him had plenty of better journalists on staff. “If Adele was a man, you’d call her a natural leader. She fought tirelessly to bring an important case all the way to the United States Supreme Court. Honestly, I’m in awe of her strength.”
“Did the courtroom scenes bring back memories of your own time in court?”
Her breath hitched, but she didn’t flinch. Oh, he thought he was so clever, trying to use her words to broach the topic that had been listed as off limits in the contract they’d signed for this interview. It was part of her standard contract and had been for years.
Natalie wouldn’t feed that particular beast, no matter how many intrepid journalists tried to weasel a reaction out of her. And there had been a lot. She glanced at her personal assistant and best friend, Jeremy Huang, who stood in the hall just outside the door, talking quietly on his phone. Usually, this was when he would jump in on her behalf, but she’d have to do it herself this time.
She narrowed her eyes at the man sitting across from her, realizing she didn’t even remember his name. “Stop the recording.”
“Excuse me?” His eyebrows bounced comically, except there was nothing funny about what he’d done.
Ambushing her with a past trauma, one he’d been informed was off limits? Crude and tasteless. She wasn’t going to ask twice. Natalie reached over and stabbed a finger against the screen of his cell phone, which sat on the table between them, ending the recording. “This interview is over.”
“But we—”
“You heard her.” Jeremy was at her side in a flash, finally having realized what was happening. “The interview is finished. I’ll show you out.”
The reporter’s face had reddened. “Now wait a damn minute.”
Sick of the sight of him, Natalie stood and walked to the window while Jeremy escorted him from the room. She squinted against the afternoon sunshine as her gaze settled on a little park on the corner where a woman was walking a pair of fluffy white dogs. Unwilling to invite extraneous people into her house, Natalie conducted most of her interviews here at her manager’s office space. Right now, though, she longed for the comfort of home.
Did the courtroom scenes bring back memories of your own time in court?
Natalie sucked in a deep breath and held it until her pulse had calmed. The press had been trying to learn the answer to that question, to any question about her kidnapping and the subsequent trial, for eight years. The court transcripts were public record, of course, but that wasn’t enough to satisfy curiosity. Nothing would ever be enough.
“I’m so sorry,” Jeremy said as he came back into the room. His glasses today had periwinkle-blue frames to match his shirt, something he often did. Jeremy and Natalie had grown up in the same neighborhood in Edmonton. His parents had emigrated from China to Canada before he was born, to work in Edmonton’s booming nanotechnology sector, but—much to their dismay—Jeremy wasn’t technologically inclined, instead preferring the glamour of Hollywood. When he moved to Los Angeles five years ago looking for behind-the-scenes work, she’d hired him as her personal assistant, and he’d been with her ever since. “Jaz called, and I didn’t hear whatever Greg Pearson said, although I can guess based on your reaction.”
“The usual,” she confirmed. “And it’s fine. I handled it. What did Jaz want?”
“She’s on her way here to meet with you and Frank before you leave.”
An unplanned meeting with her publicist was never good news. Tension slid down Natalie’s spine, tightening each muscle along the way. She’d avoided asking for details until now, but there was no use putting it off any longer. “Becker’s getting out, isn’t he?” Her voice came out hoarse, and she cleared her throat, hoping to cover the moment of weakness.
“He’s being released on Friday,” Jeremy said quietly.
A harsh noise escaped her, the sound of all the air being expelled from her lungs. “Fuck.”
“That about sums it up,” Jeremy agreed.
She stared unseeing at the cars moving along the street below. Eight years ago, after a string of successful Hollywood rom-coms had solidified Natalie’s status as an A-list actress, her nightmare had begun. John Becker started as an overzealous fan attempting to contact her through her website and social media. His behavior quickly escalated, and he began showing up at the studio where she was filming, trying to convince her staff that she knew him.
When that didn’t work, he found out where she lived and left gifts on her doorstep. One night, he camped outside her house and serenaded her with love songs until she called the police. She took out a restraining order, and for about a month, he disappeared from her life entirely.
And then, one balmy August night, she woke to find him standing at the foot of her bed. What followed were the most terrifying twelve hours of her life. He’d taken her sense of safety that night, something she’d never quite recovered, even knowing he was behind bars.
“Unfortunately, he’s been approved for parole. Since that one incident right after he was sentenced, he’s been a model prisoner.” The incident Jeremy was referring to was when Becker attacked another prisoner, earning himself a few extra years in prison. “He’s agreed not to contact you or come anywhere near you as one of the conditions of his release. He says he’s moved on.”
Natalie laughed, a stiff, harsh sound. “He’s moved on.”
“Frank and Jaz want to discuss how to manage publicity surrounding his release.”
“Publicity?” Natalie turned to stare at him as her brain clicked up to speed, beginning to whir with the ramifications of her new reality. The media had had a field day with her ordeal when it happened. Headlines like “Natalie’s Nightmare” and “Natalie’s Night of Terror” had graced the cover of every entertainment magazine in the months afterward. The interview requests had been relentless and invasive, which had been almost as traumatizing as what she’d already gone through.
She’d never spoken publicly about her kidnapping, and yet interviewers were still asking, as evidenced by what had transpired not fifteen minutes ago. The thought of them getting wind of Becker’s release, of dredging up the story of how she’d been stalked and terrorized . . .
Natalie refused to go through that again.
She and Jeremy were still talking when Frank and Jaz arrived. Frank Rollins had been her manager for ten years, a steady presence who had steered her rise from a midlevel actress to a bona fide leading lady. He was a teddy bear of a man, with a blond beard and an ever-present smile. His nonthreatening appearance put people at ease, but if anyone crossed him—or one of the actors he managed—he could unsheathe the metaphorical claws.
Jasmine Leeds followed him into the room. Jaz was Natalie’s longtime publicist, a tall, energetic woman with dark-brown skin and a wild halo of black curls. Today, she wore an aqua pantsuit that complemented her complexion beautifully.
“Love that color on you,” Natalie said as she moved to the chair where she’d sat for the interview.
Jaz took the seat next to Jeremy. “Thanks, love.”
“I apologize that we have to see each other today under such unpleasant circumstances,” Frank said.
“Not your fault.” Natalie drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “What do we think the chances are that the press will find out about Becker’s release?”
“About fifty-fifty,” Jaz said. “It’s been long enough since he made headlines that most outlets probably aren’t watching for his release, but you never know when you’ll get an intrepid reporter keeping tabs. It might help if we could generate a distraction, some positive press for you to keep anyone from looking in that direction.”
“Like a Golden Globe win?” Natalie asked, hands clasped tightly in her lap.
“That would help, yes,” Jaz agreed. “Something we have control over would be better, though.”
“And what if he comes after me again?” Natalie was pleased that the question came out evenly, as if she hadn’t been dreading the answer for eight years.
“His release is conditional on him having no contact with you whatsoever, so if he does show up . . . he goes right back to jail,” Jeremy said.
“That never stopped him before,” Natalie countered. “There was a restraining order against him when he broke into my house. I think I should hire extra security as a precaution, at least temporarily.” Between the Golden Globes on Sunday and a new movie that would begin filming next week, she had a lot going on, ample opportunity for Becker to sneak in if she wasn’t careful.
Frank clasped his hands over his belly, fingers tapping as he seemed to think it over. “You’ve already got a bodyguard. Tommy’s damn good at his job too.”
“Yes, but—” She pressed her lips together, frustrated. Tommy was great, but he was only one person. He couldn’t be at her side every moment of the day.
“I agree with Frank,” Jaz said. “If you start walking around in public with a whole security team instead of just Tommy, you risk tipping your hand. The press will go hunting to see why you’ve beefed up security and discover Becker’s been released.”
She sighed. “‘Natalie’s Nightmare,’ part two. God knows I don’t want to go through that kind of media frenzy again.” She’d hated knowing millions of people around the world were speculating about what he did to her. Just thinking about it made her skin crawl.
“That’s decided, then,” Frank said.
“No, it’s not.” Natalie straightened her shoulders, stung that they didn’t take her security concerns more seriously. “I know better than anyone what Becker’s capable of, and I want extra security in case he decides to pick up where he left off.”
For a moment, no one said anything. The air felt heavy and uncomfortable, but she refused to back down. Then Frank nodded. “Of course. Your safety is the most important thing.”
“What if we found a way to beef up Natalie’s security without drawing attention to it?” Jaz looked thoughtful. “We could bring in someone to pose as a friend or a date, something along those lines. We could even rotate a few people who could be seen hanging around with you without screaming bodyguard. It would be expensive, but it could work.”
Natalie was quiet as she considered it. While she wanted to reject the idea of hanging out with fake acquaintances who were actually bodyguards, it might be the best solution to the problem. Because it would be naive to take Becker at his word when he said he’d moved on.
And Natalie wasn’t naive. Not anymore.
The meeting room fell silent, except for the occasional cell phone notification and the muffled sound of traffic outside. Natalie tended to retreat inside her own head when she was thinking something through. Her team was used to it by now.
What would it be like to attend the Golden Globes with someone posing as her date, someone who was actually there to keep her safe? It would have to be a woman. Natalie had come out publicly as a lesbian five years ago, tired of hiding that part of herself even though she hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since much earlier in her career.
The press would eat it up if she brought a date to the Golden Globes. They’d be so focused on generating headlines about the new woman in her life, it might do the trick and distract them from Becker’s release.
Natalie hated that invasive media presence when she dated, the feeling that every look, every touch, was being scrutinized. It was hard to date under that kind of media glare, but if it was all for show? Well, that lowered the stakes considerably.
An idea was starting to take shape in her mind, a variation of Jaz’s suggestion, a way to work the headlines to her advantage. It was somewhat ludicrous, but so much of the Hollywood lifestyle was smoke and mirrors anyway, and desperate times called for desperate measures.
“Okay.” She rested her hands in her lap. “I want to go with Jaz’s plan, but I say we lean all the way in and hire an extra bodyguard to pose as my new girlfriend.”
“Your girlfriend?” Frank’s eyebrows rose. “Do you have any idea the media frenzy that would cause?”
Natalie nodded. “Yes, and you know how much I ordinarily hate the frenzy over who I’m dating, but in this case, it’s the perfect cover story to distract from Becker’s release. The media will be tripping over themselves trying to get the scoop on my new girlfriend. Becker will be the last thing on their mind.”
“She’s right.” Jaz’s eyes lit with excitement. “That’s a smart plan. It lets you control the narrative. You make headlines for your reasons, not theirs.”
“And I make headlines for happy reasons instead of traumatic ones.” If she pulled this off, she might actually be able to spin an awful situation to her advantage for once.
Assuming the press didn’t catch on, and assuming Becker didn’t come after her again.



Chapter Two
Taylor arrived at Natalie Keane’s home promptly at two o’clock on Thursday. Ms. Keane’s house was nestled in a wooded area deep in the Malibu hills. As Taylor pulled up to the gate, she noted the secluded feel of the area, despite its relative proximity to Los Angeles. She was buzzed through and proceeded down the driveway, where a Spanish-style home with white stucco walls and an orange tiled roof came into view.
Taylor parked her SUV next to her boss’s car and stepped out, taking a moment to survey her surroundings. The house before her was beautiful but far from the most extravagant home she’d ever visited. After serving as a celebrity bodyguard for the last thirteen years, Taylor’s jaw no longer dropped when she saw the opulent homes where the stars lived.
This property’s most distinctive feature was the fence surrounding it. Taylor could see four security cameras from where she stood. Ms. Keane had spared no expense on security, perhaps not surprising for a woman who’d once been stalked and kidnapped.
Her house gave Taylor an initial impression of a star who was guarded, perhaps even reclusive, which was hardly the carefree image she presented to the world. It made Taylor more curious to meet the woman herself.
Taylor didn’t know much about the assignment she was here to interview for, but she knew she wanted the job. She needed this job. After three months of desk duty, Taylor was desperate to get back on an active assignment.
She straightened the lapel of her blazer, resisting the urge to stretch out the tension in her spine. She’d always prided herself on her physical strength, so when she slipped in the shower and hit her back against the side of the tub last fall, she’d cursed herself for being clumsy and gone on with her day. But the pain only got worse. Two weeks later, with shooting pain and numbness in her right leg that left her unable to fulfill the more physically demanding aspects of her job, she’d been forced to take a medical leave of absence.
An MRI revealed she had reaggravated an old injury from her time in the Army, resulting in a bone spur that was pressing against her sciatic nerve. It had required surgery to repair, followed by months of rehabilitation. Technically, she hadn’t yet been cleared to return to full duty; that assessment was scheduled for tomorrow morning. Taylor was prepared to fib her way through the appointment with her doctor if necessary, because in order to be considered for this job, she’d promised her boss that her medical clearance was a done deal.
Dr. Shi didn’t need to know she still had some pain and stiffness.
Taylor would work extra hard at her PT exercises going forward, because she was restless and irritable being confined to a desk. And as much as she hated to accept it, her previous position as head of pop-superstar Eden Sands’s security detail had been filled by someone else. Taylor had loved working with Eden, one of those rare celebrities who’d been polite and respectful.
Now Taylor needed a new assignment.
Ignoring another twinge in her back, she strode up the front steps and pressed the bell, knowing that her arrival had already been announced at the gate. They were expecting her, and while she wasn’t sure exactly what this position entailed or why Ms. Keane was specifically looking for a female bodyguard, Taylor really needed to nail this interview.
Javier Molina, Taylor’s boss and the head of Sterling Protection Services, opened the front door, wearing a black dress shirt and slacks, his expression teasing. “Hey, stranger. Long time, no see.”
Taylor rolled her eyes with a smile. She and Javi had spent the morning going over financials together. She’d been helping him at the office during her recuperation, which she’d enjoyed despite her impatience to get back on an active assignment. Since he was overseeing all the interviews this afternoon, he had arrived at Ms. Keane’s house several hours earlier than Taylor. “Smart-ass, but you know how glad I am to be here. Whatever Ms. Keane needs, I’m the woman for the job.”
“Her manager will explain the particulars, but I think you’ve got a good shot.”
Taylor nodded, keeping her desperation locked down tight. No matter how badly she needed this assignment, she also had confidence in her ability to do the job. The lingering pain in her back was a personal inconvenience at this point. She would never give a client less than 100 percent. When it came down to it, she’d risk her own health before she risked the safety of the person she was protecting. Taylor was one of the most highly sought after bodyguards at Sterling for a reason. She did her job exceptionally well, and with no family or pets at home, she was flexible to accommodate even the most demanding schedules.
She might not have dependents at home, but she did have family who depended on her. Since her dad’s accident thirteen years ago, Taylor had been supporting her parents. She was endlessly grateful to have a job that fulfilled her and also allowed her mom to quit her job to become the primary caretaker of Taylor’s father, something that was important to both of them.
“They’re in here,” Javi said, gesturing Taylor down the hall to the living room at the rear of the house.
A middle-aged man with a bald head and a well-groomed blond beard stood as she and Javi entered the room, extending a hand in greeting. “Welcome, Ms. Vaughn. I’m Frank Rollins, Natalie’s manager.”
Taylor took his hand and shook, pleased by Frank’s firm but not aggressive grip. “A pleasure, Mr. Rollins.”
“Please call me Frank. Have a seat.” He gestured to the chair opposite the one he’d been sitting in when she arrived. Javi took the chair beside Frank.
“Thanks, Frank, and please call me Taylor.” She sat, sweeping her gaze around the room. It had warm beige walls and was tastefully decorated with several modern-looking abstract paintings that added a welcome splash of color. A bookshelf to her right was filled with books and knickknacks, including several framed photos. Taylor could just make out a pair of dogs in one, and Ms. Keane with her arms around an Asian man with glasses in another.
Taylor appreciated that. Too many celebrity mansions she walked into had no personality at all. It was as though she were standing in a showcase, not someone’s home. This was obviously a home.
“I’ll get straight to the point, as I’m sure we both have busy days scheduled,” Frank said, and she liked his straightforward demeanor, the way he framed them as equally important. “Mr. Molina assures me that since we already employ Sterling for Natalie’s security, the standard nondisclosure applies, so it goes without saying that our discussion shouldn’t leave this room.”
“Of course,” Taylor said as Javi nodded in agreement.
“I assume you’re aware of Natalie’s history? Her stalker?”
Taylor nodded. Unfortunately, the whole world—or at least, anyone who paid the least bit of attention to celebrity news—knew about Ms. Keane’s stalker. It was one of many reasons Taylor would never want to be famous herself. She couldn’t imagine how anyone handled the loss of privacy.
Frank’s jovial expression turned serious. “What you don’t know is that John Becker’s being released from prison tomorrow.”
“Oh.” Taylor was getting a better idea of why she was here now.
“So, I have two objectives to accomplish here,” Frank said. “First and foremost, we need to keep Natalie safe. Of course, Becker is forbidden from having any contact with her as a condition of his release, but Natalie’s concerned that he won’t follow the rules. She’s insisted we bring on a new member of the team, someone to stay on the premises and accompany her whenever she goes out in public.”
Taylor nodded in agreement, although she was vaguely uncomfortable with the way he’d framed it, as if he was only bringing in a new bodyguard because Ms. Keane had insisted on it, which felt a bit disrespectful to his employer.
He leaned forward. “The second objective is to manage the media. I’m not sure if you were aware of the level of attention the story received when it happened, but it was overwhelming for everyone involved. We don’t want that to happen again. Ideally, we’d like to distract the media so they remain unaware of Becker’s release. The concern is that visibly increasing Natalie’s security team would do the opposite.”
“Yes, I understand that,” Taylor said.
“We’d like to place this new bodyguard undercover, in a sense. We’ll introduce her as a new woman in Natalie’s life, a love interest, someone who can be on her arm when she goes out in public and stay in her home without attracting the wrong kind of attention.”
“You want me to pose as Ms. Keane’s girlfriend?” Taylor only barely managed to keep the incredulity out of her voice. She’d handled a lot of unusual requests over the years, but she’d never posed as anyone’s girlfriend before.
“You may know Natalie came out publicly several years ago?” Frank asked. “So the position must be filled by a woman. Other than holding hands and sitting next to her at events instead of standing in the background, it won’t be too different from your usual assignment.”
“Right. Okay.”
“The hope is that the media will be so busy speculating about Natalie’s new girlfriend, her stalker’s release will go unnoticed, and at the same time, you’ll be within arm’s reach anytime she goes out, thereby keeping her safe.”
“So this is an around-the-clock gig? I mean, you mentioned also staying here with her.”
“Yes,” Frank said. “Obviously, that can’t continue indefinitely, but we’re looking for someone to complete an initial three-month contract, lasting until the beginning of April, which will see Natalie through awards season and the filming of her upcoming movie. After that, we’ll reassess. I’ve left a copy of the contract with Mr. Molina.”
Taylor nodded again. This was unusual but not unworkable.
“I understand you’re awaiting full health clearance, which you expect to receive tomorrow?”
Taylor sat up straighter in her chair. “That’s right.”
Frank nodded. “Very well. We’re deciding between three candidates at the moment and hope to make our decision tomorrow as well. I’m going to send you out to meet Natalie now, so you two can see how you feel about working together so closely. We’ll be in touch tomorrow if you’re chosen for the job, assuming you’re still interested, of course.”
“Absolutely,” Taylor said. She was glad she’d get to meet Ms. Keane today, although she would have taken the position regardless, if they offered it to her. Three months wasn’t that long, even if the actress was unbearable to be around.
“Great.” Frank stood, extending his right hand. “If you go through the doors off the kitchen, Natalie is waiting for you on the back patio. Her dogs are with her, but they’re quite friendly, I promise.”
Taylor smiled as she shook his hand. “I love dogs, so I’m sure we’ll be fine. Thank you, Frank. It’s been a pleasure.”
Then Taylor was on her way outside. She opened a glass door and stepped onto the patio. It had flagstone flooring and was covered by a white pergola, which was wrapped with some kind of flowering vine that was not only beautiful but provided a nice floral scent in the air.
She’d only absorbed a quick impression of the space before two dogs were barreling toward her, one black, one brown. They both had short coats and adorably squishy faces. The brown dog stopped several feet from her, posture stiff as it determined whether she was friend or foe.
Protective. That was good, for Ms. Keane’s sake.
“It’s all right, Orion,” a voice called, and the brown dog turned his head. The black one was already circling Taylor, nubby tail wiggling furiously in greeting.
Natalie Keane stood from a chair that faced away from the house. She walked toward Taylor, wearing pale-pink skinny jeans and a black jacket. Her hair was down, hanging loosely over her shoulders. It was a rich chestnut brown, almost red where it caught the sunlight. Her face was heart shaped, with pale skin and a warm smile tugging at her lips.
Beautiful, in a word, but Taylor had met lots of gorgeous celebrities. Glossy appearances no longer impressed her. She was more interested in personality and values, the things that lay beneath the surface. Ms. Keane was calmer, perhaps, than Taylor had expected. Somehow, she’d thought the actress would be anxious, even high strung, given the circumstances, but this woman was the picture of poise.
“Natalie Keane.” She extended a hand as she approached, and so far, at least, she seemed friendly and approachable. Natalie’s brown eyes searched Taylor’s face, visibly sizing her up.
“Taylor Vaughn.” She took Ms. Keane’s hand and shook, holding her gaze evenly. Two could play this game, and Taylor was excellent at reading people. She had to be for this job. “It’s a pleasure, Ms. Keane.”
“Natalie, please. We’re not formal here.”
“Natalie it is,” Taylor affirmed.
Natalie was still studying her, perhaps deciding if Taylor was someone she could see herself holding hands with as she told the world they were dating. People’s eyes revealed so much—if they were tired or stressed or angry. Natalie’s revealed nothing. They were empty brown pools, carefully cloaked to conceal whatever she was thinking. It was impressive, actually, the level of control she had over her expression.
She certainly had Taylor’s attention now. Beauty was common in Hollywood, but this was unusual. Taylor was riveted to her gaze.
And then Natalie’s eyes widened, surprise transforming her features. “Wait, I know you!”

Natalie had learned long ago how to control her physical reactions in most situations. As a rule, she didn’t blush, a fact she was intensely grateful for when her cheeks remained cool as she realized where she’d seen Taylor before. “You were Eden Sands’s bodyguard, right?”
It wasn’t embarrassing that she recognized Taylor. No, Natalie was flustered because she remembered speaking to Eden once at an event and noticing that her bodyguard was hot.
“I was,” Taylor confirmed, her own surprise evident in the way she’d rocked back on her heels, hands shoved into the front pockets of her slacks. She probably didn’t get recognized by celebrities very often.
Natalie wasn’t in the habit of paying attention to other people’s bodyguards, but Taylor had been stunning that night in a bespoke black suit, her dark hair styled in an asymmetrical cut that was just long enough on one side to tuck behind her ear. It was a little longer today, neatly combed back from her face. She was tall, with a lean, athletic build, exactly Natalie’s type . . . although she wasn’t sure yet if that was a good or bad thing, given the circumstances.
“Should we walk while we talk?” Natalie asked, suddenly certain that sitting still would be an impossibility for her right now. Picking out her faux girlfriend had proved a daunting task so far. The first candidate had been so uncomfortable with the idea of even pretending to date a woman that Natalie knew it would never work.
The second had no problem with the lesbian aspect, but her appearance and demeanor screamed bodyguard so loudly, Natalie couldn’t imagine passing her off as her girlfriend. She didn’t have the best gaydar, but her gut said Taylor was queer . . . and that she and Natalie would make a striking couple on a red carpet.
So, already this interview felt more promising than the first two.
“Walking sounds great.” Taylor reached down to offer her hand for Luna to sniff.
“That’s Luna,” Natalie told her. “And this is Orion. They’re both boxers, both from rescue. He’s six, and she’s four.”
“They’re gorgeous,” Taylor said as she rubbed Luna’s sleek black fur, producing a full-body wiggle from the happy dog. “Guard dogs or pets?”
“Pets, primarily.” Natalie led the way to the path that ran the perimeter of her property, just inside the fence. “But boxers are a protective breed, which is one reason I love them so much. I take my security extremely seriously, and neither of these two is going to let someone onto my property without me knowing about it.”
As a woman who’d once awoken to find a dangerous man standing at the foot of her bed, watching her sleep, she found some measure of peace in knowing it couldn’t happen again, not with Luna and Orion around. They might not tackle an intruder for her, but they would raise enough of a fuss to give her a chance to dash to the panic room in her closet.
“Dogs are a great addition to any home security system,” Taylor said. “I’ve always thought so. I noticed how protective of you Orion was when I first stepped outside.”
“Yes, he’s the more protective of the two,” Natalie agreed. “I sleep better, knowing they’re here, but they’re also a lot of fun to have around.”
“I love dogs.” Taylor smiled as Luna dashed down the trail ahead of them before spinning in circles with excitement. “I haven’t had one of my own since I was a kid, though.”
“Why not?” Natalie asked.
“My schedule’s too unpredictable. I was on tour with Eden for six months last year, and even when I’m at home, I’m often working long hours.”
“I get that,” Natalie said. “My schedule is similarly unpredictable, but I have staff to help care for them. So, is there a significant other in your life who’d miss you if you stay here and pose as my girlfriend for three months?”
“Nope, no one . . . for the same reason that I don’t have pets. I’m just not home enough to cultivate a relationship.”
Natalie nodded, trying not to feel pleased that Taylor was single. She seemed to be about Natalie’s age, maybe a few years younger . . . midthirties, perhaps. She was polite, she liked dogs, and she had a swagger about her that suggested she could hold her own on a red carpet. Hell, she’d already caught Natalie’s eye on that front. This could work . . . if Taylor wanted the job and passed her health clearance tomorrow.
Natalie knelt to toss a stick Luna had left at her feet. As she straightened, she noticed the way the sunlight brought out green flecks in Taylor’s hazel eyes and glinted in the dark depths of her hair. Warmth stirred in the pit of Natalie’s stomach. Then again, maybe it wasn’t a good idea to hire a fake girlfriend she was actually attracted to. Her life was already complicated enough. She needed this one thing to be simple.
But Sterling only had three female bodyguards available on such short notice, and Taylor was by far the strongest candidate of the three.
“I see motion sensors along the fence,” Taylor commented. “Are those connected to the security system?”
Natalie nodded. “They are. I have them on both sides of the fence, although I only activate the cameras inside the yard at night or when I’m away. Otherwise, Luna and Orion constantly set them off when they’re out here. Of course, that might change after tomorrow.”
“I understand,” Taylor said. “I have to say, I’m relieved to see that you take your security seriously. It can be hard, trying to protect someone who doesn’t want to be protected.”
“I do, to the point that some people think I’m overreacting. I’ve had producers who won’t work with me because I have such strict requirements about security.”
“That might surprise me if I hadn’t worked in this industry so long.” Taylor studied her with an unsettling intensity. There was no pity in her gaze, though, and none of the morbid curiosity Natalie saw so often. She’d half expected Taylor to use this opportunity to pry. What did he do with you for twelve hours? Do you really think he’ll come after you again now?
But she didn’t. Natalie’s opinion of Taylor was rising by the minute. Inviting Taylor into her house still felt unthinkable, but that was mainly because Natalie almost never invited anyone into her home. It was going to be a difficult adjustment for her to have a near stranger under her roof for the next three months, maybe the hardest part of having a fake girlfriend.
Regardless, she’d committed to this, and Taylor was the only bodyguard she’d met today that she could imagine holding hands with. Natalie could keep her attraction under wraps. She was an award-winning actress, after all. She could fake it with the best of them.
They walked in silence for a few beats while Luna and Orion frolicked in the trees that lined the rear of her yard. Beyond them, the Malibu hills rolled all the way to the Pacific, not that she could see it from here.
Decision made, Natalie turned to Taylor. “My publicist is hoping to stage a lunch tomorrow, right around the time he’s released, where I’ll be photographed with the new woman in my life.”
“It must be hard, having to put on a show like this. I’ll admit, it was the last thing I expected to hear when I met with your manager just now.”
“It’s unorthodox, for sure,” Natalie agreed. “But this is Hollywood. You’re either giving the media the story you want them to spin, or you’re letting them spin the story they want to sell. I’d rather keep that control where I can.”
There was no mistaking the approval in Taylor’s eyes. “Controlling the narrative. I respect that, and I hope it all works out the way you want.”
“Thank you.”
“So you’ll be moving forward with this quickly, then, if you’re planning lunch tomorrow?” Taylor asked.
“Yes.” Natalie smoothed a hand over her hair. “Not only to distract from his release, but also because the Golden Globes are this weekend. I’d like to have my cover story in place before then.”
“Well, if you decide to go with me, I’m in. I think we’d work well together.”
“I do too.” Natalie knew her face gave no indication of her relief, but internally, she had just heaved a huge sigh. She’d been worried they wouldn’t find someone suitable on such short notice. “Give Frank a call after you receive your medical clearance tomorrow, and we’ll go from there.”



Chapter Three
The car ride had been almost entirely quiet. Natalie’s gaze was distant, although Taylor suspected she knew what was on her mind. John Becker was being released from prison right about now. Of course Natalie was thinking about it. She was probably terrified, although her face gave nothing away, as usual.
She and Taylor were on their way to their first official outing together, lunch at the Pelican Café in Santa Monica. It was a relatively private location, which allowed Natalie’s publicist to control the optics. Jaz had tipped off several trusted photographers who would be there to capture the moment without overwhelming them with paparazzi. A few well-staged photos would soon have all the celebrity-gossip sites buzzing about Natalie’s new girlfriend.
It should be relatively straightforward, but Taylor was starting to have doubts about the plan. Natalie didn’t seem ready. As the SUV carried them closer to their destination, she seemed to retreat further into herself, lost in whatever turmoil was currently occupying her thoughts. She’d barely said two words to Taylor today.
And truthfully, Taylor wasn’t ready either. She’d bluffed her way through her doctor’s appointment that morning, downplaying the residual pain and stiffness in her back to receive the necessary medical clearance to take this assignment. Her back had nothing to do with her current discomfort, though. Upon signing the contract, Taylor had been ferried straight to the hair salon, where she’d reluctantly agreed to go blonde for the next three months.
Blonde.
Every time she caught a glimpse of her hair, she flinched. Taylor’s natural color was a brown so dark it was nearly black. It suited her, and she’d never been tempted to change it. But there was some concern that if Natalie had recognized her as Eden’s former bodyguard, others might, too, which would blow their cover. So . . . blonde.
For the duration of the contract, Taylor would be playing the role of a personal trainer who had trained Natalie for her upcoming action-movie role and fallen for her in the process. Once photos of today’s lunch made the headlines, an anonymous source “close to Natalie” would leak this backstory, and the stage would be set.
Sterling kept the names of its bodyguards confidential, and Taylor only used social media anonymously, so if reporters looked up Natalie’s new girlfriend, they wouldn’t find anything to contradict the story. It should be simple enough, but how was any of it going to work if Natalie wouldn’t even look at her?
Meanwhile Taylor felt like crawling out of her own skin, dressed in unfamiliar clothes with bleach-blonde hair. She was about to be photographed by the paparazzi, really photographed. When she worked in her usual role as a bodyguard, photographers looked right past her. She blended into the background. Not today.
It was weird enough to be sitting in the back seat next to Natalie while her official bodyguard, Tommy Feldman, sat up front beside the driver in Taylor’s usual position. Taylor had known Tommy for years and liked him a lot, although they’d never worked on the same assignment before now.
The driver pulled the SUV to an empty spot at the curb. “Here we are.”
Tommy got out and came around to open Natalie’s door for her. “I’ll be just outside if you need anything.”
Taylor stepped out of the SUV and smoothed a hand over the wrinkles that had gathered in her lap during the ride.
“Hey,” Tommy called over the roof of the vehicle, grinning at her. “I was coming around to get your door next, y’know. You’re part of the talent now.”
Taylor rubbed her nose with her middle finger extended. “Fuck off, T.”
But he’d broken the tension. Taylor felt somewhat calmer as she stepped onto the sidewalk beside Natalie, who was wearing a long green dress. She reached for Taylor’s hand, and when Taylor met her gaze, she almost did a double take.
“Ready for lunch?” Natalie asked, her eyes warm and affectionate. A soft smile curved her lips. She looked . . . well, she looked like a woman gazing at her girlfriend. The aloof woman from the car who had stared blankly into space for the duration of the drive had vanished in the blink of an eye.
Natalie had flipped a switch and gotten into character, and now Taylor was the only one who wasn’t prepared. Shit.
“I’m ready,” Taylor said, projecting more confidence than she felt.
“We’ve got final fittings for the Golden Globes in a few hours, which I obviously didn’t think through, timing wise,” Natalie said as they walked toward the restaurant’s front entrance. Already, the click of camera shutters filled the air. “Dress fittings after a big meal are never a good idea.” She made a playful face, swinging their clasped hands gently between them.
“Right. Luckily, I’ve never worn a skintight dress in my life.” Taylor tried to match her breezy tone. She’d sent Natalie’s assistant her measurements that morning—part of an overwhelming list of tasks that had arrived the minute the contract was signed.
“You are lucky.” Natalie’s gaze dipped, traveling the length of Taylor’s body. “Rey gave me a peek at some of the things they’re bringing for you to try this afternoon, and I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”
“And Rey is?”
“My stylist.” Natalie lifted a hand to wave at someone.
Taylor followed her gaze to where several photographers had gathered near the café’s entrance. Now that Natalie had acknowledged them, they were all talking at once, their questions overlapping as they snapped a stream of photos.
“Who’s your date, Natalie?”
“Is there a new woman in your life?”
“Can we get a name?”
Dealing with the paparazzi was one of Taylor’s least favorite parts of her job. Instinctively, she moved closer to Natalie, disoriented to realize her hand was still clasped in Natalie’s. Tommy had positioned himself between Natalie and the photographers in what would have usually been Taylor’s role.
Today, Taylor was holding Natalie’s hand while Natalie gazed at her like Taylor was the center of her universe, and okay, this was weird. Also, Natalie was a good actress. No wonder she was up for a Golden Globe on Sunday, the way she was looking at Taylor right now.
Even though she knew it was all for show, Taylor felt a ping in her stomach. It had been a long time since a woman had looked at her like this, and dammit, she was only human. It felt good to be appreciated by a gorgeous woman.
The midday sun brought out the red undertones in Natalie’s hair and glistened on her freshly painted lips. Her eyes crinkled when she smiled, revealing laugh lines from what might have been a happier time in her life. There was something magnetic about Natalie’s gaze, an intensity to her eye contact that was startling. Mesmerizing.
Taylor looked away. They’d been staring too long, caught up in each other. Well, Natalie was acting, but for a moment there, Taylor had lost herself. Her heart was racing, when none of that had been real.
“What’s your girlfriend’s name?” a reporter shouted.
“No comment,” Natalie called breezily to the photographers as she led the way inside. The photos—and their clasped hands—would speak for themselves.
Finally, they were in the restaurant, where the hostess promptly showed them to their table without Natalie having to say a word. Benefits of celebrity. Taylor had been here before. She’d been to plenty of fancy places, but never to sit and dine with a superstar.
Generally, Taylor was entirely confident and competent at her job. She was an excellent bodyguard. This girlfriend assignment—combined with her back injury—had thrown her, but she resolved to get it together right then and there. Natalie was counting on her.
Taylor brushed a lock of unfamiliar blonde hair from her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. She smiled at Natalie as they sat at a small red table in a quiet corner of the dining room. At least they shouldn’t have to worry about people listening in on their lunch conversation, which meant they could be more natural with each other.
Taylor had automatically taken a seat with her back to the wall. As a protection officer, she always positioned herself to survey the room, but she was surprised that Natalie had chosen the seat to her left—also putting her back to the wall—rather than sitting across from Taylor. Had Natalie had some sort of training herself? Her eyes were alert and watchful, much more aware of her surroundings than the average person. Taylor’s estimation of her grew.
Natalie reached for the menu. “Have you been here before?”
“Been here, yes. Eaten here, no.”
Natalie looked up to meet Taylor’s eyes. “Suddenly I feel bad about all the times Tommy’s been here with me, doing his bodyguard thing instead of enjoying the amazing food.”
Taylor lifted one shoulder. “It’s nothing for you to feel guilty about. We’re here to do a job, and believe me, we do get to eat plenty of fancy meals while we’re working.”
Natalie looked around the room before returning her gaze to the menu.
“Am I really seeing your stylist this afternoon?” Taylor asked.
“Yes,” Natalie confirmed. “My dress is already finished, but Rey’s bringing some options for you so we coordinate with each other.”
“Okay.” Taylor reached for her own menu, tamping down her discomfort over what kind of outfit Natalie and her stylist had picked out for her. Taylor hadn’t worn a dress since she was a little girl, and even then she’d whined about it.
“Get that horrified look off your face,” Natalie said with a smirk. “Rey has impeccable taste, and they specialize in styling queer celebrities. They aren’t going to put you in a ball gown.”
“Oh.” Taylor swallowed hard . . . because had Natalie just insinuated that Taylor was queer? It wasn’t exactly a secret, but somehow she felt a bit flustered to think that Natalie had noticed.
The waiter approached their table, and Natalie ordered a Tuscan kale salad. Taylor, who hadn’t even looked at the menu yet but didn’t want to hold things up, quickly settled on a caprese flatbread. They also got a bottle of Sanpellegrino for the table.
After the waiter left them, Taylor did another scan of the room. A few people were staring at Natalie, but that was always the case when a celebrity dined in public. No one registered on Taylor’s danger radar.
To her left, Natalie sat quietly, those brown eyes tracking Taylor’s every move. She was a very watchful person, Taylor was starting to realize, or maybe Taylor just wasn’t used to one of her clients paying such close attention to her.
The waiter returned and poured them each a glass of sparkling water, and Natalie sipped hers, still watching Taylor. “Tell me something about yourself,” she said finally. “Where are you from? How did you become a celebrity bodyguard?” She kept her voice pitched low enough that their conversation wouldn’t carry past this table.
“I’m a local,” Taylor told her. “Born and raised in San Bernardino. My parents still live there.”
“A local.” Natalie’s eyes sparkled. “That’s a rarity around here.”
“Right? As for my job, I joined the Army out of high school while I figured out what I wanted to do with my life. I’ve always been athletic and craved adventure, so it was a good fit, but . . .” She reached for her glass and took a sip. How much of this story did Natalie need to know?
Natalie made no effort to interrupt, one finger tracing idly through the condensation on her glass as she waited for Taylor to continue. Taylor was starting to appreciate her quiet nature, although it was also unsettling at times to be so closely observed.
“My dad was in an accident,” Taylor told her. “A bad one. He almost died. I left the Army to help my mom care for him. I guess we like to keep it in the family, you know?”
“No, but I like the idea of it,” Natalie said. “He must have appreciated having you there.”
“Yeah, he did.” Taylor smiled as she thought of her dad. “He’s in a wheelchair now, and he still needs some care. My mom really wanted to be his caregiver. She was miserable at the thought of letting someone else look after him while she was at work—they both were, but she couldn’t afford to quit her job. So, I looked for a job that would let me help provide for them. A friend from the Army told me about Sterling, and it’s worked out great.”
Natalie’s expression was as hard to read as ever, but there was a warmth in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. “That’s not the story I expected, but I appreciate it. Your family sounds close. Thank you for telling me about them.”
Taylor nodded. “And you? Where are you from? I may as well confess that I don’t keep up with the tabloids. I don’t know much about you except what was relevant to my job.”
Natalie didn’t blink or look away, but something seemed to shutter behind her eyes. She doesn’t like talking about herself. Taylor was surprised at the realization. Too many celebrities she’d met never stopped talking about themselves. Natalie had so many layers, Taylor had the impression she’d barely scratched the surface.
“I’m Canadian,” Natalie said after the smallest pause. “Didn’t catch the accent, eh?” She grinned, and while the accent was there now, Taylor was sure it hadn’t been before.
“You can just turn that on and off at will, can’t you?” Taylor teased.
“Years of dialect coaching, so yeah, I can.” Natalie took another sip of her water. “I grew up outside Edmonton.”
“Cold winters?” Taylor asked.
Natalie shrugged. “Not as bad as you’d probably think, or maybe I’m just used to it. I really don’t mind the cold.”
She hadn’t mentioned her family, and that probably wasn’t accidental. Taylor decided not to pry. “Do you ski? Snowboard?”
“I used to. I did some skiing in high school, but I haven’t been on a pair of skis in years . . . probably not since I was a teen.”
“Snowboarding’s my sport. I love it,” Taylor enthused. “I don’t get out on the slopes as often as I’d like, but my board’s waxed and waiting for me. We’ve got some great mountains here in California.”
Natalie’s expression softened, becoming unexpectedly affectionate. She leaned forward, reaching for Taylor’s hand where it rested on the table. “Showtime.”
“What?” Taylor muttered, realizing belatedly that one of the photographers had entered the dining room. She’d been prepped for this—they both had. Natalie’s publicist had bribed the hostess to allow it to happen, and yet somehow Natalie had noticed his presence before Taylor.
“Look at me like I just said something romantic,” Natalie prompted, giving Taylor’s hand a squeeze. “Like you can’t wait to take me home and get me out of this dress.”
Taylor almost choked, because now she was indeed imagining her hands beneath Natalie’s dress, and . . . she was blowing this, even with Natalie literally holding her hand, guiding her through it. Taylor wasn’t used to following someone else’s lead, let alone looking at her client like she wanted to undress her.
Natalie was doing a good job of it, though. She’d tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, and her eyes were so sultry, Taylor halfway expected her to lean in and kiss her.
“Jesus,” Taylor muttered.
Natalie winked, following it with the kind of sexy grin that had Taylor automatically leaning closer, her gaze dropping to Natalie’s lips.
“Here we go, ladies.” The waiter arrived with their meals, interrupting the moment, and Taylor straightened, attempting to compose herself. Natalie was as poised as ever as she turned to thank the waiter.
Taylor darted a glance at the photographer, who seemed to be capturing every moment, before turning her attention to her food. The flatbread looked amazing, oozing with tomatoes, mozzarella, and fresh basil. She’d always loved a caprese salad, but having it in pizza form seemed even better.
“So much for eating a big meal that would interfere with your dress fitting this afternoon,” Taylor said, gesturing toward Natalie’s salad.
Natalie’s lips quirked. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not one of these celebrities who starves myself to fit into a dress, but I do need to fit into my gown on Sunday. And I start filming an action movie next week, which I’ve been training extensively for . . . supposedly with you.” Her eyes sparkled mischievously. “I cut loose when and where I can.”
“What’s your weakness when you cut loose?” Taylor asked. “Sweet tooth?”
“Oh yeah.” Natalie stabbed at her salad. “Chocolate, the darker the better. Cupcakes? God.” She made a sound that was slightly obscene. It caused a funny flutter in Taylor’s belly.
This job was turning out to be a lot harder than she’d anticipated, for reasons she never would have predicted. But she was going to pull it off, whatever it took.
“Cupcakes, huh?” She cut a bite of her flatbread, having decided it was too messy to risk lifting it, at least in a restaurant like this one.
“My ultimate weakness,” Natalie confirmed. “Although I hardly ever indulge.”
“Well . . .” Taylor drew in a breath and dug for the playfully flirty attitude Natalie managed so easily, aware the photographer was still here. “If you win the Golden Globe on Sunday, that sounds like the perfect excuse to celebrate with champagne and cupcakes.”

“Today was a success,” Jeremy announced after Rey had left Natalie’s house later that afternoon.
“Was it?” Natalie had been dying to ask, or at least to google her name and see today’s headlines, but she hadn’t even had a chance to glance at her phone, between lunch with Taylor and the dress fitting with Rey.
“You and your ‘mystery date’ were trending within the hour, as we’d predicted.” Jeremy sat across from her in the chair next to Taylor. “And, thanks to a well-timed anonymous tip—provided by yours truly—the story about how you’re dating your personal trainer just broke.”
“Great,” Taylor said. She had loosened up a little as the afternoon progressed, but she’d been stiff enough during lunch to have Natalie questioning whether she was up for the job.
“No other headlines today?” Natalie kept her posture relaxed, as if the answer to this question wasn’t the reason she’d been on edge all damn day.
“Not a peep,” Jeremy told her.
Natalie’s gaze drifted to the windows encompassing the back wall of the living room, and a shiver slid down her spine before she could control it. He could be out there, right now. She blinked, bringing her focus back inside the house.
Taylor was watching her, had probably seen Natalie’s moment of weakness. She didn’t seem to miss much.
Natalie lifted her chin. “Good, then. Taylor, you’ll be back on Sunday morning?”
“Yes. I’m spending tomorrow with my parents, but I brought some bags over this afternoon, so when I come back on Sunday, I’ll stay.”
“Okay.” Natalie smoothed her hands over her dress, letting the soft fabric occupy her fingers to keep herself from fidgeting. It had been a long time since anyone had stayed in her house, and she wasn’t at all sure how she felt about her next guest being Taylor. On the one hand, they seemed to get along well, but on the other hand . . . Taylor was unsettlingly perceptive.
Natalie would have to keep her walls higher than ever, even at home. Already, it felt exhausting. Could she keep up the act twenty-four seven? And there was the added inconvenience that Natalie found her attractive. Ignoring that attraction for three months would grate on her already-raw nerves.
“Tommy will still be your official bodyguard out in public,” Taylor said. “Do you use a code word with him?”
Natalie shook her head. “No. Why?”
“I like to have a code word with my clients, a way for you to alert me to trouble without drawing attention to it, if you’re feeling uncomfortable or unsafe or even just to let me know that you need a break during a long day of press . . . whatever the case might be.”
“Oh.” Natalie turned that over for a moment in her head. “Yeah, I like that idea.”
“Great. Your code word should be something innocuous enough that it doesn’t sound weird for you to say it, but unusual enough that it’s not something you’re likely to say by accident in conversation.”
“Suggestions?” Because it had been a long, stressful day, and Natalie’s brain was starting to get fuzzy around the edges.
“Like . . .” Taylor paused, then smiled. “Cupcake. Something like that.”
“Cupcake . . . that’s perfect. Let’s use it.” Already, she could think of so many situations where it would have come in handy, like when she’d gotten a migraine in the middle of an interview a few weeks ago or one of the many times she’d signed autographs at an event when Tommy hung back long past when she’d been ready to leave.
“Done,” Taylor said, tucking a blonde strand behind her ear.
Natalie was still getting used to her blonde hair. Somehow it seemed to soften Taylor’s appearance. The pale hair offset her tanned complexion and hazel eyes in a way that Natalie found hard not to appreciate. Taylor was going to be stunning on the red carpet on Sunday.
“I’m going to head out, then,” Taylor said. “I’ll see you Sunday around nine.”
“See you then.”
“Bye, Taylor.” Jeremy waited until the front door had closed behind her before turning to face Natalie, his expression shifting instantly from personal assistant to best friend. “Girl, your fake girlfriend is hot!”
Natalie rolled her eyes playfully. “As if you’re even interested in women.”
He adjusted his glasses with a shrug. “I can still appreciate their beauty, and I can’t help noticing Taylor is exactly your type . . . back when you had a type, before you became an unofficial nun or whatever your bullshit reason is for why you basically stopped dating.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“You’re always busy, but you used to go out and have fun, see people, kiss people. You never had trouble finding a date. I worry about you, that’s all. It’s nice having someone to come home to. You deserve that.” Jeremy was completely besotted with his boyfriend, Cory, and she was thrilled for him, but that kind of domestic bliss wasn’t for everyone.
“It’s just . . . hard now that I’m more famous.” Natalie couldn’t tell him the real reason she’d quit dating, because she didn’t want to upset him. He got protective about her well-being, but the truth was that she’d lost interest in one-night stands and meaningless flings. They were more trouble than they were worth and rarely left her feeling anything but empty afterward.
And yet, deep down, she knew she was too fucked up for anything serious. She’d been playing the role of a happy, successful actress for so many years that she had even Jeremy fooled, but her heart . . . it wasn’t built for love. Growing up the way she had, she’d felt bitter and untethered from her family by the time she turned eighteen.
And then John Becker had crept into her life and stolen her sense of safety.
She couldn’t relax. She couldn’t let down her guard. The last woman she’d dated had called her an uptight bitch, right before she smashed Natalie’s favorite glass figurine and waltzed out the door.
No, for better or worse, Natalie was better off on her own.



Chapter Four
A shriek greeted Taylor as she stepped through her parents’ front door. “Your hair!” Her mother gaped at her from the hallway, dish towel in hand as if she’d just stepped out of the kitchen.
“I’m doing sort of an undercover gig right now. That’s what I wanted to tell you guys about today.” Taylor tucked her hair behind her ears as if that might make the blonde less obvious.
“Undercover? How does a bodyguard go undercover?” Her mom tossed the towel on the kitchen counter and gestured for Taylor to follow her down the hall to the living room, where her dad sat in his recliner, headphones on and eyes closed. A lifelong avid reader, he’d had a hard time focusing on printed words since his brain injury, so he’d adapted to audiobooks, listening for hours on end.
He’d been out walking one day when an unexpected thunderstorm popped up. The wind dislodged a tree branch, which fell on him, fracturing his skull. It was a freak accident, and he almost died. Then, several weeks into his recovery, he’d suffered a massive stroke that left him with permanent right-side weakness, further complicating his prognosis.
Taylor’s mom rested a hand on his knee to catch his attention. His eyes opened, and a wide smile covered his face, his lips curving higher on the left side than the right. He fumbled with his headphones, and Taylor’s mom helped him take them off. “Taylor.” His voice was as deep and steady as ever. “What’s with . . . your hair?”
She leaned in to kiss his cheek as he wrapped a shaky arm around her for a hug. “It’s for work. I’m working undercover for the next few months.”
The left side of his lips drew even higher. “Like a cop.”
“Yeah, a little bit. I’m working for Natalie Keane for a few months. Know her?” Taylor sat in the armchair beside her father’s, directing the question at her mom, who paid much more attention to Hollywood than her dad did.
“Of course!” her mom enthused. “Oh, how exciting. She was brilliant in A Case for Love. You work with such important people. So how is it undercover?”
“Well, Natalie needs extra security for the next few months, to help with everything she has going on career-wise.” This was as much detail as Taylor could share, the rest being confidential. “But she didn’t want to draw attention to the extra security, so she requested a female bodyguard who could pose as her girlfriend in public. That way I can be nearby at all times without it looking like she’s under such close protection.”
Her mom frowned. “Well, that’s . . . unusual.”
Taylor shrugged. “Yes and no. Hollywood operates by its own rules. So much of what you read about celebrities is a carefully curated version of the truth, like this. It’s just part of the dance, allowing Natalie to maintain some privacy where she can.”
“Well, I understand that, especially after everything that poor woman’s been through.”
Taylor was toeing a delicate line here to protect Natalie’s privacy. “The story you’ll read is that she’s dating her personal trainer. There was some concern that I was recognizable as a celebrity bodyguard, so they asked me to dye my hair while I’m pretending to be her girlfriend.”
“It does change your look more than I would have expected.” Her mom gave her an assessing look. “So I’ll see you on TV, walking red carpets as Natalie Keane’s girlfriend?”
She nodded. “Starting tomorrow night at the Golden Globes.”
Her mom grinned. “When you were younger, I never would have imagined I’d be watching you walk red carpets with celebrities one day. Pretty cool, isn’t it, Harry?”
Her dad smiled his lopsided smile, eyes twinkling. “Cool.”
“I might not get another chance to visit for a bit, so fill me in on everything that’s new with you guys?” Taylor leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees.
“New chair.” Her dad inclined his head toward the wheelchair against the wall, an upgraded model he could control himself. “Thank you, Taylor.” He spoke slowly and deliberately, and while she sometimes sensed frustration when he stumbled over a word, overall his upbeat personality remained intact. “Walk?”
“I’d love to go for a walk. I could use some exercise, my back’s stiff from the drive.” She stretched it, wincing at the tug in her lumbar area. “And it was my pleasure, Dad. I’m lucky that my job pays so well.”
“And you . . . love it.” He nodded, placing both hands on the armrests of his recliner, indicating he was ready to move to the wheelchair.
“I do love it,” she agreed, but as she stepped forward to lift him, her mom waved her off.
“How’s your back?” her mom asked as she positioned herself to move him to the wheelchair. It was a dance they’d perfected years ago. She helped him put his arms around her neck, then reached down to clasp her hands behind his back. “Three, two, one.” He stood with her assistance, pivoting to sit in the wheelchair.
“I got full medical clearance yesterday,” Taylor said.
“And you don’t have any pain?”
“Just some residual stiffness when I sit still for too long.”
“Make sure you keep up on your PT.” Her mom straightened to face her. After more than a decade of caring for her father, she’d become awfully nurse-like at times. Startling for a woman who had once been an accountant.
“I am.” She stood and put her jacket back on.
“Javi’s going to miss having you at the office,” her mom commented.
“Yeah, he’s already grumbling about it,” Taylor said with a smile. She’d enjoyed helping him with some of his managerial tasks, like interviewing prospective clients to see which bodyguard would be a good fit, but it didn’t compare to being on an active assignment herself.
“Real girlfriend?” her dad asked as he used the joystick on his chair to roll forward.
“Excellent question,” her mom agreed. “Any chance you’ll be bringing a woman home to meet us anytime soon?”
Taylor rolled her eyes. “Never say never. I just haven’t had time for anything serious.”
“Grandkids.” Her dad gave her a meaningful look as he rolled past her, headed for the hall.
“Yeah, yeah, we’ll see about that.” Taylor wasn’t sure if she wanted kids, but a serious girlfriend? That sounded nice, if only she could figure out how to make a relationship work with her unpredictable hours and lifestyle. She was thirty-seven now and increasingly feeling as if she’d like to have someone.
She hadn’t been in a serious relationship since her early twenties, not since Sonja. Taylor and Sonja had met while they were both stationed at Fort Bliss. Within months, they were head over heels in love. Taylor was starting to plan for their future, while Sonja had been planning for her future. She’d accepted a promotion that took her overseas, informing Taylor that she’d decided to focus on her career as she ended their relationship.
Taylor had been devastated, but in the years since, she’d prioritized her career too. She had no regrets, but maybe it was time to put a little more effort into looking for love.
“Who knows?” Her mom shrugged into her jacket. “Maybe you and Natalie will hit it off for real.”
“Mom . . .”
“What? She’s gay, you’re gay . . . Why not?”
“Because she’s my client, that’s why. Clients are off limits.”
“Oh, please.” Her mom made a pfft sound that had her dad cackling from his wheelchair. “Even I could name a few celebrities who’ve dated their bodyguards. Some rules are just made for breaking.”

“Oh my.” Rey flapped around Natalie like an androgynous butterfly, short silver hair framing their face, wearing a lavender velvet suit with an attached cape that fluttered like wings when they moved. Rey had been styling her for a decade now. They had a magic touch for combining sophistication with flair, both in their own outfits and in how they dressed Natalie.
Pursing their lips, Rey stepped back to survey her in the full-length mirror. She’d been poked and prodded and primped for hours, and finally she was almost ready to head to the Beverly Hilton for the Golden Globe Awards. “Even more stunning than I’d anticipated,” Rey exclaimed.
“Thank you.” Natalie turned to the side, examining her reflection. She wore a strapless mermaid-style dress in pale-aqua satin that clung to her body until it reached her knees before billowing in loose waves to her feet. The satin was overlaid with a gauzy fabric set with crystals that gave the gown a shimmer when she walked. Her hair was down, styled in loose waves with the left side pinned back by a matching clip.
“Yes, girl, you look amazing,” Jeremy said, cell phone in hand. He’d been snapping photos all afternoon to share on her social media, documenting her while she got ready for the red carpet.
She smiled, automatically putting a hand on her hip as she posed for him. When she had this house built, she’d included a dressing room of sorts off the master bedroom, with professional lighting and mirrors, everything she’d need to get red carpet ready at home.
“I’m going to check in with Taylor.” Rey swept out of the room with a swish of fabric.
“I just came from Taylor. She looks amazing. You two are going to make a smashing couple tonight,” Jeremy declared as he took a few more pictures.
Natalie wasn’t sure how she felt about Taylor being in the guest room across the hall. She’d arrived that morning, but Natalie had barely seen her yet. Natalie had been surrounded by a team of people all day as they got her ready for the event. Award-show prep was always hectic, but today at least it had kept her from worrying about what John Becker was doing or whether this faux-girlfriend ruse was going to blow up in her face.
She and Taylor had already made a splash on the celebrity-gossip sites after their lunch on Friday. Tonight was merely a matter of making them red carpet official. Natalie stared at her reflection in the mirror, grateful she saw no outward sign of her inner turmoil. Her stomach was so tight, she hadn’t been able to choke down more than a protein bar all day, and a dull stress headache squeezed her skull.
At least, with all the drama going on in her personal life, she hadn’t had much time to wonder if she’d win tonight. In the end, she hadn’t even written a speech. As much as Natalie wanted this award, she suspected Noelle Dara had it in the bag. Natalie had been absolutely floored by Noelle’s performance in Alice, Again as a woman recovering from a gunshot to the head, who had to learn how to walk and talk all over again and eventually became an activist for gun reform.
Noelle deserved this award. She would be making a guest appearance in Heart Attacked, Natalie’s next movie, and it was going to be a career highlight for Natalie. She’d always been a big fan of Noelle’s, had looked up to her when she was just starting out as an actress, and this would be the first time they worked together on a project.
Rey returned with the rest of the team in tow. Natalie spun obediently as they gave her a last-minute primp before finally declaring her red carpet ready. The small room around her buzzed with activity, and yet she had the strangest sensation that she wasn’t even there. Her mind was a million miles away.
“Okay, here we go.” Jeremy clapped his hands. “Natalie, Taylor’s waiting for you downstairs. Do you need anything before we leave?”
She shook her head, focusing on him to calm her thoughts. “I’m ready.”
“Perfect.” Jeremy led the way out of her bedroom and down the stairs.
Natalie followed, keeping her attention on her feet so she didn’t trip. Her dress brushed the floor around her ankles, with a short train in the back that would look good in photos but was a hassle for walking. The rhinestone-studded heels weren’t helping, but again . . . they looked good, and wasn’t that the whole point?
John Becker could be anywhere between here and the Beverly Hilton. He could be outside my home right now.
Her lungs seized, refusing to let air in or out. She paused and reached for the banister, taking a moment to steady herself. Hot rage rose in her chest that this was her reality now. Would she spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder, fearing him?
Her fingers clenched around the banister, knuckles gleaming white.
“Everything okay?” Jeremy called from the bottom of the stairs.
She flashed him an easy smile. “Just being careful not to trip.”
“Hang on.” He hurried to her side, placing a hand on her elbow as he guided her the rest of the way down the stairs. “Sorry I left you to flounder. That wasn’t very chivalrous of me.”
“It’s fine,” she told him.
Her heels made a sharp clack as she reached the tile in the foyer. She looked down, straightening her dress, her thoughts already on the drive ahead and then the red carpet. She usually didn’t mind, either, but tonight, she already felt so exposed.
Natalie sucked in a steadying breath and straightened her spine, prepared to walk out the door looking like the unflappable movie star the world knew her to be. And then her lungs stopped working for the second time in as many minutes, her breath lost as she took in the woman standing before her.
Taylor wore a navy-blue suit that fastened across her chest with a single button, exposing her collarbones and the toned expanse of her stomach. Natalie’s gaze continued its hungry exploration, traveling over Taylor’s low-slung pants. Rey’s tailor had done a magnificent job of sculpting them to hug every inch of Taylor’s athletic frame.
Realizing she was staring, Natalie yanked her gaze to Taylor’s face, only to find herself equally captivated by the vision of Taylor in professional makeup, her eyes highlighted in aqua tones that would complement Natalie’s dress beautifully. Her blonde hair was slicked back from her face in a way that accentuated her cheekbones.
Natalie’s heart pounded. Her skin warmed. Suddenly, she felt very present in her body. “You look fantastic.”
Taylor grinned, shoving her hands into the pockets of her slacks. “Well, now you’ve gone and stolen my opening line, but it’s true. You look amazing. That dress is . . . wow.”
“See, I told you to trust Rey.” Natalie was still focused on Taylor, filled with a warmth she hadn’t even realized she’d been lacking. She must have been so cold before, because her whole body seemed to exhale in relief now. “You are wearing the hell out of that suit.”
“We’ll make quite the lesbian couple on the red carpet tonight,” Taylor quipped.
“Are you?” Natalie asked, seizing the opportunity Taylor had presented. She’d been dying to know for sure.
“A lesbian? Oh yes.”
Natalie nodded, growing even warmer. “I thought so, but I didn’t want to assume.”
“All right, you gorgeous lesbians,” Jeremy interrupted as he opened the front door. “It’s time to get moving.”
Natalie stepped forward and took Taylor’s hand before she led the way out the door. Might as well get in character now. Taylor’s grip was firm and reassuring, as if she knew how fragile Natalie was inside, but more likely, Taylor was always this strong and protective. It was her job, after all.
Outside, the January breeze hit Natalie’s exposed shoulders like a rude slap, producing an instantaneous shiver. She hurried to the car, and she and Taylor slid into the back seat of the waiting SUV together.
“Aren’t you bringing a wrap or anything?” Taylor asked. “I’d be happy to carry it for you.”
Natalie shook her head. “No need for it when I’ll be posing for photos the whole time we’re outside anyway. I’ll be fine.”
Taylor nodded, and they lapsed into silence as the driver pulled through Natalie’s front gate and onto the road beyond. Her gaze scanned the trees along the outside of her fence line, but the street was seemingly quiet, not even a paparazzo in sight. No need to stalk her at her home when she’d be fair game on the red carpet in an hour or so.
She sat stiffly, afraid to slouch and wrinkle the front of the dress. Vaguely, she was aware she should be making conversation with Taylor, but stress had overtaken her brain. Her thoughts drifted, and the next thing she knew, they were in the line for red carpet drop-offs. Jeremy had swiveled in his seat and was gesturing for her to lean forward so he could touch her up. She obeyed, pursing her lips so he could freshen her lipstick. He smoothed a hand over her hair before declaring her ready.
Tommy got out and came around to open her door, and Natalie stood, feeling slightly off balance as she took in the swarm of fans and photographers waiting. So many faces . . . more than she could track individually. Was he here? Would she see him if he was?
Taylor took Natalie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m here. You’re safe with me.”
The words were a murmur against Natalie’s ear, and she nodded, relaxing against the welcome warmth of Taylor’s body. It was all part of the act, though. Natalie didn’t even remember what it felt like to be safe.



Chapter Five
Taylor had walked plenty of red carpets before but never with most of her chest exposed or an A-list actress holding her hand. It had taken a lot of sweet-talking from Rey to convince Taylor to wear this suit, but it was worth it for the way Natalie had looked at her as she came down the stairs earlier. Taylor might never forget the thrill of being devoured by Natalie’s hungry gaze like that. Phew.
Posing for red carpet photos, though? Taylor had no idea what to do or where to put her hands.
“Natalie, over here!” a photographer called from behind the barrier. “Can I get a shot of you and your girlfriend?”
In response, Natalie wrapped an arm around Taylor, flashing a radiant smile at her before she returned her attention to the cameras. A strand of her hair tickled Taylor’s neck, and her scent—something warm and floral—teased Taylor’s nostrils, neither of which she minded.
Natalie was a natural at this, giving the photographers exactly what they wanted while looking like she didn’t have a care in the world. Taylor had seen the flicker of fear in her eyes when they got out of the car, though. Natalie was thinking about Becker, wondering if he was here, and Taylor couldn’t blame her.
She scanned the row of photographers on the other side of the barrier. The press here were all credentialed, but Taylor didn’t take chances. She’d studied photos of what Becker looked like now, prepared to spot him in any crowd.
“You look like a bodyguard.”
The words were whispered in Taylor’s ear, and she turned her head to find Natalie regarding her with a serious expression. “I am a bodyguard,” she whispered back.
Natalie let out a frustrated sound. “You’re supposed to look like my girlfriend.”
“Right. Sorry.” Taylor had fallen into old habits. She was supposed to be posing with Natalie right now, not performing a security sweep. Feeling vaguely embarrassed that Natalie had called her out, Taylor relaxed her posture, sliding her free hand into her pocket.
The hard glint in Natalie’s eyes said Taylor still hadn’t quite pulled off her role as smitten girlfriend. She leaned closer, gazing adoringly at Taylor as she struck yet another pose for the watching press. It was easier to play along when Natalie looked at her like that. She was truly mesmerizing when she turned on the charm.
Taylor draped a protective arm around her, struck by the intimacy of Natalie’s bare shoulder beneath her fingers. Natalie’s skin was unexpectedly soft.
“Natalie, over here.”
Taylor withdrew her arm as they were guided toward a woman with a microphone, who asked Natalie several routine questions about her dress and her feelings about being nominated tonight. Natalie answered with all the appropriate enthusiasm, her hand in Taylor’s.
“You two might be the most beautiful couple on the red carpet tonight,” the reporter gushed. “Taylor is your personal trainer, correct? Is that how you met?”
Natalie’s lips quirked. “Actually, she caught my eye before I started working with her. I saw her training someone else and thought, wow, she’s gorgeous.” She gave Taylor a look that made her cheeks prickle with warmth. Where had that lie come from? Natalie spoke it with staggering sincerity, and now Taylor was remembering the way Natalie had recognized her as Eden’s bodyguard. Surely she didn’t mean . . .
“So did you request her as your trainer specifically, then?” the reporter asked with a delighted smile.
“No. I didn’t even know her name, but when I met three candidates to train me, there she was, as gorgeous as I remembered. She was also the most qualified trainer.” She looked at Taylor again, and God, she really was talking about the way they’d met. Taylor’s whole body was hot now, her fingers clenched around Natalie’s. “I couldn’t take my eyes off her, but as I got to know her, I became just as smitten with who she is as a person.”
“That’s so romantic.” The reporter practically had hearts in her eyes as she thanked Natalie for the interview.
Taylor’s heart was pounding as they moved on to the next reporter. Natalie provided sound bites for several other networks, but as they approached the final man in the row of newscasters, Natalie leaned in. “Cupcake,” she murmured, so low Taylor almost didn’t hear it.
She had, though. Taylor snapped to attention, hustling Natalie past the reporter before he could say a word. “Okay?” she asked once they were clear of him.
“Yes. Thank you.”
She waited for Natalie to explain her use of the code word, but her eyes had shuttered again, her expression distant behind the polite veneer. Before Taylor could decide what to say, they were approached by a well-known actor.
He greeted Natalie with a pat to the shoulder, congratulating her on her nomination, while Taylor sized him up.
“And this is my girlfriend, Taylor,” Natalie was saying, giving Taylor’s hand a squeeze to let her know she’d gone into bodyguard mode again.
“Nice to meet you,” she responded, her words stiff even to her own ears. It felt so weird to have photographers and other actors focusing on her tonight.
“This is Taylor’s first red carpet,” Natalie said with an easy laugh, covering for her again. “It’s overwhelming, right?”
“They take some getting used to, for sure,” the actor said. “Nice to see you both.” With a wave, he turned to talk to someone else.
Natalie was already posing for another photo, waving to someone behind the press line. Her face was lit with a luminous smile. That aqua dress was stunning on her. The way it hugged her curves was sexy as hell, and the rhinestones woven into the fabric sparkled dazzlingly as the cameras flashed. Her cheeks must hurt by now from all the smiling, but she looked as fresh as she had when they arrived nearly an hour ago.
A true pro. Taylor wished she could say the same about herself.
Finally, they reached the end of the red carpet, where Jeremy and Tommy waited for them. Natalie accepted a sip of water from the bottle Jeremy offered. She shrugged her shoulders as if they were stiff, and Taylor wondered how much tension she carried.
Natalie presented this carefree and exuberant image to the world, but when Taylor stared into her eyes, she saw something different. Sometimes, Natalie seemed absent behind the smile. Other times, Taylor could see fear lurking there. This woman had scars, although Taylor didn’t know yet whether they had all been inflicted by John Becker.
A man shouted Natalie’s name, and the hand that was clasped in Taylor’s tensed, although Natalie didn’t turn to look. Taylor and Tommy did, but it was just another photographer, hoping for one last shot of her. Taylor linked her arm through Natalie’s, guiding her toward the entrance to the hotel.
“You’re at table five,” Jeremy said. “I’ll show you.”
“Thank you.” Natalie kept her arm linked with Taylor’s as they entered the hotel, which greeted them with a welcome blast of warmth.
Taylor hadn’t even noticed how cold she was until now, and she was wearing long sleeves. Natalie must be freezing, but before Taylor could ask, Natalie was swept into another whirlwind of activity in the lobby.
“Natalie!” A woman Taylor didn’t recognize approached, arms outstretched. They greeted each other with the delicate half hugs and air-kisses of two women who’d spent too much time getting ready to risk messing up hair or makeup.
Thirty minutes later, they’d only made it halfway across the lobby. Everyone wanted to congratulate Natalie on her nomination, and in particular, they seemed eager to meet her new girlfriend. Taylor had never been introduced to so many celebrities at the same time before. Hopefully, she looked more like a personal trainer overwhelmed by her first award-show experience than a bodyguard unaccustomed to being the center of attention.
A voice announced that the live telecast would begin in ten minutes, and suddenly, they were all rushing to their seats. Jeremy led them to table five, asked if Natalie needed anything, and then made himself scarce. Tommy lingered near the exit, out of range of the cameras but close enough to keep an eye on Natalie. Mostly, though, that was Taylor’s job tonight.
“Well, if it isn’t the woman who’s swept our Natalie off her feet.” A tall Black man stood from the opposite side of the table, extending a hand to Taylor. “I’m Ken Chibuzo, the director.”
Taylor realized in a “doh” moment that the table was comprised entirely of various actors and producers from A Case for Love, the movie Natalie was nominated for tonight. She leaned forward to shake Ken’s hand. “A pleasure, Mr. Chibuzo.”
“Ken, please. I’m so happy Natalie’s found someone. I wish you all the best.”
Taylor was introduced around the table, while Natalie laughed and chatted with her former castmates, and then they were told to take their seats.
The lights dimmed, and cameras panned around the room as the live broadcast began. The host, a popular comedian, took the stage and soon had the audience laughing. Beside Taylor, Natalie sipped from her water. Now that the lights were low, she seemed to have relaxed a fraction, her smile softer and a faraway look in her eyes.
Already, Taylor was starting to recognize that look, as if Natalie had turned herself off now that the cameras were no longer pointed her way. She seemed to do it a lot, and it made Taylor a little bit sad to see that Natalie had to put so much energy into the way she presented herself to the world.
Determined to be a better girlfriend now that they were inside, Taylor angled her chair closer to Natalie’s. In response, Natalie shifted toward her so their shoulders pressed together. For this moment, at least, they were in sync. Although with Natalie’s gaze still a million miles away, Taylor didn’t really feel any closer to her than she had before.
Now that the awards were underway, Taylor settled in for the duration. She’d attended a lot of these events. She’d even sat in the audience a few times when her client had a spare seat to fill. Tonight felt different, though, cuddled up to Natalie like this.
About an hour into the event, when the show cut to commercial, Natalie turned to whisper in Taylor’s ear, “I’m going to freshen up before they get to my category.”
Taylor nodded. “After you.”
Natalie stood and made her way toward the exit. Taylor followed close behind, gesturing to Tommy that she had this covered. They crossed the lobby, and then she and Natalie entered the women’s restroom, which was thankfully empty this far into the ceremony.
Natalie headed for an empty stall, then stopped, her lips pressed together in a tight line. She darted a glance at Taylor, her poise slipping as discomfort surfaced.
Taylor had accompanied enough celebrities in fancy dresses to the bathroom to guess the problem. “Need help?”
Natalie sighed, as if resigned to her fate. “The dress is too tight to slide it up. I have to unzip it.” She kept her voice pitched low, even though they were the only two people in here.
“No worries. Just step into the stall and turn your back to me. I’ll unzip you.”
“Thank you.” Natalie did as she’d asked, standing with her back to Taylor.
Taylor stood as broadly as she could, blocking Natalie from view if anyone came into the bathroom. Carefully, she unfastened the clasp at the top of the zipper, then gripped the tab and eased it down. She tried not to notice that there was no bra strap beneath, only an endless expanse of smooth, pale skin.
She passed Natalie’s waist and kept going, uncovering delicate flesh-toned panties. Hurrying now to protect Natalie’s dignity, she finished lowering the zipper, then stepped back and pulled the door closed.
“Thank you,” Natalie murmured as the latch slid into place.
Taylor seized the opportunity to duck into the stall beside her. As a bodyguard, she’d learned to take her bathroom breaks when she could, not knowing when she might get another chance. She took care of business and busied herself at the counter until she heard Natalie whispering her name.
“Right here.”
The door opened, and Taylor found herself again faced with Natalie’s bare back. She zipped the dress quickly and efficiently, careful not to pinch Natalie’s skin or catch any of the delicate fabric in the mechanism. She fastened the clasp at the top and stepped back. “All good.”
Natalie exhaled with relief. “Thank you.”
She turned to face Taylor, and for a moment, their gazes held. They were alone in the bathroom, and moments before, Taylor’s knuckles had grazed the warm skin of Natalie’s back. The intimacy of it was just catching up with her.
Taylor flashed a smile and stepped back. Natalie returned it as she made her way to the counter. She washed her hands and then opened her clutch, producing a lipstick.
“We’ve got to wait until the next commercial break before we can get back to our seats,” she told Taylor. “So, no rush.”
“Right.” Taylor watched as Natalie freshened her lipstick and smoothed out invisible flyaways on her hair. “Think you’ll win?”
“God, no.” Natalie released a huff that was part sigh, part laugh. “And that’s perfectly fine with me. I’m thrilled to see this movie getting the recognition it deserves, and I do hope Ken wins Best Director, but I did my duty on the red carpet. Now I’m ready to sit back and enjoy the rest of the show.”
“It was a good movie.”
Natalie met her eyes in the mirror. “You saw it?”
“Yeah. I’m a sucker for a film with sapphic rep . . . and kick-ass women.” She shrugged.
Natalie’s eyes sparkled. “Two of my favorite things. I fought hard for this role.”
A Case for Love was set against the backdrop of the 2013 Supreme Court decision that legalized gay marriage, telling a fictionalized story about one of the lawyers who brought the case to the court’s attention while she fought for the right to marry her longtime partner.
“Why did you use your code word on that reporter outside?” Taylor asked.
“Oh, he just gives me the creeps.” Natalie shuddered. “He always stands too close and finds a way to brush up against my breast or touch my ass. The code word worked perfectly, though. Thanks for that.”
Before Taylor could respond, the door swung open to admit two giggling young women, both of whom gasped audibly when they caught sight of Natalie at the mirror. Taylor sensed Natalie stiffening, and that was the only cue she needed. She put a hand on Natalie’s shoulder and had her out the door before either woman could try to engage her in conversation.
“Thank you,” Natalie murmured as they emerged into the hallway.
“Just doing my job. You didn’t look like you wanted to greet them.”
Natalie frowned. “I didn’t mean to let that show. Nothing against them, I’m just . . . reaching my social limits for the night, I guess. They looked like they were about to fangirl.”
“They definitely were, and you didn’t let it show. I’m just good at my job.” Taylor winked, enjoying the way Natalie’s eyes widened.
The smile she gave Taylor then was different from the ones Taylor had received on the red carpet. Those had been for show, adoring but fake. This one was small and brief, but there was a warmth behind it, something genuine and unguarded that made Taylor’s stomach flutter pleasantly in a way the red carpet smiles hadn’t.
They crossed the lobby and stood outside the ballroom, waiting quietly until a member of the staff opened the doors for them, indicating that the next commercial break had begun. Back in their seats, Natalie seemed slightly more relaxed than she had been before. She chatted with her castmates while the cameras were off and applauded enthusiastically when the winners of each award were announced.
And then it was her turn. A camerawoman positioned herself beside their table, recording Natalie’s reaction as the nominees were announced. Natalie smiled politely when her name was read and the clip from her movie showed on the screen. She was all poise, not seeming the least bit anxious about the outcome.
“And the winner is . . .” The actor onstage paused to stare into the camera before him. “Natalie Keane for A Case for Love.”
Their table erupted with whoops and cheers, everyone leaping out of their seats to congratulate Natalie. Taylor turned to hug her, aware her every movement was being broadcast in high definition right now. Natalie stared at her in slack-jawed shock, eyes wide and lips slightly parted, possibly the most unguarded reaction Taylor had ever seen from her.
And that was when Taylor realized Natalie wasn’t just being polite in the bathroom. She really hadn’t expected to win.

Holy shit.
Natalie snapped her mouth shut before she said the words out loud. Even so, she could already envision her flabbergasted expression being turned into an internet meme. Taylor was grinning at her, and a camerawoman was in their faces, capturing every moment. Natalie forced a smile, channeling the delight she was still too shocked to feel.
She stood on shaky legs, and then Taylor was up, too, giving her a quick hug. It was all a blur as Natalie was engulfed in hugs and congratulations from the rest of the table before making her way toward the stage. She climbed the steps carefully, where she was handed a gold statuette, and suddenly it all felt very real. A wide smile stretched her lips as she stepped up to the microphone, cradling the award in her arms.
“Wow,” she said breathlessly, staring past the cameras into the ballroom filled with her peers. “I really didn’t expect this. I know I’m a total cliché right now, but I didn’t even write a speech.” There was a smattering of polite laughter from the audience. Natalie drew in a deep breath, taking a moment to compose herself. Her pulse was racing.
“I want to start by thanking my director, Ken Chibuzo, for trusting me with this role. Playing Adele was quite a departure for me, a long way from the rom-coms I’m more known for, and honestly, I think I’ll carry a bit of Adele with me forever. She’s truly inspirational.” She looked into the camera before her. “I’m incredibly honored to win tonight. It means the world to me, but Adele is just a character. I’d like to dedicate this award to the real people who fought for marriage equality, who sacrificed so much to ensure that every American has the right to marry the person they love. As a queer woman myself, you have my endless gratitude. Thank you.”
As she was ushered off the stage and the adrenaline rush began to fade, Natalie could barely remember what she’d said. Hopefully she hadn’t rambled. An employee guided her to the pressroom, where she posed for yet more photos, this time with her award, and then answered more questions, mostly variations of “What does this award mean to you?”
By the time she’d finished the press circuit and made it back to the ballroom, the broadcast had ended. Everyone was on their feet, talking and mingling, and Natalie felt a frisson of panic because there were so many people and she’d been separated from her team.
“Hey there, Golden Globe Award winner.”
She turned at the familiar voice, everything in her relaxing at the sight of Taylor by her side. “I was already a Golden Globe Award winner, you know.”
“Fancy pants.” Taylor smiled. “But seriously, congratulations. That award is well deserved, and your speech was fantastic.”
“Thank you.” Natalie still held the award cradled in her arms, her clutch abandoned at the table. When she looked across the ballroom, she felt exhausted just thinking of all the people she’d have to greet on the way there. The stress of this week had taken a lot out of her, but she just had to keep up the act for a little longer, just until she got home.
There was a loud squeal, and then Jeremy was in front of her, arms outstretched. “I knew it! I knew you were going to win! Congratulations, Nat. I’m so freaking proud of you. Cory said to tell you congrats from him too.”
“Thank you.” She leaned forward as he pulled her into a loose hug, mindful of her dress and the award in her arms.
“Please tell me you’ve changed your mind about going to one of the after-parties? I could get you in pretty much anywhere you want to go to, just say the word.” Jeremy gave her a ridiculously hopeful expression, fingers crossed in front of himself.
She laughed. “Unfortunately, no. I still have to be at the studio in the morning, and I absolutely can’t be hungover for my first day on set.”
“Tomorrow’s only the table read,” Jeremy countered. “I can name at least three other actors who’ll be arriving hungover tomorrow who are hitting the after-parties tonight.”
She cast her eyes toward the ceiling with a playful smile. “You’re impossible, but this statue and I are going straight home.”
“Fine.” He fake-pouted. “But promise me if you get that Oscar nomination, we’ll go to all the parties, whether you win or not? Please? I’ve always wanted to go to an Oscar after-party.”
“Fine,” she said, laughing again. “We’ll hit all the Oscar parties, I promise, but I’m like the longest long shot for that nomination, so—”
“On the contrary . . .”
Natalie spun at the unexpected voice, her stomach pitching when she saw Noelle Dara standing there, because yes, celebrities got starstruck, too, and Noelle was one of Natalie’s idols.
“I wouldn’t be surprised in the least to hear your name when the Oscar nominations are announced,” Noelle told her.
Natalie could feel herself beaming, luxuriating in this unexpected praise from someone she’d long admired. “Thank you. I really appreciate the vote of confidence, but I will riot if you don’t win the Oscar this year, Noelle. You deserve it.”
Noelle smiled. Her black hair was pulled back in a graceful twist, her tanned skin gleaming under the warm light of the chandelier overhead. She was breathtaking in a floor-length white gown. “We’ll see what happens. I look forward to seeing you on set next month.”
She waved and headed toward a man waiting for her near the back of the room. A new beau or a member of her staff? Natalie wasn’t sure.
“Wow, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so starry eyed,” Jeremy teased. “That was adorable.”
Taylor, who had been watching the conversation quietly, raised an eyebrow at that. “Oh yeah? You have a crush on Noelle Dara?”
“Shh, there are ears everywhere.” Natalie cast a quick glance around them. “And no, it’s not a crush. I admire her. That’s all.”
“Potato, po-tah-to,” Jeremy said. “Come on, we have to at least celebrate with your castmates for a few minutes before we go.”
“Lead the way.”
Natalie followed Jeremy across the ballroom, stopping here and there to exchange greetings and congratulations with other actors in attendance. Back at her table, Natalie was overjoyed to see Ken holding a statue of his own for Best Director. Someone had brought a bottle of champagne to the table, and Natalie happily joined in for a toast.
There were lots of hugs and even more selfies, and Natalie felt lighter and happier than she had all day. By the time she said her goodbyes, she was slightly regretting her decision not to party, but her social batteries were drained. If she went out tonight, she wouldn’t be in top form for the table read tomorrow, and she wasn’t willing to sacrifice her work ethic for a party.
“Let’s get you two lovebirds home,” Jeremy said as they left the hotel.
Home. Natalie’s stomach clenched as she remembered that Taylor would be sleeping in her house tonight. In the bedroom across the hall. Tonight, and every night for the next three months. The reality of that—the loss of privacy, the invasion of her space—had just sunk in, and Natalie didn’t like how it made her feel. She didn’t like it at all.



Chapter Six
Taylor walked through Natalie’s living room with two dogs at her heels. They seemed as unsure about her presence in their mom’s house late at night as Natalie herself. Things had been awkward when they got home. Natalie was quiet—too quiet?—and after reluctantly asking for Taylor’s help again to unzip her dress, she’d gone straight upstairs to shower.
Left alone downstairs, Taylor had double-checked the security system and was now familiarizing herself with the house. She was frustrated with how she’d acted earlier, how stiff she’d been on the red carpet. She’d let Natalie down. And despite Natalie’s uncanny ability to turn on the charm when they had an audience, Taylor wasn’t sure either of them had been very convincing as girlfriends tonight.
They had work to do. They needed to get to know each other, and hopefully staying here in Natalie’s house would help with that. Taylor had a surprise for Natalie when she came down after her shower that would either help with that goal or blow up spectacularly in her face.
Taylor walked down the hall off the living room, finding an exercise room, a guest bedroom, and a bathroom. She wasn’t being nosy. It was important for her to be intimately familiar with the layout of the house, knowing every exit and hiding place. The clatter of toenails on hardwood floors followed her as Orion and Luna tagged along.
“I bet you guys didn’t get much attention today, did you?” Taylor asked the dogs. “It was a busy day for your mom.”
Luna cocked her head, her tail nub wiggling.
“You’d probably like one of those things that starts with a W.” Taylor had been around enough dogs to know they all knew the word “walk,” and it was a tease to say it when she couldn’t take them on one.
Orion gave her a skeptical look and headed for the stairs, probably to wait for Natalie. He was definitely the more protective of the two where Natalie was concerned.
“Just us girls,” Taylor said.
Luna’s nub wagged faster.
“You and I are figuring out the best places to hide where we can’t be seen from any windows, just in case anything bad ever happens. Got it?”
Luna let out a little “woo” of agreement.
“I think you and I are going to get along just fine.” Taylor reached down to rub Luna behind her ears, and her whole body wiggled with happiness. Boxers were hilarious if these two were any indication.
She and Luna finished scouting the downstairs. Taylor needed to familiarize herself with the rooms upstairs, too, but that could wait until tomorrow, after she’d asked for Natalie’s permission. She wouldn’t enter the master suite without Natalie’s consent.
Hearing footsteps on the stairs, Taylor hurried to the kitchen—still with Luna at her side—and pulled a bottle of champagne from the fridge. “I’m in here,” she called.
Natalie appeared in the doorway a few moments later, dressed in blue striped lounge pants and a gray hoodie. Her hair was damp from the shower, her face fresh and makeup-free, and oh wow, casual Natalie was so pretty. “What’s this?” She stepped closer, a smile touching her lips as she took in the contents of the kitchen island.
“Champagne and cupcakes. At lunch on Friday, we said that a Golden Globes win would be a great excuse for champagne and cupcakes. If you’re too tired, we can save them for tomorrow, but . . . maybe you want a quick celebration first?” Taylor grinned at her, hoping her gesture would be well received.
Natalie tucked a wet strand of hair behind her ears, something almost shy in her expression. “I’m not ready for bed yet, actually, just not in the mood for a party.”
“Introvert?” Taylor asked.
Natalie huffed a quiet laugh. “Yes. People always assume celebrities are raging extroverts, but there’s only so much socializing I can take before I need to refuel. If I weren’t starting production on a new movie tomorrow, I would have gone out, but I have to prioritize.”
“Does having a glass of champagne with me count as socializing?” Taylor gave her what she hoped was her most persuasive smile. They’d been tiptoeing around each other all day, and hopefully this would help to lessen the awkwardness between them.
“A glass of champagne sounds nice,” Natalie said. “How did you pull this off, anyway? We rode home together, and I know this stuff wasn’t already in my house.”
“I texted Jeremy after you won and asked if he could make it happen. Your assistant is pretty awesome.”
Natalie beamed. “He’s the best . . . and my best friend.”
“Oh yeah?” Taylor grabbed a dish towel and wrapped it around the cork, releasing it with a satisfying pop.
“Yes. We actually grew up together in Edmonton. He came to LA about five years ago, looking for a fresh start.” Natalie rested her elbows on the counter. “Flutes are in the cabinet to the left of the fridge.”
“Thanks.” Taylor grabbed two champagne flutes and filled them with the bubbly liquid. “I didn’t realize you and Jeremy went so far back.”
“Yeah. It’s great having him around. His boyfriend, Cory, is a lot of fun too.”
Taylor handed her a flute, and they tapped them together. “To your Golden Globes win.”
“Thanks.” There it was again, a hint of shyness in Natalie’s expression.
This was oddly intimate, the two of them toasting with champagne in Natalie’s kitchen at nearly one in the morning. When Taylor came up with the idea, she’d envisioned them sharing a toast with Jeremy or whoever else was around, but she hadn’t really thought about how late it would be when they got home.
They both sipped their champagne. Taylor wouldn’t ordinarily drink on the job, but she was only having one glass, and anyway, she was only semi-on-duty right now. It had been decided that she would stay in Natalie’s guest room as a precaution, but Natalie’s security system was top notch. The chances of Taylor needing to provide protection here in her house were slim.
Taylor had heard rumors in the office that Natalie was high maintenance, demanding around-the-clock protection like this when Becker was probably no longer a threat, but that wasn’t how Taylor saw it. As a veteran, Taylor understood PTSD. She understood trauma, and if Natalie needed her here in order to feel safe, Taylor was happy to do it, and she didn’t want to hear anyone give Natalie any flack for it either.
“Cupcake?” Taylor gestured to the pastry box on the counter between them.
Natalie hesitated for a fraction of a second, and then she grinned. “I’m starving, actually. I think I only had breakfast today, so yeah, bring on the cupcakes.”
“Do you want real food first?”
“Nah. Cupcakes sound perfect.” Natalie opened the box and peered inside. It contained a half-dozen cupcakes in a variety of flavors. A label had been stuck to the inside of the lid, showing which was which. “Mm, strawberry lemonade? That sounds amazing.” She lifted a cupcake with pink frosting.
Taylor chose a red velvet cupcake. Natalie’s tongue darted out, pink frosting covering her pink tongue, and it was sexy as hell but also adorable. She’d gotten a dab of frosting on the tip of her nose, and now she was laughing, and Taylor could practically see the tension melting from her muscles.
Good. Taylor had the impression Natalie needed more opportunities to relax.
Taylor peeled the paper wrapper back from her cupcake, trying to figure out the easiest way to take a bite. The frosting was almost as tall as the cake. “There’s no nonmessy way to eat this, is there?”
“Nope.” Natalie giggled as she went in for another bite. “But who cares? No cameras here.”
Taylor followed her lead, tangy cream cheese frosting coating her tongue. “Mm. Delicious.”
Luna sat at Natalie’s feet and whined, staring up at her with pleading eyes. A strand of drool dangled from her mouth, and her nub wiggled at warp speed.
“That’s some impressively dramatic begging,” Taylor commented.
“She’s a master, that’s for sure. Orion’s a little more subtle.” Indeed, the brown dog was lying a few feet away, watching them with sharp eyes that said he could be on his feet in a moment if a piece of cupcake hit the floor.
“Do you share with them?” Taylor asked.
“Oh, I will, but I never feed them from the table or straight from what I’m eating like this,” Natalie said. “They’d turn into absolute monsters in no time. I’ll save them each a bite and give it to them once I’m finished.”
“Smart,” Taylor said. “I’ve had friends whose dogs would take food right off their plate. It’s kind of cute as a visitor, but it would drive me absolutely crazy if I had to live with them.”
“Exactly.” Natalie popped the last bite of cupcake into her mouth and reached for her champagne. “Don’t judge me, but I’m having two.”
“I would never,” Taylor said. “One’s enough for me, but you’re making up for several missed meals here.”
“Mm, I am.” Natalie lifted a dark-chocolate cupcake out of the box. “This is the perfect way to celebrate my win. Thank you, Taylor.”
“Anytime.”
They finished their cupcakes and a flute of champagne each, and then Natalie sealed the bottle. “I wish I could stay up and get drunk, but I’d regret it tomorrow.”
“Annoying being a responsible adult sometimes, isn’t it?”
“Totally. Getting old sucks.” Natalie rolled her eyes, looking so relaxed and happy Taylor couldn’t take her eyes off her.
“I wouldn’t call you old. You’re younger than me, aren’t you?”
“I doubt it. I’ll be forty later this year.” Natalie made another playful face. “Practically ancient by Hollywood standards.”
“Okay, you are older than I am. Huh, I had no idea. I’m thirty-seven.”
“The power of makeup.” Natalie gestured to her face.
“You aren’t wearing any now, and I still thought you were younger than me.”
Natalie smiled again, a soft, easy smile that lit up her face. She went over and placed a bite of cupcake in each of the silver bowls against the wall, and the dogs were on them in a moment, scarfing down their special treat. Then she turned to face Taylor. “Thanks again for this.”
Taylor nodded, ridiculously pleased with how the evening had turned out. Maybe they were starting to find their footing together.
Natalie put away the cupcakes and let the dogs out, and then they walked upstairs together. They paused in the hallway as they both seemed to realize the intimacy of Taylor staying across the hall from Natalie’s bedroom.
Natalie cleared her throat, not quite meeting Taylor’s eyes. “Well, good night.”
“Night.” One thing was for sure. They were going to get a crash course on getting to know each other with this living arrangement.

Natalie woke with a jolt, the way she did almost every morning. She could never remember what had woken her, the terror of the nightmare lingering while the memory of it escaped. She would startle awake, skin crawling, heart racing, as she lurched upright to look at the foot of the bed. For eight years, no one had been there except, more recently, her dogs.
And yet, every time she woke, she looked.
The sky outside was still dark, and she sighed as her pulse began to slow. It didn’t matter that she’d gone to bed after midnight or how exhausted she’d been—and still was. More often than not, she woke like this, blinking blearily into the predawn sky, wishing she were still asleep.
Luna was sprawled beside her, head on the spare pillow, while Orion lay at her feet. His head was up, watching her, waiting to see if this would be one of the mornings when she lay here for a while, trying to get back to sleep, or if they’d go look at the stars until the sun came up.
Maybe it was nerves about her first day on set or the dull headache from having champagne before bed, but Natalie was already too wired to get back to sleep. She sat up and slid her feet into the slippers waiting beside the bed, but before she stood, her gaze settled on the shiny award on her nightstand.
An involuntary smile curved her lips. Yeah, that really happened. She was now a two-time Golden Globe Award–winning actress. She picked it up. Soon, she’d send it off to be engraved with her name, and then she’d find a place for it in her office, but in the meantime, she always loved to keep a new award by her bed for a few days. It made her happy to wake up and see it there.
She twirled the statue in her fingers, watching it glint in the dim light. Her bedroom was never fully dark. Ever since that night, she’d slept with a night-light. If someone broke into her house again while she slept, she wanted to be able to see him coming.
Goose bumps rose on her arms. Natalie was a hot sleeper, so she usually only wore a tank top and sleep shorts to bed, but the moment she left the warm cocoon of her blankets, she was cold. She set the award on the table and walked to her dresser, where she swapped her pajamas for jeans and a hoodie, then went into the bathroom.
When she came back out, Luna and Orion were clattering excitedly around the bedroom, singing their joy at the morning ahead. They loved to go stargazing with her, even if they’d probably also complain about the cold.
“Shh,” Natalie warned before she opened her bedroom door. For once, she wasn’t alone in her house, and Taylor shouldn’t have to get up before five just because Natalie couldn’t sleep.
That wasn’t the only reason she didn’t want to wake Taylor. Natalie treasured her privacy and couldn’t imagine entertaining anyone this early . . . let alone this woman she barely knew and who made her feel very inconvenient things.
Downstairs, Natalie turned on the espresso machine so it could start warming up and then disabled the motion sensors in the backyard. She grabbed coats for herself and the dogs and headed for the back door.
“Um, where are you going at this hour? Did I miss something on the schedule?”
Natalie spun, adrenaline spiking through her system, to find Taylor standing in the kitchen. She had on gray pajama bottoms and a long-sleeved tee and looked like she’d just rolled out of bed, blonde hair sticking out in all directions. She was frowning at Natalie.
“I thought we weren’t due anywhere until your table read at ten?”
“We aren’t.” Natalie caught herself staring at Taylor’s nipples—because apparently, she was chilly in that tee—and dropped her gaze to the dogs at her feet. “I woke up early and couldn’t get back to sleep. Sorry if these clowns woke you. I was trying to be quiet.”
“I’m glad they did. You’ve got your coat on! Where are you going? This isn’t going to work if you try to sneak out without me.”
“Oh, no . . . I . . .” Okay, now she realized she should have given Taylor a heads-up about her morning habits. Her brain was still foggy from lack of sleep and sore from the champagne. “I was just going to my backyard observatory. Astronomy is a hobby of mine.”
Taylor’s brow wrinkled. “Astronomy? Like, horoscopes and stuff?”
“That’s astrology,” Natalie told her. “No, I like to look at the stars, and since my overactive brain woke me before the sun’s up . . .”
For a moment, Taylor just stared, and Natalie wasn’t sure how to read her expression. Gradually, the annoyance faded, replaced by something that might be curiosity. “I’ve worked with a lot of celebrities and seen a lot of unusual things, but never a backyard telescope.”
“Well, I have one.” She zipped her coat, hoping Taylor didn’t ask to see it. The observatory was her private space, and she had so few of those. “Sorry for the confusion, but I wouldn’t leave the property without you. I’m the one who insisted on extra protection, after all.”
“Right.” Taylor ran a hand through her hair. “Sorry for being short with you. It caught me off guard, seeing you tiptoeing out of the house without me.”
Natalie dipped her head. “That was my fault.”
“It’s okay. We’ll get all our routines ironed out soon, I’m sure.”
“Right. Well, I’ll be back in an hour or so. Help yourself to anything you find in the kitchen.” Flustered, Natalie headed for the door and the welcoming darkness outside.



Chapter Seven
Taylor watched her go, assuming by Natalie’s abrupt exit that she wasn’t welcome to join her while she looked at the stars. That was fine. Taylor could access all the security cameras on her phone, so she’d know immediately if anything was amiss, but she and Natalie hadn’t sat down yet for a full introductory meeting, and it showed.
Usually, that was the first thing Taylor did with a new client. They’d go over routines and expectations, mapping out how they would work best together, but everything had been so rushed and hectic since she’d signed on to Natalie’s detail. Taylor felt like she’d been scrambling to catch up.
Now they were stepping on each other’s toes, and that wasn’t a good way to begin their working relationship. Taylor would insist on that meeting today. In the meantime, she went upstairs and changed into running gear. She’d noticed a treadmill in the exercise room last night. It didn’t compare to a good long run outside, but she couldn’t leave Natalie alone on the property.
Taylor set her phone to beep an alarm if anything showed up on the security monitors, then ran a leisurely three miles, relieved when her back held up without any pain. To keep it that way, she completed her PT exercises next and then went upstairs for a quick shower. As hot water cascaded over her skin, her mind drifted to Natalie out there in the freezing cold, looking at the stars. She was unusual . . . and intriguing, if Taylor were being perfectly honest with herself.
Hopefully, they’d find their stride together. Sometimes—like last night over cupcakes—they seemed to get along perfectly, and then just as quickly, they fell out of sync again. Since Taylor would be tagging along to the set today as Natalie’s girlfriend, it was more important than ever that they looked like they belonged together.
After her shower, Taylor dressed for the day in athletic pants and a long-sleeved tee. She wouldn’t be carrying on set—that was Tommy’s job—so she could wear fitted clothes. They seemed to suit her persona as a personal trainer. She grabbed her favorite hoodie and jogged downstairs.
Natalie was in the kitchen, working the espresso machine. Her cheeks were pink from the early-morning air, her hair slightly disheveled, and Taylor’s unhelpful brain registered that she might look similar after a romp in bed. What the fuck? She shouldn’t be thinking about what her client looked like after she came.
“Would you like a latte?” Natalie asked.
Taylor focused on the espresso machine while she reset her thoughts. “Yeah, if you don’t mind. That sounds way better than the basic coffee I have at home.”
Natalie smiled, looking calmer now than she had before she went outside. “I don’t mind. I’m hooked on lattes, I’m afraid. I had to get myself a machine so I could make them at home.”
“I’m surprised you don’t have in-home staff,” Taylor commented. So many celebrities did.
“I have a housekeeper who comes every afternoon to do some cooking and cleaning and walk the dogs for me. She leaves pre-prepared meals for the nights I’m home for dinner, but . . .” She darted a glance at Taylor. “You already know that, I guess.”
“I do.” She sat at the kitchen table. “You and I haven’t had our full briefing yet, though. We should do it today. It’ll help us smooth out any last details about how we want to present our ‘relationship’ while we’re on set or out in public. Last night was kind of trial by fire at the Golden Globes.”
“We could do it after breakfast?” Natalie suggested as she twisted a knob and the machine let out a high-pitched squeal.
“Sure.”
“Regular milk okay?”
“Yep. I’m not fussy.” Taylor reached down to rub Luna, who was circling her feet.
Natalie placed a mug in front of her, complete with a leaf-shaped swirl in the foam.
“Wow, this looks really fancy. Thank you.”
“No problem.” Natalie gave her a quick smile before fixing a second latte for herself. Then she wandered to the fridge with her mug in hand. “What would you like for breakfast? Melinda usually stocks yogurt parfaits for me. I asked her to leave a few extras this week if you like them, too, or there’s bagels in the pantry, cereal, eggs.”
Taylor stood and joined her at the fridge. “Thank you. I appreciate you thinking of me. I’m not a huge breakfast person, so a parfait sounds perfect.”
They brought their breakfast to the table and sat across from each other. The dogs followed, bumping into knees and shins under the table.
“Go lie down,” Natalie told them firmly, and both dogs plodded out from under the table and flopped on the tile. “So.” She gave Taylor a hesitant look.
Taylor sipped her latte. “This is really good, better than what I get at my local coffee shop.”
Natalie’s expression softened. “Thanks. Good beans make all the difference.” She sipped her own latte and sighed. “We were awkward together last night.”
“That was mostly my fault,” Taylor admitted. “I kept defaulting to bodyguard mode, but I’ll do better next time. Luckily the award ceremony was hectic enough to cover for us, but I sense we’ll be under closer scrutiny on a film set. If I’m hanging around all the time as your girlfriend slash personal trainer, people are going to want to get friendly with me. I don’t mean I’m going to spill personal info about you, but I do need to seem like someone who’s known you a while and is comfortable with you.”
Natalie nodded. “Should we say we’ve been together about three months? That’s how long I’ve actually been seeing a personal trainer to get ready for this role.”
“And no one knows this person, in terms of blowing our cover?”
“No, he’s pretty private. It’s one of the reasons I like him.” Natalie lifted her mug for another sip. “Worst case, I could say I was working with both of you.”
“Fair enough. So we’ve been together about three months. Still in that honeymoon phase.” Taylor grinned, trying to lighten the mood. “Any exes I should know about?”
“Not really. It’s been years since I’ve been seriously involved with anyone.” Natalie’s expression turned distant. “And I haven’t dated anyone famous, no one who’s going to come up to you at a party and cause trouble or anything.” Her gaze sharpened as she looked at Taylor. “You?”
“Same story. I had a serious girlfriend while I was in the Army, but it only lasted about a year. Since then, I’ve only had casual, short-term flings. I’m just not around enough for anything serious. My schedule is so unpredictable because of my job.”
“Do you mind that?” Natalie asked. “I’ve sacrificed a lot for my career, but I never really considered that you’d done the same, just to keep people like me safe.”
Taylor shrugged. “I don’t really mind. If I start yearning to settle down, then I guess it’ll be time for me to look for a new job.”
“Hobbies?” Natalie asked.
“I’m a bit of an adrenaline junkie in my free time. I love to hike, surf, snowboard—you name it, I’ve probably tried it. I love my daily jogs. I exercise a lot, so I can definitely work out with you on set if you want me to look like your trainer for real.”
“Okay,” Natalie agreed. “What else? Favorite TV shows? Music?”
“I enjoy all the sapphic staples: Wynonna Earp, Xena, A League of Their Own . . . the new, super-gay one, not the movie from the ’90s.”
Natalie grinned. “Gentleman Jack?”
“Oh yeah. Suranne Jones . . .” Taylor mimed fanning her face. “On that note, Vigil too.”
“Definitely,” Natalie agreed. “So, we have similar taste in TV. That’s a good start.”
“Your turn. Hobbies?”
Natalie sipped her latte. “Astronomy, but you already knew that. I like to read. I enjoy jogging, too, although I rarely get to run anywhere but my treadmill these days.”
Taylor immediately perked up. “Want to? We could jog together. Maybe Luna and Orion would enjoy it too.”
“Maybe.” Natalie gazed apprehensively in the direction of the road beyond her front gate. “Sometimes the paparazzi are out there, or even fans. I did my best to stay off those maps of the stars’ houses, but I’m on them anyway.”
“We could have Tommy in a car nearby in case we need him, but truly, I’ve got you, Natalie. I’m good at my job.”
“Nat,” Natalie said quietly, darting a glance at Taylor. “My friends call me Nat, and certainly my girlfriend should too.”
“Got it.” Taylor had noticed others using the nickname already, but she hadn’t wanted to be overly familiar with Natalie without her permission. “And who are your friends? Will I be meeting them?”
Natalie dropped her gaze to her mug. “You’ve met Jeremy. He’s the only friend I hang out with regularly. Well, Jeremy and his boyfriend, Cory. The rest are casual acquaintances we’ll see at parties and events.”
“Okay,” Taylor said. “What if we say I moved in a few weeks ago since your schedule was so crazy, we’d hardly get a chance to see each other otherwise?”
“Perfect,” Natalie agreed.
“You’re a morning person,” Taylor observed. “Are you one of these people who thrives on just a few hours’ sleep?” Because they hadn’t gone to bed until after one last night, and Natalie had been on her way out to the telescope before five.
Natalie shrugged. “I can function on a few hours. I prefer more, but my body doesn’t always cooperate.”
Taylor turned over everything she’d just learned about her new client, particularly the lack of friends. Natalie might be even more reserved than she’d realized. Perhaps their disconnect had less to do with Taylor than the fact that Natalie didn’t let anyone in. “Now,” Taylor said, “let’s run through your daily schedule so there are no more surprises like we had this morning.”

Natalie was already exhausted by the time she arrived at the studio just after nine a.m. For this movie, they would be shooting primarily on a soundstage in Culver City, about an hour’s drive from her house, although they would spend a week on location on Vancouver Island at the end of the shoot. Despite what she’d told Taylor, four hours wasn’t nearly enough sleep. Natalie was running on fumes and extremely stressed about bringing a fake girlfriend to the set, not that she’d admit to either.
“I’ll take you to your trailer,” Jeremy said, motioning Natalie and Taylor into a waiting golf cart.
“Who else has access to Natalie’s trailer?” Taylor asked.
“Just the three of us, Tommy, and the cleaning crew who comes in after hours.” Jeremy always did an impeccable job of keeping things the way she preferred them on set, which included keeping extraneous people out of her trailer.
They pulled up to the trailer with Natalie’s name on it, and she climbed off the golf cart and walked to the door, where she keyed in the code to unlock it. Inside, the trailer was pretty much what she expected. It had a sitting area, a kitchenette, a bathroom, and a small bedroom in back that might come in handy for a midafternoon nap between scenes.
“Nice,” Taylor commented as she looked around.
Natalie set down her purse, feeling uncharacteristically fidgety. Usually, she’d kick back with Jeremy until it was time to head over for the table read, but she hadn’t found that level of comfort with Taylor yet. To keep herself busy, she walked to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water.
An awkward silence had settled over the room. Jeremy was on the sofa with his phone, thumbs flying as he texted with Cory, while Taylor prowled the space in a distinctly bodyguard-like way, checking the doors and windows. Natalie twisted open the bottle and took several large swallows.
“You two really need to work on this girlfriend act,” Jeremy commented without looking up from his phone.
“We’re trying.” Natalie’s tone came out harder than she’d meant for it to, harsh enough that Taylor snapped her head around to stare.
Jeremy glanced between them. “It’s one thing to be stiff on the red carpet, but film sets are as gossipy as a high school locker room, and right now, you two are awkward as hell with each other.”
“We rehearsed some things this morning,” Natalie said. “We’re getting there.”
“Get there faster,” Jeremy advised.
“I’m sure we will, now that I’m staying at Natalie’s house.” Taylor sounded more confident than Natalie felt.
“Right,” Natalie agreed. This had been her idea, after all. She was only too aware that her team thought she was overreacting, bringing in extra security. Having Taylor around was supposed to help her sleep at night. If it didn’t, then what was she even doing right now?
There was a knock on the door, and Jeremy rose to answer it. He’d barely opened the door before an excited female voice started speaking.
“Hi, I’m Ali Ferreira. I don’t know if Natalie remembers me, but we—”
“Of course I remember you,” Natalie interrupted, stepping forward with a smile. She and Ali had worked together on a movie a few years ago. If memory served, it had been Ali’s first speaking role, and she’d been so nervous. Natalie had done what she could to make the young actress’s first film experience a positive one.
“Well, it’s been years, and you’re a pretty big deal who should never be expected to remember all the no-name actors you meet along the way.” Ali beamed at her from the doorway, her dark hair styled in tight curls. Her sun-kissed brown skin was as radiant as her smile. “But I couldn’t resist popping in to say hi since you’re the only person I know here.”
Natalie invited her in, and she and Ali exchanged a quick hug. “It’s nice for me to see a familiar face too. You remember my assistant, Jeremy?”
“I do,” Ali said. “Great to see you again, Jer.”
“You too,” he said, then gave Natalie a meaningful look.
Right. Shit. She turned toward Taylor. “And this is—”
“Your new girlfriend, in the flesh!” Ali enthused. “You two looked so hot together on the red carpet last night.”
“Taylor Vaughn.” She stepped forward and held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“So happy you’re here,” Ali said. “I think poor Nat was single the whole time we were filming Only the Lucky, and I just couldn’t understand it. I mean, just look at you.” She waved a hand in Natalie’s direction. “If I was a little bit older, or you know . . . if I was into women, I would have asked you out in a heartbeat.”
This drew a laugh from everyone. Natalie had forgotten how much she enjoyed Ali’s effervescent energy. Jeremy’s phone rang, and he stepped outside to take the call.
“Stay and catch up until it’s time for the table read?” Natalie asked. Maybe Ali could be the icebreaker she and Taylor needed.
“I’d love to, if I’m not intruding,” Ali said.
“Not at all.” Natalie gestured toward the sitting area. She ended up next to Taylor on the small sofa while Ali sat across from them. “What have you been up to since the last time I saw you?” she asked Ali.
“I spent Christmas in Brazil with my dad’s family and New Year’s in Mexico with my mom’s relatives, which was hectic but amazing. Don’t even ask me what language I’m speaking right now, because no tengo faço ideia.”
Natalie laughed, because while she didn’t speak either language, she understood enough to know Ali had mixed Spanish and Portuguese to make her point. “Sounds wonderful.”
“It was. My family’s awesome. Career-wise, I’ve been doing a lot of little stuff,” Ali said, resting her elbows on her knees. “A few guest appearances on TV shows and several small movie roles. I haven’t had my breakout moment yet, but I’ve been busy, so I can’t complain.”
“Those little roles add up,” Natalie said with a nod.
“They do, and I get to be one of your sidekicks here on Heart Attacked, which is so freaking cool. We’re going to kick so much butt together!”
“We sure are.” In the movie, Natalie played Penny Heart, an elite assassin who went rogue after being hired to kill her former mentor. Penny vowed to take down the corrupt corporation that used to employ her, bringing its wrath against her and resulting in a showdown of “good” assassins versus evil ones. It would be a physically demanding shoot but also an exciting one. Even better, Natalie was continuing a streak of more challenging roles than the rom-coms that had made her famous.
“But enough about me.” Ali clapped her hands together. “How did you two meet? How long have you been together? I want to know everything.”
Taylor chuckled, obviously charmed by Ali’s enthusiasm. “Natalie hired me as her personal trainer last fall, and what can I say? We kept making excuses to see each other between sessions, and now, here we are.”
Nat, she wanted to correct Taylor as she heard her full name leave her lips. Natalie watched Ali’s face carefully for any skepticism. She didn’t see any, but Taylor’s words hadn’t been terribly convincing to her own ears.
“I love it. You two are adorable,” Ali said. “I’m sure there was a lot of training involved, because Nat’s going to be doing some seriously impressive stunts as Penny Heart.”
“I have a stunt double for the really complicated stuff,” Natalie interjected. “But I’ve never trained so hard for a role before.” That much, at least, was true.
“And obviously you had a lot of fun while you were training.” Ali grinned. “We’ll all be doing some stunt work on this one. Should be exciting. Have you worked with Franz Morgenstern before?”
“I have,” Natalie told her. The director was known for being meticulous and demanding but fair. “Expect long hours and high expectations, but if you bring your A game, you shouldn’t have any problems with him.”
“I’m not afraid of hard work,” Ali said. “I’m more concerned about having a safe and respectful work environment.”
“You’ll have that here. I’ve worked on enough toxic sets to know Franz is one of the good ones.”
“Awesome.” Ali shifted in her seat. “My last set was pretty bad. I’m really glad you’re here, Nat, and that you’re willing to put up with me. It’s good to have a friend on set.”
There was something vulnerable in her expression that put Natalie’s hackles up. She’d never known Ali to be anything but enthusiastic and sweet, and she hated that some of Ali’s sparkle had been dulled by an industry that was sometimes toxic for women, especially women of color. Natalie had experienced enough of it herself to appreciate the privilege she had now, choosing scripts and directors she wanted to work with.
“I’m sorry you’ve had bad experiences,” Natalie said. “Unfortunately, this industry has a long way to go toward achieving equity, but please don’t ever underestimate your value. Just because I bring home a bigger paycheck doesn’t mean you aren’t worthy of just as much respect.”
“Thanks.” Ali blinked rapidly, her eyes glossy. “That means a lot.”
She popped out of her chair, and Natalie met her for a hug.
“Aww, you two are sweet,” Taylor said. “And I’m available if anyone needs an ass kicking, because Natalie’s right. You deserve to be treated well, Ali.”
Ali pulled back with a laugh. “Thank you. I didn’t mean to bring the mood down. Hey, speaking of ass kicking, can you show me one of the stunts you’ll be doing, something you’ve been working on in training? It sounds so freaking cool, and I’d love a sneak peek.”
“Oh, um . . .” Natalie looked at Taylor, whose eyes had widened slightly. “Just something simple because I’m not warmed up and there isn’t much room in here.” And because she and Taylor had never actually sparred together, a fact that would be painfully obvious if they tried anything too complicated.
“Totally,” Ali agreed, all exuberance again.
“How about a basic two-kick combination?” Taylor suggested.
Natalie nodded, relieved that was something she’d practiced. “Front kick to side kick?”
“Perfect.”
Natalie turned to face Taylor, as Ali backed up against the wall to give them more room. Natalie dropped into a loose stance, knees slightly bent, as Taylor mirrored her. She kicked out with her left leg, not putting much force into it so Taylor would easily be able to block her, but she needn’t have worried. Taylor’s reflexes were lightning fast, and she obviously had martial arts experience.
Emboldened, Natalie pivoted to a side kick, but she realized almost immediately that she’d miscalculated. Taylor was shorter than her usual partner, and Natalie’s foot sailed straight toward her face. For a horrifying moment, she thought she was going to kick Taylor in the teeth, but Taylor feinted to the left just in time.
Natalie recovered her footing, hoping it looked like they’d meant for that to happen. She brushed back her hair, resisting the urge to wince at the twinge in her left leg from neglecting her warm-up. “These are not the right jeans for what we just did.”
Ali clapped her hands, looking delighted. “Well, I thought it was awesome. Thanks so much, ladies.”
Taylor grinned. “I didn’t do much, but I’m always happy to help Nat look good.”
Finally. Natalie reached for her water bottle, and okay, she liked the sound of her nickname in Taylor’s mouth. She also liked the toned biceps she’d glimpsed when Taylor blocked her kick. She and Taylor would be working with Natalie’s actual trainer later today, which meant they’d likely have their hands on each other’s bodies. Natalie felt a little thrill at the realization.
Jeremy stuck his head through the door. “Knock, knock, ladies. It’s time to head over. You riding with us?” he asked Ali.
“Oh, I was just going to walk,” Ali said.
“We’ve got room for one more,” Natalie said. “Come with us. We can walk into the table read together.” She gave Ali a reassuring smile.
“Okay,” Ali agreed. “That sounds great. Thanks.”
Natalie looked at Taylor, realizing they hadn’t discussed what she was going to do during the table read.
“I’m going to check out the gym where we’ll be training and then maybe go for a walk,” Taylor said.
Natalie nodded. She imagined Taylor’s true intention was to familiarize herself with the studio’s lot. She had an all-access pass that should let her wander freely.
Natalie led the way out of the trailer, making sure the door locked behind them. Outside, Tommy stood by the golf cart, arms crossed over his chest, aviators in place, looking every inch the bodyguard.
“Who is that?” Ali whispered in Natalie’s ear.
“That’s my bodyguard, Tommy Feldman.”
“He’s hot,” Ali whispered with a giggle.
Natalie smirked. Tommy was good looking, yes, but in her opinion, Taylor was so much hotter. Ali headed over to introduce herself to Tommy while Natalie looked toward the studio buildings clustered to her left.
Table reads were exciting: the whole cast gathered at a long table, reading their dialogue together for the first time. It could be nerve racking, too, meeting everyone and establishing expectations, and this time Natalie was also juggling a pretend girlfriend and a potential stalker.
Never mind that it was her first time leading an action movie, at a time when she felt more helpless than ever in real life. Failure was not an option. She squared her shoulders as she walked toward the golf cart.



Chapter Eight
It was dinnertime when they got back to Natalie’s house, and Taylor was feeling the effects of a long day on little sleep. Not that it had been a physically taxing day, but the reality of navigating a film set as Natalie Keane’s girlfriend was draining. They’d almost blown it several times. If Ali Ferreira wasn’t so generally awestruck around Natalie, she’d have easily realized they had no idea what they were doing when they sparred.
Hopefully they’d fixed that this afternoon when they had a session with Natalie’s real trainer. He’d led them through two hours of practice for many of the basic moves Natalie would be performing for the film so she and Taylor could train together at the studio.
And Javi had texted throughout the day, asking her opinion on this and that, obviously missing her at the office. She had her hands full with this new assignment, but she still enjoyed lending a hand, especially because Javi rarely asked for help. It was good to be needed.
She and Natalie entered the house in silence, that uneasy awkwardness settling between them the way it often did when they were alone. Taylor wasn’t sure if she was causing it, wary of her role here, or if Natalie was throwing up barriers. Once they settled in and started talking, things seemed to get easier. But during these initial moments on their own, they tended to falter.
Luna and Orion came bounding to greet them, wiggling and singing with excitement, and Natalie crouched down to take them in her arms, only to be smothered in enthusiastic kisses. “I missed you too.” She giggled, an arm around each dog.
Orion pushed forward, and Natalie teetered in her heels before landing on her ass on the floor, which only made her laugh harder. Her laughter was a beautiful sound, light and carefree, and Taylor vowed right then and there to hear it more often.
Taylor extended a hand, which Natalie accepted, letting Taylor haul her to her feet. Once she was standing, she tucked her hands into her pockets and gave Taylor a hesitant smile. The scent of something savory reached them as they entered the living room, and Natalie made a little sound of pleasure.
“Melinda’s here. Jeremy must have given her a heads-up that we’d be getting home before she left so she could have something hot waiting for us.”
“Sounds great.” Taylor couldn’t imagine walking in after a long day to find someone cooking in her kitchen. It seemed like . . . well, like a movie-star lifestyle that Taylor usually only experienced as a bystander. “How do you want to handle meals at home? I can make myself scarce if you want the time to yourself.”
“Don’t be silly. We’ll eat together, I mean . . . unless you don’t want to?” Natalie was watching her now, her expression as hard to read as ever.
“No, I’m fine with eating together.” More than fine, actually.
“Dinner’s almost ready,” a voice called.
“You have perfect timing, as always, Melinda.” Natalie walked toward the kitchen.
Taylor followed, pausing to rub the dogs that were bounding excitedly around her. A tall woman in her fifties greeted them in the kitchen, her brown hair pulled back in a no-nonsense bun. It was a relief that Natalie’s staff was in on the secret, so they could drop the act here at the house.
“Black pepper tofu with long-grain rice, one of your favorites,” the woman said, then looked at Taylor. “Melinda Deskin. I’m Natalie’s housekeeper.”
“Taylor Vaughn. Nice to meet you.”
“Absolutely.” Melinda gave her a warm smile. “Why don’t you ladies get drinks and have a seat? I’ll have dinner on the table in about five minutes.”
“You’re the best, Mel,” Natalie said. “It smells amazing.” She walked to the fridge and extracted a bottle of sparkling water, holding it up with a questioning look.
“I’d love some,” Taylor said.
“So, today was . . .” Natalie hesitated, twisting her lips to one side. “Well, we made progress, I think.”
“We’re getting there,” Taylor agreed. “And I doubt anyone’s judging us as harshly as we’re judging ourselves.”
Natalie’s posture visibly relaxed. “Yes, you’re probably right.”
“Worst case, they’ll think we’re not quite right for each other as girlfriends. I doubt anyone would suspect I’m your bodyguard.”
“Still, we need to keep working at it . . . keep getting to know each other.” Natalie sounded adamant.
Taylor had peeked in on the table read a few times while she was scouting the lot with Tommy earlier, making note of the exits and hiding places in each building where Natalie would be filming. Every time she’d looked into the room where the cast was gathered, Natalie had been the picture of professionalism, and when she read her lines, she seemed to embody her character, even in this earliest rehearsal.
Natalie didn’t phone in a performance, not at a table read or with her fake girlfriend.
“Dinner is another chance for us to get to know each other better,” Taylor suggested.
Natalie poured two glasses of sparkling water. “Yes.”
A few minutes later, they were seated at the table with plates of a delicious-looking tofu dish while Melinda cleaned up the kitchen. This made Taylor vaguely uncomfortable, but she supposed it was Melinda’s job and she was probably well compensated for it. She certainly seemed fond of Natalie, and Natalie seemed respectful of her in return.
Dinner was a fairly quiet affair, peppered with attempts at small talk, but Natalie seemed to be struggling. When Taylor studied her across the table, she saw exhaustion in the fine lines of her face and the slight slump of her shoulders. The past few days had been a whirlwind, and her schedule wouldn’t be slowing down anytime soon.
Tomorrow, she had final costume fittings for the film and then another grueling session with her trainer. Wednesday, filming began, and although it had been a while since Taylor had worked for an actress, she knew the long hours they tended to put in.
After dinner, Natalie went upstairs for a shower, and Taylor seized the opportunity to do the same. She dressed in loose sweatpants and a hoodie and wandered back downstairs to review this evening’s motion-activated security footage.
Her phone would alert her if any of the motion sensors inside Natalie’s fence were triggered, giving Taylor a live view of squirrels jumping between trees or rogue tree branches waving in the wind. The cameras that pointed into the woods outside the fence were also motion activated but went into a separate folder that didn’t alert Taylor in real time. She checked it several times a day, so she knew no one was hanging around outside Natalie’s property, but it alerted her way too often with various types of wildlife passing by for live alerts to be practical.
Tonight’s footage revealed several deer strolling by and an unfathomable number of squirrels triggering the cameras with their antics. Taylor had a good chuckle watching them.
“What’s so funny?” Natalie asked softly from behind her.
Taylor turned, holding up her phone. “Squirrels. You’ve got some comedians out there.”
Natalie smiled as she stepped forward to look at the footage on Taylor’s phone. Her hair was loose and damp, her face scrubbed free from makeup, and again, Taylor was struck by her reaction to this “at home” version of her. She looked so soft, so mortal. Hot as hell, not that Taylor had any business looking at her like that.
“Anything other than squirrels out there?” Natalie asked, lips quirking as she watched a squirrel sail onto the screen, having jumped from a tree off camera. It landed on a spindly branch, tail switching to find its balance.
“Wildlife only,” Taylor assured her.
An invisible weight slipped off Natalie’s shoulders, and she nodded. “Good.”
Together, they watched the last few clips from the security footage, and then Taylor put down her phone. “All clear.”
“Okay. I’m going out with Orion and Luna for a bit.”
“Looking at the stars?” Taylor asked.
“Yes. We won’t be out long, and I’m going straight to bed after, so I’ll see you in the morning.”
Taylor accepted that for the brush-off it was. She still wasn’t invited to the observatory, or maybe Natalie thought she’d prefer some downtime on her own? Either way, it was time to say good night. “I’ll see you in the morning. Call me if you need anything before then.”

By Friday, Natalie felt better settled in all her new routines. It had been a full week since the lunch date when they introduced their relationship to the world. Taylor had become a regular fixture around the house, although they hadn’t progressed much past a polite veneer with each other when they were alone. Long days on set meant they’d barely been home except to sleep, with little time for getting comfortable around each other.
The movie itself was consuming most of Natalie’s time and attention. Currently, she stood at the center of a large soundstage. The walls and floor were a bright lime green—green screen green—while a helicopter had been mounted to the ceiling above her. It had no rotor blades, only a body and the skids beneath, adding to the surreal feel of her surroundings. Acting for CGI-heavy scenes was so weird.
Around her, the room buzzed with activity. Someone called out settings while a tech adjusted the lighting. Any moment now, the fans and sprinkler system meant to imitate a rainstorm would start up. Natalie’s hair and clothes were already wet from having shot this scene several times.
“Ready, Natalie?” Franz, the director, called out.
She nodded, then reached up and threaded her arm through the nearest skid so that her elbow was hooked around it.
“Fans,” Franz called. Wind rushed through the room, whipping over Natalie’s wet clothes. She shivered. “And cue rain.”
Water burst from the sprinkler system, enveloping Natalie in a simulated tropical storm. She wrapped her other arm around the helicopter skid and turned her face toward camera A. The helicopter began to rise, lifting her feet from the ground. The delicate skin on her inner elbow protested, already sore from an afternoon spent dangling from the bottom of this helicopter.
Franz called for sound and cameras, and a production assistant clapped the scene marker. “And . . . rolling!”
Natalie looked up. Later, the actor playing an assassin sent to kill her would be leaning out of the helicopter, attempting to knock her off, but for now, she was the only actor in this scene. They needed seemingly endless footage of her dangling here, struggling to hang on against the wind and rain.
This particular take was for close-ups, so Natalie made sure her features were set to grim determination, as if she were swinging high over raging seas instead of a few inches off the bright-green floor. On cue, an extra burst of wind blew her legs backward. She softened her focus on the room around her, imagining the turbulent ocean beneath her as she clung to the skid. She looked up just as the helicopter banked sideways, rocking her again.
“And cut!” Franz called.
The wind and rain ceased, and Natalie dropped to the floor, breathing hard. Her arms ached. Her muscles were spent, her skin bruised, but she also felt exhilarated. She’d never worked on a film with this much stunt work before. It was a rush.
“Let’s have a thirty-minute break before we bring Lance in for the next scene.”
Natalie nodded, grateful. She could use a break. As she walked toward the rear of the soundstage, Taylor met her with a steaming mug of coffee and the plush robe from Natalie’s trailer.
“You looked like you could use some caffeine . . . and some warming up,” Taylor said.
“You’re the best. I’m freezing. Thank you so much.” Aware they were being watched by who knew how many people, Natalie smiled sweetly at her as she accepted the robe.
“Aww,” one of the techs said as she walked by. “You’ve got a good one there, Natalie.”
“Thanks.” Natalie pulled the robe around her shoulders and snuggled into it, shivering as her soggy clothes pressed against her skin.
“Here.” Taylor passed her the coffee and then stepped behind her, carefully untucking her hair from the collar of the robe.
Natalie shivered again from the brush of Taylor’s fingers against her neck, and this time it had nothing to do with the cold. She turned her head before Taylor had stepped away, their faces just inches apart. Natalie’s heart sped up, flooding her with a surge of warmth, and fuck, when had her attraction to Taylor reached this point?
Only a week into their fake-dating arrangement, Natalie already felt like she was losing control.

Taylor squinted at the grainy image on her phone. The motion sensors outside Natalie’s back fence had been triggered an unusual number of times today for reasons Taylor couldn’t discern. There were the usual squirrels, but something kept setting off the sensor along the back right corner of the property without showing up on the cameras.
That wasn’t necessarily alarming. The motion sensors had a broader reach than the cameras, which were positioned to take images and video several feet off the ground, designed to capture a person from the waist up. Squirrels climbed, so they were often caught on camera. Maybe there was a small animal out there Taylor couldn’t see.
Or there might be someone creeping around outside, avoiding the cameras. Taylor’s money was on an animal, but she was going out to check anyway, just to be sure.
“Hey.” Natalie walked into the kitchen, wearing flannel pajama bottoms and her gray hoodie. It had been almost eight by the time they got home tonight, and she’d gone straight upstairs for a shower after spending ten hours in cold, wet clothes. “Let’s see what Melinda left us for dinner. I’m starved.”
Taylor nodded. “While you do that, I’m going to go walk the exterior of the fence.”
Natalie went totally still. Her eyes, which had been glazed with that far-off look she sometimes got when she was lost in thought, now focused on Taylor with a piercing intensity. “Why? What’s going on?”
“Nothing to worry about.” Taylor rested a hand on Natalie’s shoulder, hoping belatedly that it wasn’t too familiar a touch while they were at home without an audience. “Something’s been triggering the motion sensors more often than usual today, so I’m going to have a look around. It’s probably a rabbit or something that’s too small to show up on the cameras.”
Natalie drew in an audible breath. She gestured to Taylor’s phone. “Can I see?”
Taylor nodded. Of course, Natalie would want to see the footage. She’d impressed Taylor from the start as a woman who liked to be informed. Taylor pressed the button to restart the footage and handed over her phone.
Natalie stared at the video clips, squinting into the grainy darkness the way Taylor had done. While she watched the footage, Taylor went upstairs for her weapon . . . just in case. She tucked the gun inside the waistband of her jeans, resting against the small of her back.
When she got back downstairs, Natalie held the phone loosely in her hand, her gaze again distant. “It’s never triggered so many times in one day before, or in such a concentrated spot.”
“That’s why I’m going to have a look. Why don’t you pull up the live feed on your phone? Then you can see what’s happening while I’m out there.”
Natalie nodded. On the surface, she looked as composed as ever, but Taylor saw the sharp glint of fear in her eyes.
“Hey.” Taylor rested a hand on her shoulder again as a surge of protectiveness rose inside her. “For the record, I’m not worried. I’m sure it’s just an animal or a wayward tree branch. You’ll be watching me on the live feed, and we’ll keep the doors locked and the security system armed while I’m out there. You’re completely protected here in the house. If anything seems off, dial 911 and then Tommy. Got it?”
“You forgot the panic room,” Natalie said, turning to face her. “I can make those calls from the panic room. I don’t like the idea of you being outside by yourself, though.”
“It’s literally my job,” Taylor reassured her. “I’m highly trained. I’m an Army vet, remember? I can take care of myself. You just take care of you. And again . . . I’m ninety-nine percent sure this is a rabbit or a skunk out there pranking us.”
Natalie smiled, but it looked brittle, lacking any warmth or humor. “It’s the one percent I’m worried about. My mind is always focused on the one percent.”



Chapter Nine
Natalie could hear herself breathing, a harsh sound that further agitated her every time she inhaled. Orion stood beside her, hackles raised, alert to her panic even if he didn’t understand the source. Luna paced the kitchen, whining. They were both attuned to her emotions, and while she felt guilty for upsetting them, she also appreciated their protection.
She felt like a fish in a bowl as she faced the wide windows that overlooked the backyard. Her skin crawled even though the cameras showed her that no one was inside the fence and therefore no one could be on the other side of the glass watching her. She wasn’t going to surrender to the fear, not until she knew there was a real threat.
On the screen, Taylor was walking toward the back corner of the yard, flashlight in hand. She hadn’t mentioned it, but Natalie had seen the slight bulge of her weapon beneath her shirt. Natalie hated guns on principle, but she couldn’t deny that she felt safer knowing Taylor was armed and could protect them if it came to that.
After her kidnapping, Natalie had taken several self-defense classes. She wasn’t the helpless damsel she’d been that night, even if she still spent most days feeling afraid. She’d learned to fire a gun, too, but ultimately, she hadn’t felt comfortable having one in her home.
The statistics about how many women were killed with their own gun were sobering. If push came to shove, Natalie couldn’t be sure she had what it took to pull the trigger. Taylor was a different story, though. She’d had far more training than Natalie, and as she’d just reminded her, she was an Army vet. If it came down to it, she had no doubt Taylor would use her gun to keep them safe.
Natalie took another harsh breath as Taylor rounded the corner toward the section of the fence where the motion sensor kept tripping. In night vision, Taylor’s face glowed eerily as she looked around, shining her flashlight into the darkness. She hadn’t drawn her gun, which Natalie took as a reassuring sign.
Taylor walked back and forth, alternately standing and crouching to peer into the darkness. After several long minutes, she turned toward the camera and gave Natalie a thumbs-up. Then she carried on walking to complete her circuit of the perimeter.
Natalie exhaled, but she couldn’t call it relief. Not until she knew what was triggering the sensor. Her hands shook, the already-fatigued muscles in her arms tensing painfully. She didn’t need this stress tonight. Not that she needed it any night, but she hadn’t slept well all week, and today’s helicopter stunt had exhausted her.
Taylor was headed toward the house now. Natalie perched on a barstool at the kitchen counter as she watched the feed, unable to turn her attention to dinner until Taylor was back in the house.
As Taylor reached the back door, both dogs rushed to greet her. Orion growled as it swung open, only relaxing once Taylor had come in and shut it behind her.
“All clear,” Taylor said. “I didn’t see anything unusual out there. The ground’s dry, so I’m not sure I would be able to see footprints if there were any, but it looked undisturbed. My money’s on a wild animal that was hanging around but took off when it saw me coming.”
Natalie exhaled, as reassured as she could be under the circumstances. She nodded, forcing herself to exit the camera feed on her phone and set it down so she could see what Melinda had left for dinner. “Thank you for checking. I hope you’re right.”
“Hey, Nat?”
She turned, feeling the stiffness in every muscle in her body. “Yeah?”
“I’d tell you if I thought there was anything to be worried about, okay? I promise to be honest with you about that, always.”
This time, when Natalie exhaled, it actually felt like relief. “I appreciate that.”
She opened the fridge and found two portions of Melinda’s chicken, tomato, and pepper balsamic salad, which was always delicious. Even better, it didn’t need heating or any other prep work, because Natalie’s brain was so fried at the moment, she wasn’t sure she had it in her. She carried the bowls to the table while Taylor fetched a bottle of sparkling water and poured two glasses.
As they sat down to eat, Luna circled the table with a mournful whine.
Natalie chuckled. “Melinda told me she fed you supper before she left, so you can drop the starving act, my dear. I’m on to you.”
“She had me fooled,” Taylor said. “I was about to ask if you wanted me to feed them.”
Natalie smiled at her. Sometime over the past week, she’d started to enjoy having dinner with Taylor every night. “I let Melinda feed them if I’m going to be late, so they don’t actually starve, but they always hope I’ll forget and give them a second dinner.”
Taylor looked at Luna, who was still whining under the table. “Nice try, little lady.”
“She’s persistent. Got to give her that.”
Taylor picked up her fork. “You must be glad for the weekend, hmm?”
She exhaled again, releasing some of the stress of the last hour. “So glad. I need to catch up on my sleep.” Not that her body was likely to allow that to happen, but she could hope. She rolled her shoulders, which were tight and sore from holding on to a helicopter skid all day.
“You should book a massage,” Taylor commented.
“I’m actually not a big fan. Something about being naked and face down on a table while a stranger touches me? I can’t relax, and then that defeats the whole point. I am sore, though.” She rolled her shoulders again. “I might take a hot bath later, but after spending the day being pelted with water, I’m enjoying being dry right now.”
Taylor grinned. “I bet, and you might be the first person I’ve met who doesn’t enjoy a massage, but I totally get your reasoning. It can feel vulnerable.”
“I’m surprised you enjoy massages.” Natalie speared a bite of her salad and glanced at Taylor. “Maybe I’m stereotyping, but I feel like former-military types tend to be in the ‘grin and bear it’ category when it comes to pain.”
Taylor looked down at her salad. “Well, my PT recommended regular massages while I was recovering, so I guess you could say I’m a recent convert.”
“How long have you been doing PT?” Natalie asked. “I mean, if you’re comfortable answering.”
“About three months. Turns out, recovery from back surgery is no joke.”
“I bet. Were you in an accident?”
Taylor was increasingly fascinated with her salad.
“Sorry, I’m being nosy.” Natalie waved a hand. “I know better than anyone how annoying it is when people do that.”
“It’s fine. You’re just trying to make conversation. I . . . well, it’s kind of an embarrassing story. I’ve served my country and protect powerful people for a living, but I hurt myself by slipping in the shower.” Her lips twisted to the side. “I ignored the pain for as long as I could—grin and bear it, like you said—but it kept getting worse, and eventually I couldn’t function at the level I needed to be able to do my job. Turns out, I had a bone spur pressing against my sciatic nerve. If I’d let it go on much longer, I was risking permanent numbness or even paralysis. I had to have surgery, followed by three months of PT before I was cleared to return.”
“Right at the moment I needed you,” Natalie said.
“The timing did work out,” Taylor agreed. “I mean, there’s no shortage of work for bodyguards, so Javi would have found something else for me, but there aren’t as many of us who’re women, so your timing was perfect to request a female bodyguard.”
“I’m glad for the timing,” Natalie said, “although I’m sorry you had to go through that with your back.”
Taylor looked vaguely uncomfortable as she nodded. “It’s hard to accept that I’m not twenty-two anymore, I guess. I just kept waiting for it to get better on its own.”
Natalie laughed. “Don’t I know it. I could have done a stunt like today’s in my twenties and still gotten a workout in afterward.”
They finished supper and put their empty salad bowls in the dishwasher. Natalie walked to the back door and looked out. Nothing had triggered the motion sensors since Taylor had gone out there earlier. Logically, she knew her backyard was safe, and yet she still felt that cold, prickly sensation on her skin when she looked through the darkness toward her observatory.
“I’ll watch the cameras the whole time you’re out there if that helps,” Taylor offered, knowing without asking what Natalie was thinking about.
She nodded. If she stayed in, she was letting the fear win, letting Becker win, because he probably wasn’t out there. Natalie was letting her paranoia get the best of her. “That does make me feel better. Thank you.”
“You’ve got your phone on you, right?” Taylor asked.
“Yes.”
Taylor nodded. “I’ll call if anything triggers the sensors while you’re in the observatory.”
“Thank you.” She appreciated that Taylor took her concerns seriously and didn’t make her feel like she was overreacting. She probably was overreacting, but she couldn’t help the way she felt. “Want to go outside?” she asked the dogs, who immediately began to bounce with excitement.
After putting on their coats, she opened the back door and stepped out. Orion trotted off to find a place to do his business, while Luna ran circles around Natalie. As soon as she started walking across the lawn, they both dashed ahead to the observatory and then back to her, racing each other over the grass.
Natalie sank her hands into the pockets of her jacket, inhaling the crisp evening air. Maybe because she’d been born somewhere so much colder, winter in Los Angeles never bothered her. She enjoyed these cold nights when the stars above were extra sharp.
Mars was prominent tonight, and she couldn’t wait to take a closer look. She’d just reached the observatory when Orion barked. The hair along his spine lifted his jacket, and Natalie felt her own hackles rise in response. Around her, the night was impenetrably dark. She could just make out the towering shapes of the trees along her back fence.
Orion let out a low growl, and then he was off, racing toward the back fence with a series of loud, piercing barks. Luna ran after him, her own barks mixing with his in a slightly higher pitch. Natalie froze. The house seemed impossibly far away while her dogs barked and growled in the darkness, sounding increasingly agitated.
And Natalie just stood there, unable to move.
“Go back to the house.”
Taylor’s voice made her jump. Natalie hadn’t even heard her approach, but here she was, slightly out of breath as if she’d sprinted from the house. She stopped several steps away from Natalie, and she wished Taylor were closer, wished foolishly for Taylor’s arms around her, for the warm protection of her embrace.
Natalie wrapped her arms around herself instead. She could comfort herself. She’d been doing it most of her life.
“Call them back to you if you can, and take them inside,” Taylor said. “The sensor just triggered again, right where they’re barking, so I’m going to have another look.”
“Okay.” Natalie’s voice sounded deceptively calm, when her mind had already dissolved in panic. She whistled to the dogs. “Orion, Luna, come!” She used her sternest voice, relieved when they bounded to her side. And then Natalie started toward the house, doing her very best not to run.

Taylor waited until Natalie and the dogs were safely inside the house, and then she went through the side gate into the woods outside the fence. The night was pitch black beyond the beam of her flashlight. Now that the dogs were inside, the only sound was the whoosh of wind through the trees and the occasional creak of a branch.
Taylor’s senses were on high alert, the back of her neck prickling as if she was being watched. Was someone lurking around Natalie’s property today? More likely, it was an animal, although that wasn’t necessarily a reassuring thought. There were mountain lions in these hills, and while Taylor respected all animals for who they were, she had a healthy fear of the big cats. If one was stalking her right now, she wouldn’t know until it was too late.
Surely a cat that large would have shown up on video if it had been prowling around, though. Bottom line: Taylor wasn’t sure what—if anything—was going on, so she was going to do another perimeter sweep for Natalie’s peace of mind.
She approached the section just outside the back right corner of Natalie’s fence with caution. This was where the motion sensors had triggered, and the dogs had barked in the same spot.
“Probably an animal,” Taylor said under her breath.
A small sound came in response, and Taylor jumped in spite of herself. Whatever it was almost sounded like it had answered her, but she’d been so distracted she wasn’t sure what she’d heard.
“Who’s out there?” she asked, louder this time.
The answering cry was unmistakable, shrill and high pitched but tiny . . . like some kind of baby animal. She almost relaxed before the possibility of Mama Bear or Mama Mountain Lion hanging around nearby occurred to her.
Taylor stood perfectly still, shining her flashlight through the woods. A pair of glowing eyes stared back—animal eyes were so creepy in the dark!—and before she could decide what to do, the animal was racing toward her. Something small and furry launched out of the shadows and grabbed onto her leg.
“Shit! What the hell!” She lifted her foot to shake the creature off before her eyes made sense of what she was seeing.
The animal was feline, all right, but this was no mountain lion. It was a house cat. Not even a cat . . . a kitten no longer than her foot. Its fur was a mixture of orange, black, and white, and it gripped her jeans with its front paws, staring up at her with wide gold eyes.
“You scared me,” Taylor said, nervous laughter bubbling from her throat. She reached down to rub the little cat’s head, and it let out another shrill meow. “You’d better get home, okay? You shouldn’t be out here in the dark, prowling around other people’s fences.”
The kitten cried again and lurched upward, trying to climb Taylor’s jeans. Tiny claws bit into her skin through the denim.
“You’re adorable, but that hurts. Shoo, kitty. Go home.” She reached down and tried to disentangle it from her jeans, but the kitten—perhaps misinterpreting her intentions—leaped into her arms, latching those tiny claws into her biceps to hold on tight. “Goodness. What am I going to do with you?”
She wasn’t wild about holding this strange cat. It might have fleas. Could kittens carry rabies? At the very least, it had already left several stinging scratches on her skin. Taylor knelt and placed the kitten back on the ground. “Shoo! Go home, kitty.”
It looked up at her and let out a pitiful cry before launching itself at her legs again. In her pocket, Taylor’s phone began to ring. She pulled it out to reveal Natalie’s name on the screen.
Taylor connected the call. “Are you seeing this?”
“Yes, I’m watching on the feed.” Natalie sounded much calmer now. In fact, Taylor could almost hear the smile in her voice. “But why are you trying to shoo it away? That kitten’s too small to be outside alone around here. Bring it inside, and we’ll figure out what to do.”
“Um.” Taylor stared at the kitten in surprise. “Are you sure? What if it belongs to someone?”
“Bring it in, at least for the night, and I’ll call Jeremy. He’ll know what to do.”
“Okay, then. If you’re sure.”
“I’m sure.”
Taylor disconnected the call and crouched down. The kitten immediately launched itself into her arms, seemingly desperate not to be left behind. “It’s your lucky day, kid. You’ve been invited where few before you have gone: Natalie Keane’s house.”



Chapter Ten
Natalie opened the back door as Taylor approached with the kitten in her arms. “Hi, cutie, look at you,” Natalie cooed at the tiny creature. It looked up at her and emitted a pitiful cry. “I put the dogs in my bedroom for a bit.”
“I didn’t even think of that,” Taylor said. “What will they think of a kitten?”
“Well, I’m not necessarily planning to introduce them, but boxers don’t generally have much prey drive. They’re a guarding breed, not hunters. Mine have been playful when they’ve seen cats while we’re out somewhere.”
“So what are we going to do with this one?” Taylor lifted the kitten in her arms. It had beautiful calico coloring, with an orange patch above its left eye, black ears, and tufts of white fur mixed in everywhere.
“Let’s put her in the guest bathroom for the night, in case she has fleas. I’ll see if Jeremy can arrange to have some supplies delivered. He can call the shelter, too, and see if anyone’s missing a kitten.”
“She?” Taylor looked dubiously at the kitten.
“I think I’ve read that most calicos are female, but I could be wrong. I haven’t had a cat in a while. But ‘she’ sounds so much more personal than ‘it.’ Let’s put her in the bathroom before she gets scared and scratches you.” Natalie turned and led the way toward the larger of the two downstairs bathrooms. Surely a kitten couldn’t cause too much trouble in here. “She hardly even looks old enough to be away from her mother, and she seems too friendly to be feral. I wonder if someone dumped her out here?”
“Dumped her?” Taylor asked as she followed Natalie into the bathroom.
Natalie nodded. “It happens. When I was in my early twenties, before I was too famous, I used to volunteer at the animal shelter. People dump unwanted puppies and kittens all the time, especially out here in more remote areas.”
“Well, that’s horrible.” Taylor pulled the bathroom door closed behind them and then set the kitten on the floor. She looked up at them and cried, her little body visibly shaking.
Natalie took a towel off the rack and sat, arranging it into a makeshift bed on the floor. The kitten took one look at it and then scrambled into Natalie’s lap, pressing herself against Natalie’s stomach. She rubbed the kitten, concerned about how cold she was. Below her soft fur, Natalie could feel her ribs protruding. “Poor baby. She feels really skinny. I wonder if she’s been homeless a while. Taylor, will you look in the pantry and see if you can find a can of tuna? I bet she’d like that. And grab a bowl for water? I’m going to call Jeremy.”
“On it.” Taylor left the bathroom.
Natalie sat there for a moment, rubbing the kitten. She had curled herself into a fold in Natalie’s hoodie and was staring up at her out of big gold eyes. “You’ve been through it, huh? Well, you’re safe now.”
She pulled out her phone and tapped Jeremy’s name.
“Hiya, Nat,” he answered almost immediately. “What’s up?”
“Funny story,” she told him.
“Good funny or bad funny?” he asked.
“Good, I think. Taylor found a kitten out back. She’s super tiny and skinny. I was wondering if you could arrange for some supplies and also call the shelter to see if anyone’s missing her?”
“A kitten?” Jeremy’s tone was incredulous. “Of all the things, Nat . . . this was not anywhere on the list of things I thought you might be calling about.”
“No, I wouldn’t think so.” She rubbed a hand absentmindedly over the furball in her lap, rewarded by a thin purr.
“Kitten supplies. Got it. Need them tonight?”
She glanced at the time. It was almost eleven. “I think I’ve mostly got it covered for the night, except for a litter box, although I could probably improvise if you can’t get one here before tomorrow.”
“Tonight shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll let you know an ETA when I have it, and I’ll make some calls in the morning to see if anyone’s missing a kitten. Do you want me to take her to the shelter tomorrow?”
“No,” Natalie answered reflexively. This kitten had come to her house for help, and she would help her. “I’ll keep her until we find a home for her.”
“Had a feeling,” Jeremy teased. “You always were a sucker when it comes to animals. Okay, send over some pictures of her, then? I’ll share them with the shelter and local vets.”
“Perfect. Will do. Thanks, Jer.”
“Anytime. I’ll text with delivery info in a few minutes.”
She ended the call and put down her phone. The kitten hadn’t moved since she’d curled into Natalie’s hoodie, and she seemed to be shaking less now. Natalie wasn’t sure whether she was cold or scared or a combination of both. It was in the forties outside tonight, and this little one didn’t have much fat on her bones for insulation.
The bathroom door opened, and Taylor slipped through it carrying a can of tuna and two small bowls. She’d already opened the can, and the bathroom immediately filled with the unmistakable scent of tuna fish. The kitten’s head lifted, and she sniffed the air.
“Hungry?” Taylor began scooping tuna into one of the bowls, then set it on the floor. She filled the other bowl with water and put it next to the tuna.
Natalie lifted the kitten out of her lap and set her on the floor in front of the bowls. She sniffed again and then dove right into the tuna, eating voraciously. A tiny purr rumbled between bites, and it was seriously the most adorable thing.
“Guess she was hungry.” Taylor sat with her back against the wall, legs outstretched in front of her.
“Do you think she was our intruder?”
“I do,” Taylor said. “She’s little enough to trigger the motion sensor without appearing on the camera, and your dogs probably smelled her scent, which is what they were barking at.”
“That makes sense.” And Natalie was too relieved for words that the intruder had been a kitten. “Assuming she’s lived with people before, she might have heard us on the other side of the fence and associated our voices with food and safety. I wonder if she hung around back there all day trying to find a way in.”
“You think she was trying to get in and not just passing by?” Taylor asked.
Natalie nodded. “I mean, she practically flung herself at you and refused to let you leave without her. She knew she needed help, and she seems comfortable with people. This isn’t the behavior of a feral cat.”
They lapsed into silence, watching the kitten eat. It had been a long day. Natalie was exhausted and sore, but while she hadn’t gotten to de-stress in her observatory, the kitten seemed to be having a similar effect on her.
The kitten finished her meal and sat back to wash her face. Then, with a tiny “mew,” she clambered up Taylor’s thigh to settle in her lap.
“Aww, she likes you,” Natalie said, charmed.
Taylor looked bemused. “I’ve never really been around cats. We had dogs when I was growing up, and I had a few hamsters and fish, but no cats.”
“They’re really fun and super independent. If no one claims her, maybe you’d like to keep her after you finish your gig here with me?”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. A kitten this cute must have a family out there missing her.”
“Maybe.” But given her overall condition, Natalie doubted it. “Either way, she’s safe now.”

Taylor woke to bright sunlight streaming through the window. She rolled over and grabbed her phone, surprised to see that it was almost nine. Was Natalie still sleeping? Taylor was a light sleeper, especially when she was on duty, and had awoken every morning so far to the sound of Natalie and her dogs heading downstairs, always at some obscenely early hour. But it was Saturday, and they’d had a long, exhausting week. Maybe Natalie had slept in.
Never one to linger once she was awake, Taylor rolled out of bed, freshened up in the bathroom, and headed downstairs. All was quiet, no sign of Natalie or the dogs. It had been one a.m. before they’d gone to bed last night, after the kitten supplies were delivered and they’d gotten her settled for the night.
The kitten.
Taylor had almost forgotten. In the morning light, it felt surreal that she’d brought home a kitten last night, a kitten who was currently in Natalie’s guest bathroom and hopefully behaving herself.
Curious, Taylor went down the hall to the bathroom and slipped inside, and then she stood there for a moment, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. “What the hell?”
The floor was covered in bits of white paper. In fact, now that she’d had a moment to orient herself, she realized the kitten had unwound the entire roll of toilet paper, torn it into tiny pieces, and scattered it around the bathroom like the kitten version of a pillow fight. The food and water bowls both looked emptier than they had when she and Natalie left last night, and the litter box looked like it had been used.
But where was the kitten?
Taylor spun, looking in every corner and even in the bathtub. Where could she have gone? There was no way out except the door, and it had been latched securely. Unless . . .
Had the kitten slipped out when she came in just now, without her noticing? “Fuck.”
“Mew!”
She inhaled at the familiar sound, looking around for the source. Two wide eyes stared at her from behind the toilet. “There you are! You scared me, kitty. Why are you hiding back there?”
But Taylor didn’t really need an answer to that question. Of course the kitten was scared. She’d been through who knew what ordeal in the woods, and then Taylor had brought her inside and locked her in a dark room by herself.
“Feeling a little scared?” Taylor scooped a pile of shredded paper out of the way and sat. “It’s my job to make people feel safe, so maybe I can help you too. You picked me to rescue you out there last night, remember? You wouldn’t let me come back inside without you.”
“Mew!” The kitten crept out from behind the toilet to sniff Taylor’s hand.
“Want a yummy treat?” Taylor wasn’t above bribery to help the kitten forget her scary night alone in the bathroom, and Jeremy had sent over a kitten care package suitable for . . . well, for a celebrity’s cat. Taylor stood—sending the kitten scrambling back behind the toilet—and pulled a packet of treats out of the cabinet.
She sat with a treat on her palm and held out her hand. The kitten immediately scampered over to grab her reward, then looked up at Taylor with expectant eyes.
“Want another one? You’re pretty scrawny. You probably need all the treats you can get.” Taylor offered her another treat.
After she’d eaten four of the chewy morsels, the kitten pressed herself against the side of Taylor’s thigh, releasing a tiny purr. Taylor rubbed her, feeling how prominently her spine and ribs stuck out.
With another meow, the kitten scrambled up Taylor’s pants into her lap, where she began to bat at the drawstring of Taylor’s hoodie. It was pretty damn adorable. Taylor wiggled the string for her, watching as the kitten bounced to catch it, climbing the front of Taylor’s hoodie in the process.
Jeremy had sent over toys, too, but Taylor didn’t want to get up again right now, not when the kitten was being so cute in her lap. She twirled the drawstring of her hoodie, laughing as the kitten leaped and somersaulted across Taylor’s legs. She was such a tiny thing, she’d almost fit on Taylor’s palm.
After a few minutes of play, the kitten spun in several circles before curling into a little ball in Taylor’s lap, asleep almost immediately. Taylor needed coffee, but she didn’t want to disturb the kitten just yet. She pulled out her phone. Last night had been quiet on the security cameras, not a single motion sensor triggered. It looked like this little intruder had indeed caused all yesterday’s activity.
Taylor spent ten minutes or so messing around on her phone while the kitten napped before the alarm for the front gate chimed. She checked the feed and saw Jeremy’s SUV in the driveway. He had the code to let himself in, so she didn’t need to buzz him through. Instead, she carefully scooped the kitten into her new bed—ignoring her sad little meow of protest—and left the bathroom to greet him.
“Morning!” Jeremy called as he stepped through the front door, pausing to enter the alarm code once he’d shut the door behind him. “I come bearing goodies and ready to meet this illustrious kitten I’ve spent the morning making arrangements for.”
“She’s in the bathroom down the hall,” Taylor told him, staring greedily at the carton of coffees he’d just set on the counter.
“Where’s Nat?” Jeremy asked as he handed one of the cups to Taylor.
“Thank you. She’s not up yet.”
His eyes rounded behind his glasses, which were gray today to coordinate with his gray-striped top. “Um, what? Are you sure? It’s nine thirty! She’s usually up before the sun.”
“Yeah, she was up early all week, but we had a late night getting the kitten settled, and she was really exhausted from filming.”
“Still . . .” Jeremy looked like he had more to say on the matter but perhaps was reluctant to overshare about Natalie’s sleep habits. “You’re sure she’s up there? I don’t really think she has anything to worry about from Becker anymore, but, well, she was ambushed in her own home once before . . .”
“I’m sure,” Taylor said. “No door or window has been opened since we went to bed last night, except just now when you came in. I have alarms for everything on my phone, and I’m a light sleeper. Plus, I haven’t heard the dogs yet. I always hear them when they leave Natalie’s bedroom.”
“I guess.” Jeremy’s brow was still wrinkled. “It’s just not like her to sleep in. She didn’t seem like she was coming down with anything last night, did she?”
“No.” The tiniest niggle of doubt had begun to seep in now, in the face of Jeremy’s unease. Taylor hadn’t realized it was this unusual for Natalie to sleep in. Was it possible Taylor had slept through something last night? No. There was just no way. But should she peek into Natalie’s room anyway, just to be safe?
Before she could decide what to do, the door in question opened, followed by the familiar clatter of two boxers bounding down the steps. Luna and Orion arrived in the kitchen in a frenzy of excitement to find Taylor and Jeremy there waiting for them. Several seconds later, Natalie entered, wearing flannel pants and a hoodie and looking groggier than Taylor had ever seen her. She had a red crease from her pillow across her cheek. It was adorable.
She blinked at Taylor and Jeremy in obvious surprise, her gaze sweeping to the clock on the microwave. “Holy shit! Did I really sleep until nine thirty?”
“Yeah, hon, apparently you did,” Jeremy said with amusement. “I was just grilling Taylor to make sure nothing had happened to you.”
Natalie ran a hand through her hair, still looking half-asleep and vaguely embarrassed. “I guess I was tired.”
“You spent yesterday dangling from a helicopter and were up late with an unexpected kitten. I’d say you deserved to sleep in. Glad it’s the weekend so you could,” Taylor said, hoping to defuse the weird energy in the room.
At the mention of the kitten, Natalie smiled, leaning against the counter behind her. “How is she this morning? Have you been in to check on her?”
Taylor nodded. “She was a little skittish when I first went in, and she’s made quite a mess in there, but she’s fine. I hung out with her until Jeremy got here.”
Natalie wrinkled her nose. “What kind of mess?”
“Not a gross one, but I think you should see it for yourself.”
“Mm, okay.” Natalie reached for the paper cup with her name on it. “Thanks, Jer.”
“Anytime, sleepyhead.”
She stuck out her tongue at him playfully, and Taylor grinned. She liked this soft, relaxed version of Natalie, and she had definitely needed the sleep. She had to have been running on fumes, working such long hours and waking before dawn every morning, not to mention the stress of her former stalker being released from prison.
Natalie went to the back door and let the dogs out. They scampered into the yard to do their morning business.
“All right, I want to meet this creature before I take her to the vet,” Jeremy said.
“What time is her appointment?” Natalie asked.
“Ten thirty, so I need to leave in about fifteen minutes.”
“Okay. Let’s go see her and this mysterious mess she’s made.” Natalie led the way down the hall.
“I had to remind Cory that he’s super allergic to cats or he’d have been here with me this morning, begging to meet her and probably wanting to adopt her,” Jeremy was saying as he followed her out of the kitchen.
Taylor stayed where she was. She’d already seen the kitten this morning, and that bathroom would be a tight squeeze for all three of them. A few seconds later, she heard Natalie’s peal of delighted laughter as she discovered the pile of shredded toilet paper.
A full night’s sleep and a reason to laugh? Maybe having a kitten in the house would turn out to be a good thing after all.



Chapter Eleven
“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Natalie stood in the doorway to Taylor’s bedroom—well, technically Natalie’s guest room, but it was Taylor’s for now—watching as she set up kitten supplies. The tiny litter box went in the en suite with the food and water bowls, while various toys and a cat tree were arranged in the bedroom.
After the kitten had been pronounced healthy but malnourished by the vet and given a flea-and-tick treatment and a bath, Taylor had announced rather unexpectedly that she could stay in her bedroom for now. Natalie wasn’t ready to introduce her to the dogs yet . . . if ever. She might not be here long enough for that to be necessary.
“I’m sure,” Taylor said, answering Natalie’s question. “You should have seen her this morning when I went into the bathroom. She was so scared. I don’t think she likes being alone right now.”
The kitten in question darted into view, chasing a ball across the floor. And well, Natalie could relate. She wasn’t comfortable being alone right now either. Maybe Taylor could help both of them overcome their fears.
Natalie sat on the floor, and the kitten darted over to her, scrambling into her lap. She nuzzled her head against Natalie’s chest, purring. “She’s definitely been someone’s cat before. I wonder what happened and where her mom and siblings are?”
“At least she’s listed with the shelter and local vets now. If someone lost her, surely they’ll look for her there.” Taylor sat across from Natalie. “What happens if no one claims her?”
Natalie shrugged, rubbing the kitten under her chin. “Maybe one of us will keep her. I’d hate to send her to the shelter after everything she’s already been through.”
Taylor was quiet, just watching Natalie and the kitten. Taylor had invited the kitten into her bedroom but didn’t seem to have much interest in keeping her. As protective as she was, she didn’t seem to form lasting attachments. Interesting.
“She needs a name,” Natalie decided. “Even if it’s just a temporary one. I’m tired of calling her ‘the kitten.’ And the vet confirmed she’s a girl, so . . .”
“So, name her,” Taylor said with a grin.
“Any ideas?” Natalie asked.
Taylor shrugged. “Not really.”
The kitten looked up at Natalie, and she traced the crooked line on her forehead where orange fur became black. “The pattern on her forehead reminds me a little bit of the constellation Cassiopeia. We could call her Cassie.”
“You and your astronomy-related pet names,” Taylor teased. “I love it. Cassie goes perfectly with Luna and Orion.”
“That settles it,” Natalie said. “Welcome to our home, Cassie.”

Taylor lingered with the crew at the back of the lot, baseball cap pulled low to keep the midday sun out of her eyes. She had one eye on Natalie, who was filming several outdoor scenes today, the other on Tommy and Ali, who were standing close, whispering to each other . . . flirting, if Taylor wasn’t mistaken. She had half a mind to call Tommy out on it, but then again, there wasn’t much else for him to do right now. The set was tightly secured. As long as one of her bodyguards was watching, Natalie would be fine, so Taylor and Tommy had started unofficially trading off to make sure she was always covered by someone with fresh eyes.
The weather was sunny and a brisk fifty degrees, and Taylor was enjoying catching a few rays as she watched Natalie work. She couldn’t hear the dialogue from where she was standing, but she could see Natalie, dressed in a black leather jacket and snug jeans, speaking angrily with one of the other actors. As Taylor watched, Natalie’s voice rose. She jutted an accusatory finger in the face of the other actor as she took an aggressive step forward.
She always looked incredibly badass as Penny Heart. Possibly, Taylor had a crush on Penny, but she wasn’t willing to acknowledge what that meant about her feelings for the woman who brought her to life. She and Natalie seemed to have finally settled around each other, with Cassie’s help. It had been a little over a week since they found the kitten, and so far, no one had claimed her.
But Taylor and Natalie had spent a lot of time playing with her . . . and bonding with each other in the process. They still had moments when everything felt awkward and forced. Natalie could be relaxed and joking one minute, and in the next breath she’d shut down and close herself off. Taylor didn’t think she’d ever met someone so tightly guarded before.
She was starting to realize that was just Natalie, though. She didn’t seem to let her guard down completely around anyone.
Taylor’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out to find an email from Javi with several résumés attached, asking for her opinion on the latest batch of applicants who’d responded to the ad he’d posted. Sterling Protection Services was growing, and Javi wanted to hire two new bodyguards to meet the demand.
Across the lot, the director called “Cut.” Immediately, the set filled with a buzz of conversation and the bustle of activity as the crew began setting up for the next scene. Natalie and the actor she was filming with were all smiles now, good-natured banter replacing their on-camera anger.
“Hi, Taylor!”
She turned to find Ali approaching, brown curls blowing in the breeze. “Hey, how’s it going?”
Ali shrugged, tucking her hands into the front pockets of her jeans. “I’m fine, just hanging out. My call time isn’t until two, but I like to watch all the action.”
“Any particular person you’re hanging around for?” Taylor asked with a sly smile. She nodded toward Tommy, who had leaned against a nearby wall, his gaze trained on Natalie.
Ali’s cheeks darkened. “Am I that obvious?”
Taylor chuckled. “Maybe? Or maybe I’m just observant. Hey, Tommy seems like a great guy and definitely handsome.”
“Definitely,” Ali agreed. “But he’s one of those naturally flirty guys, I think. I can’t tell if he’s actually interested or just humoring me.”
Taylor considered that. She’d worked with Tommy for years now, not that she could share that information with Ali. They hadn’t worked closely together before Taylor was assigned to Natalie’s detail, though. She had the impression he was a bit of a player, but she had no solid proof to back it up. “I think he means well, but be careful if it goes beyond flirting. I’m not sure he’s the committed type, but I really don’t know him well enough to say for sure.”
Ali nodded briskly. “I’m not looking for anything too serious right now, either, but I’ll be careful. Play it by ear.”
“Attagirl.” Taylor bumped her elbow against Ali’s.
“So how are things with you and Natalie?” Ali asked.
“Oh, you know . . . everything’s still pretty new, but that’s what makes it exciting, right? It was an adjustment settling into her place. I haven’t lived with a woman before, but it all feels good, comfortable.” There was more truth in that than she’d expected.
“You certainly look smitten with each other here at the studio. Glad it’s going well at home too,” Ali said.
“Yeah, she’s pretty great.” She smiled affectionately in Natalie’s direction, and that felt genuine. This assignment could have been endless and awful if they hadn’t gotten along, but Taylor had a feeling the hardest part might be preventing herself from developing real feelings.
Natalie was rehearsing for the next scene, which called for her to be ambushed by one of the assassins sent to kill her. Taylor watched as Natalie pivoted to block his attack, one arm out in front of herself. Her hair cascaded behind her, the sun bringing out red highlights in its chestnut depths. She looked powerful. And gorgeous. A combo that had Taylor’s pulse racing.
“She’s so good at those fight scenes,” Ali was saying. “I’ve got one coming up in a few days, and I’m terrified I’m going to fuck it up.”
“Why would you think that?” Taylor asked.
“There’s so much choreography to all the punching and footwork, you know? When I practice it at home with my roommate, I just can’t get it right.” The vulnerability in her eyes reminded Taylor how young Ali was. She couldn’t be more than twenty-five, working on one of her first big film sets, compared to Natalie’s decades of experience.
“I could work with you on it, if that would help?” Taylor offered. “I’ve been training Natalie, so your moves are probably similar.”
“Would you?” Ali’s dark eyes turned pleading. “Oh wow, that would be so amazing. I couldn’t afford my own personal trainer, so I’ve just been working with one of the stunt coordinators when he has a few minutes for me.”
“Of course. I’d be happy to help. Let’s look at our schedules and figure something out.” Taylor watched as Natalie walked through the blocking for her next scene. The actor who would attack her mimed a punch, and she reeled sideways as if his fist had connected. They did this several times, laughing and joking with each other as they rehearsed.
A crew member wheeled a camera behind her. Natalie stepped back and tripped over a wire just as the actor swung his next punch. Distracted, she stumbled straight into his fist, which slammed into her cheekbone. Her arms flailed for balance, but it wasn’t enough. The impact of his punch knocked her off her feet, and she went down, hard, the back of her head smacking into the pavement.
Taylor heard her own shocked inhale as though it had come from somewhere else, everything around her out of focus as her attention narrowed to where Natalie lay sprawled on the pavement.
One second. Two. Natalie hadn’t moved.
And then Taylor was sprinting across the lot.



Chapter Twelve
“Taylor?” Natalie blinked in confusion. The sun was in her eyes, making them water, and her head felt like . . . well, it felt like she’d just swan dived onto the pavement. Pain pulsed through her skull, so intense she felt almost disconnected from the rest of her body. She held in a groan as she got her elbows underneath herself and started to sit up.
A hand pressed against her shoulder, pushing her back down. “Don’t try to sit up yet.”
Taylor’s voice. Which meant Natalie hadn’t hallucinated the face hovering over her, looking so concerned it made Natalie’s heart beat funny.
“I’m fine,” Natalie protested, making another effort to sit up.
“Did you lose consciousness when you fell?” Taylor asked. “Even for a moment?”
“Um.” She closed her eyes, blocking out the relentless sun that was scorching her eyeballs. It felt like someone had set fire to the back of her skull, and now she was aware of the throb in her cheekbone where she’d connected with Lance’s fist. “I don’t think so.”
“You weren’t moving when you first went down,” Taylor said.
“Her eyes were open,” Lance said. “She was just kind of staring up at me, like she was stunned. You a doctor or something?”
“Former military,” Taylor answered. “I’ve had basic first aid training.”
“Can I sit up now?” Natalie grumbled. She was causing a scene, lying here on the pavement, and she hated to cause a scene.
“Any pain in your neck or back?” Taylor asked.
“Nope. Just my head.” Natalie squinted up at her, and for a moment, she thought she might be worse off than she’d realized, because Taylor seemed to have grown five heads, but no, there were really that many people leaning over Natalie, their faces blurred by the sun. Knowing people were staring at her while she was down like this made her skin crawl.
“She needs to see the medic.” That was Franz, the director. “I’ll have a cart brought around.”
“I’m so sorry, Nat.” Lance.
“Not your fault,” she mumbled.
A warm hand slipped into Natalie’s and squeezed. Taylor. She squeezed back. “You’re going to sit up now, nice and slow, okay?”
“Yep.” Finally. Natalie gripped her hand and let Taylor help her up. The world around her tilted, and a sour taste filled her mouth. Her stomach twisted. “Oh . . .” That was the only word she managed before she lurched to the side and vomited.
Vaguely, she was aware of Taylor crouched beside her, holding her hair back, one hand rubbing Natalie’s back, which felt so nice, even as the rest of Natalie felt like shit. Her head throbbed, her vision blurred, and from somewhere deep in the foggy recesses of her brain, she was aware she’d just puked in front of the entire set.
Embarrassment surged, heating her skin. This was mortifying.
“Fuck,” she gasped, turning her face into the welcome refuge of Taylor’s shirt.
“She needs to go to the hospital,” Taylor said, tugging Natalie closer against her.
“But we have a doctor here on set,” Franz protested. “Much faster.”
“I’m fine. Just need a minute.” Natalie was practically in Taylor’s lap at this point, one hand fisted in her shirt while Taylor’s arms held her. It felt . . . good. Natalie let some of the tension out of her spine, settling more comfortably against Taylor’s chest. Her shirt was so soft . . .
“She can start with the doctor here on set,” Taylor said, “but I suspect a concussion, and she may need a CT scan to rule out anything more serious.”
“Just a bruise,” Natalie said, but while the last thing she wanted to do was delay filming, something wasn’t quite right in her head. She felt foggy and disoriented in a way she’d never experienced before. Head injuries were nothing to mess around with. Still, she was glad Taylor was here to raise a fuss on her behalf so Natalie didn’t have to be the difficult one. She closed her eyes, suddenly exhausted.
“A CT scan?” Franz protested. “Let’s see what the medic says. I’m sure it’s just a bump, like Natalie said.”
“We’ll start with the medic.” Taylor sounded firm. “But head injuries can be very serious, as I’m sure you’re aware, Mr. Morgenstern.”
“Of course,” he acquiesced. Natalie understood his hesitance. Any delay to the filming schedule would cost thousands, if not more, but he no doubt also realized the consequences of failing to take care of his cast. Natalie had been injured during filming, not on her own time. “That cart will take you.”
“Can you stand?” Taylor asked, close to Natalie’s ear, low and intimate enough to raise the fine hairs on the back of Natalie’s neck, but it didn’t feel like an unpleasant kind of shiver. It felt good, the only thing that did right now.
“Yes,” she answered automatically.
“Okay. When you’re ready, I’ll help you up,” Taylor said.
Natalie nodded, regretting the movement immediately as it rattled the headache already assaulting her brain. With Taylor’s hands steadying her, she scrambled to her feet. There, she had a moment of clarity where she saw the crowd that had gathered, cast and crew watching her, expressions ranging from concern to curiosity. She saw her own vomit on the pavement. She heard the cacophony of voices. So many people gathered around her.
Staring.
It was too much. Her pulse spiked, sending a fresh wave of pain through her head, and she swayed. Her knees gave out, and her brain spun with helpless panic as she realized she was going down a second time.
Just as quickly, warm arms wrapped around her, sweeping her off her feet. Her cheek pressed into the softness of Taylor’s chest. Their eyes met, and something warm fluttered in Natalie’s stomach, chasing away the nausea.
Oof.
She swallowed, her lips curving into a smile. Taylor smiled back, her hazel eyes radiating something fierce and protective, and then she was striding toward the golf cart Franz had summoned for them.

“It’s bullshit that I can only have Tylenol,” Natalie grumbled from the couch, looking adorably casual in leggings and an oversize sweatshirt. Her face was pale, except for the bruise darkening her left cheekbone, but she looked a hundred times better than she had right after her fall.
Taylor sat in the chair to her right, idly browsing audiobooks on her phone, trying to find something for them to listen to, since Natalie had been advised to avoid screens for a few days. “I know. I’m sorry.”
The set doctor had turned out to be a lot more proficient than Taylor was expecting, a no-nonsense woman who had promptly confirmed the concussion Taylor had suspected. She’d performed a thorough assessment of Natalie there in her office and sent her home with strict orders to rest under Taylor’s watch for the next twenty-four hours in case her symptoms worsened, indicating a brain bleed. That was also the unfortunate reason she couldn’t take anything stronger than Tylenol.
Luna was curled against Natalie’s legs, offering the kind of comfort Taylor wished she could, while Orion lay on the floor in front of the couch, protective as ever. Taylor had felt all those emotions earlier: the need to comfort, to protect, to hold. Luckily, she’d been playing the role of Natalie’s girlfriend at the time, so no one had questioned her response, least of all Natalie.
If Taylor were completely honest with herself, though, she would have reacted the same way if they’d been at home. She’d been operating on instinct, and those instincts had led her straight to Natalie’s arms. Taylor wasn’t an idiot. She knew she was starting to like Natalie as more than a client. It had worked to her advantage today, but that wouldn’t always be the case. She was a professional, and she needed to act like it.
“What about a podcast?” Natalie suggested. “I’m in the mood for something I don’t really have to pay attention to.”
“Great idea.” Taylor started a new search. Eventually, they decided on a podcast about the wonders of nature. The first episode was about ocean ecosystems. Natalie closed her eyes, a peaceful smile on her face. That smile turned to a grin a few minutes later when the living room filled with the song of a humpback whale.
Taylor found herself torn between watching Natalie and listening to the podcast, finding Natalie’s reactions more interesting than ocean facts. After several episodes, they moved to the kitchen for dinner, where Melinda had left a hearty chicken stew.
Natalie rubbed at her neck as she ate, a wrinkle appearing between her brows. “I can’t believe I made such a scene earlier. I puked in front of all those people . . . ugh.”
“It’s a common symptom of head trauma, completely out of your control,” Taylor reassured her. “It’s not like you showed up hungover or something.”
Natalie scrunched her nose. “Still embarrassing.”
Taylor shrugged. “Okay, fine, I’d feel the same way if I puked in front of my colleagues, but I can also reassure you as someone who observed the whole thing, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. You were injured during filming. It happens. You handled it well, and no one will think you were anything but professional through the whole thing.”
“Thanks.” Natalie’s smile was soft, affectionate, personal. This was Natalie the woman smiling at her, not Natalie Keane, acclaimed actress.
Taylor felt the difference today more than ever. It seemed like the last of Natalie’s walls had fallen this afternoon when she’d hit the pavement, when she’d clung to Taylor for support and let Taylor carry her over the lot. Taylor still felt the warmth of Natalie’s body where it had pressed against her heart. Something had shifted between them this afternoon, something intimate, maybe even romantic.
It was worth the nagging, tugging pain in Taylor’s back from carrying Natalie, who, although slender, still weighed more than Taylor had any business lifting so soon after surgery. Worth every moment.
After dinner, Natalie helped her clean up and then said she was turning in early.
“My apologies in advance for bothering you all night,” Taylor said. The doctor had given her strict instructions to wake Natalie every few hours.
Natalie sighed. “So annoying, but my brain thanks you, I guess. Concussions are no fun, that’s for sure.”
“No, they aren’t.”
“Well, my apologies in advance for being miserable tomorrow, because I’m going to hate missing a day of work.” Natalie’s jaw clenched in irritation.
“It can’t be helped. Your brain needs the rest, Nat.”
Natalie’s expression softened at the use of her nickname. “I know that, logically, but I’m putting us behind schedule and over budget, and that . . . sucks.”
“You aren’t putting the film behind schedule. If anyone’s to blame, it’s the tech who dragged that wire by your feet. You took a hard fall. It’s okay to give yourself a chance to heal.”
“Thank you.” Natalie’s expression had gotten even softer, her eyes locked on Taylor’s, as sharp now as they’d been disoriented earlier. It sent something warm through Taylor’s belly.
The night ahead suddenly felt fraught with a new kind of danger. Natalie’s defenses were down, and Taylor was feeling things she had no business feeling. Turning, she led the way upstairs. “I know just the thing to help you relax before bed,” Taylor said, reaching for the door to her bedroom.
“Um . . .”
When she turned, Natalie had sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and was watching Taylor with a combination of amusement and something else Taylor didn’t want to try too hard to identify sparkling in those brown eyes.
“Cassie,” Taylor clarified, warmth becoming full-blown arousal as she realized she’d just invited Natalie into her bedroom this late at night. “A visit with Cassie to relax you before bed.”
“A kitten fix.” There was no mistaking the amusement in Natalie’s eyes now. “You’re right, that’s just what I need.”
The kitten in question was curled in the middle of Taylor’s bed, a tiny ball of multicolored fur. Her head popped up as they entered the room, and Natalie was already walking toward her. She slid onto Taylor’s bed, cooing to the kitten, who bounded over to rub her head against Natalie’s hand. And Taylor, who had already been in dangerously mushy territory where Natalie was concerned, felt herself melt just a little bit more.
“Hey, little one.” Natalie scooped the kitten into her lap. “Taylor’s right. You’re just what the doctor ordered tonight.”
Taylor sat on the edge of the bed, and Cassie hopped out of Natalie’s lap to greet her. She was purring as she grabbed one of Taylor’s fingers between her front paws and bit it. Taylor laughed as she wrestled her finger free from Cassie’s grip. “You’re feisty tonight.”
“She probably needs a playmate,” Natalie said thoughtfully. “If she stays with us much longer, maybe we can try introducing her to Luna and Orion.”
“You don’t think they’d terrify her?” Taylor asked.
“They might, or they might become best friends.” Natalie sighed, pressing a hand to her forehead.
“Headache getting worse?” Taylor couldn’t keep the concern out of her tone.
“Not worse, just . . . grating. Hopefully sleep will help.” She slid to the edge of the bed and stood.
“Promise you’ll tell me if it does get worse?” Taylor asked. “There are no prizes for being stoic. If there’s any chance you have swelling or bleeding in your brain, we should go to the ER to get you checked out, just to be safe.”
“I know. I’m okay, I promise, and I’ll tell you if I’m not.” She gave Taylor a weary smile. “Good night.”
“Night.” Taylor watched her go, then turned back to the kitten, who was bouncing around the bed like an overexcited child. Taylor sat and played with her for a while, enjoying herself more than she’d expected. Cassie was a welcome palate cleanser after a stressful day.
Eventually, Cassie went in search of a snack. Taylor went downstairs for a drink of water and to double-check all the alarms and cameras. Unsurprisingly, Natalie had locked everything up tight, the benefit of guarding a celebrity who took her safety as seriously as her bodyguard did.
Taylor went back upstairs to get changed and wash up before bed. She had two hours before she needed to wake Natalie, so she set an alarm on her phone and drifted to sleep. When her phone buzzed at midnight, she snapped awake, silenced the alarm, and went across the hall, moving on autopilot.
She slipped into Natalie’s room, surprised to realize it wasn’t as dark in here as she’d expected. Natalie slept with a night-light, which was either adorable or . . . a little bit heartbreaking if Becker’s attack was the reason.
A low growl came from the bed, where Orion was watching her suspiciously. Suddenly, Taylor saw herself as he did . . . creeping into Natalie’s bedroom in the middle of the night, the way Becker had done eight years ago. Shit. She hadn’t thought this through. Orion growled again, louder this time.
Natalie lurched upright on a harsh inhale, staring at Taylor out of wide, dazed eyes.
“Just me.” Taylor’s heart lodged itself in her throat as she saw the terror on Natalie’s face. She felt like the world’s biggest asshole for not anticipating the way this would play out. “Sorry to wake you like this.”
Natalie sucked in another ragged breath, then nodded. Her hands were fisted in the blanket that had bunched in her lap, and as Taylor watched, she shook them free, smoothing out the blanket the way Taylor wanted to soothe Natalie. “Right. Okay. I’m fine.”
“Headache no worse?”
“The same.”
“What’s the name of the movie you’re filming?”
Natalie huffed. “Heart Attacked. This is so silly.”
“Better safe than sorry. What did you name your new kitten?”
“Cassiopeia, and she’s not mine.” Natalie pushed a strand of hair out of her face. One of the straps of her tank top had slid off her shoulder, revealing the swell of her breast. “I hope you might keep her, though.” Her voice sounded sluggish by the end, heavy with sleep. She lay down, wincing as the back of her head met the pillow.
“Better on your side?” Taylor asked, remembering how Natalie had been lying when she came into her bedroom.
“Mm,” Natalie agreed as she rolled away from Taylor. She reached back for one of Taylor’s hands. “Stay.”
“What?”
“Stay here tonight,” she murmured, tugging Taylor down beside her. “It’s easier this way.”
“Um.”
But Natalie was silent, her breathing steady and slow as if she’d already drifted back to sleep. And Taylor’s heart, which had lurched at the invitation, sank as she realized why Natalie had asked her to stay. It’s easier this way.
Now Taylor could reach over and wake her every few hours, instead of sneaking in and terrifying her the way she’d just done. Easier, in this context, meant less frightening. But as Taylor snuggled into the sheets that smelled of Natalie’s floral shampoo and closed her eyes, she couldn’t help feeling the intimacy of the arrangement too.



Chapter Thirteen
Natalie’s third week of filming ended not a moment too soon, despite missing a day and a half due to her concussion. She was exhausted, and the back of her head was still one big bruise. Then there was Taylor, so strong and capable. While Natalie was hurt, she’d taken charge in the best—and sexiest—way. Cradled in Taylor’s arms as she carried her across the lot, Natalie had felt safe, or as close to safe as she knew how to feel.
In a moment of groggy vulnerability, she’d asked Taylor to stay in her bed so she wouldn’t have to creep repeatedly into her room, triggering Natalie’s nightmares. She hadn’t anticipated that when she woke the next morning, instead of startling from that blurry, terrifying place that always left her gasping, she’d wake feeling warm and vaguely aroused.
She hadn’t known such a thing was possible for her, but she knew this: she was in trouble where Taylor was concerned. This was more than a simple attraction. Natalie was starting to develop real feelings for her, and that was terrifying. Taylor was here to do a job. In a few months, she’d be gone, and what would happen to Natalie then?
As she rode home from the studio that Friday afternoon, her mind was in chaos. She was hyperaware of Taylor sitting beside her, the clean, woodsy scent of her and the way a lock of blonde hair had freed itself from her ponytail to rest against her cheek, just begging for Natalie to reach over and touch it.
“Ready for your weekly Becker update?” Taylor asked.
Natalie inhaled, nodding. Sterling Protection Services had been keeping tabs on him since his release, and every Friday, Taylor gave her an update on his activities, with the caveat that if he did anything concerning, she’d be told immediately. “Yes.”
“He’s got a job stocking shelves at a grocery store, and he’s worked there every day this week. He hasn’t left downtown LA, hasn’t been anywhere near your home or the studio in Culver City.”
“Thank you.” Natalie looked out the window beside her, focused on releasing tension from her muscles. She and Taylor rode for a few minutes in silence, and Natalie was acutely aware of how much she wished she had an excuse to touch her. She wished for an audience to give her a reason to hold Taylor’s hand or lean into the welcome warmth of her body.
It was good news that Becker had a job and was following the conditions of his parole, but downtown LA was still so close. He could be at her house in Malibu before anyone realized he was missing.
“Want to watch a movie tonight?” Taylor asked as the car pulled through Natalie’s gate.
Yes, Natalie wanted to say, because a movie sounded warm and cozy and romantic, but it also sounded like . . . blurred lines. It sounded like unnecessary tension on her already-frayed nerves. She pretended to think it over as she said good night to her driver.
She got out of the car, ignoring the way her whole body hummed as Taylor came to stand beside her. They stood entirely too close as Taylor unlocked the front door, and it was all Natalie could do not to sink her fingers into the cotton of Taylor’s hoodie and pull her in for a kiss.
Taylor turned toward her with a soft smile. “So . . . movie?”
Natalie gulped, overwhelmed by her internal battle. There was only one thing she could think of to get herself under control. “Actually, I’m giving you the weekend off.”
“What?” Taylor’s hopeful expression morphed into confusion. “But that’s not the agreement.”
“You deserve a few days off,” Natalie told her. “And I’ve got a photo shoot that’s going to keep me busy tomorrow anyway. I’ll be fine.”
“I don’t understand.” Taylor was watching her intently, her eyes searching Natalie’s face for an answer she wouldn’t receive.
“Please, just enjoy your weekend, okay?” Natalie put steel into her tone, leaving no room for debate. She needed space, she wasn’t going to explain, and that was the end of it.
“Fine.” Taylor’s jaw clenched as she followed Natalie into the house, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she went upstairs to her room, returning a few minutes later. “Call me anytime for anything, and I can be here in under an hour. I’ve let Tommy know, and both of us will keep an eye on your security cameras, just in case.”
“I appreciate that.”
“Do you want me to take Cassie, or . . . ?”
Natalie shook her head. “Leave her. I’ll look after her.”
“Okay. Well, I’ll be here Monday before you leave for the studio unless I hear from you before then.”
“Great. Enjoy your weekend, Taylor.”
“Thanks. You too.” Taylor gave her one last searching look, and then she went out the front door, arming the system behind her.
Natalie stood there for a moment, taking deep cleansing breaths. She was alone in her house for the first time in weeks, and she already hated it.
And that was exactly why she was going to suck it up and see this through. Natalie changed into exercise gear and headed for the back door with Luna and Orion scampering excitedly at her heels. Their excitement dimmed when they realized they were only going to run laps around the property with her, though.
“Sorry,” she told them as she broke into a jog, heading along the fence. They deserved to get out more. Taylor had offered to take them jogging with her. Natalie should let her. Maybe Natalie should join them. Maybe she deserved to get out more too.
Then her phone beeped as one of the motion sensors triggered, and her pulse spiked so hard it made the bruise on the back of her head throb before she saw the squirrel scampering along the top of the fence.
“Stupid, Natalie,” she huffed as she shoved her phone into the pocket on her leggings. “You’ve got to stop jumping at squirrels . . . and at life in general.”
That was easier said than done. It had been three weeks, and Becker seemed to be behaving. He was nowhere near Malibu tonight, and even if he showed up, her security system would give her plenty of time to get to the panic room. But . . .
She was a mess . . . a mess who was smitten with her bodyguard. Natalie jogged the three miles she’d promised her trainer by running laps around her backyard, and even she could admit it was boring. She felt like a caged animal.
“Fuck you,” she muttered under her breath as she stretched afterward, unwilling to speak Becker’s name into the universe, as if it might somehow summon him. Was she always going to live in the cage of his making?
As she climbed into bed that night, jumpier than she had been in weeks, the only positive thing she could say about her evening was that she hadn’t spent it fantasizing about Taylor.

Taylor met Natalie at seven on Monday morning, just in time to join her for the ride to the studio. “Good morning,” she said as she slid onto the back seat next to her.
“Morning.” Natalie gave her a polite smile, the kind of smile she used to give Taylor in the beginning before they’d gotten to know each other. Her posture was stiff, and the purple smudges under her eyes looked painful. Apparently, her weekend hadn’t been restful.
Taylor still wasn’t sure why Natalie had sent her home, but it wasn’t her place to ask. She’d enjoyed the chance to catch up with some friends and visit her parents, who were full of curious questions after having seen several photos of her and Natalie together online. “How was your weekend?”
“Busy,” Natalie said with a sigh. “Yours?”
“It was good,” Taylor told her. “I saw my parents, caught up with some friends, went for a nice long run yesterday.”
Natalie took on that “slightly too polite” expression that Taylor now knew she used when she was uncomfortable with someone. It was a mask she wore to protect herself, but she hadn’t worn it with Taylor since that first week, and she had no idea why Natalie was using it now. “Glad you had a fun weekend.” Natalie’s tone was a little bit too sharp.
What was that about? Did she think Taylor would rather be at home than with her? But there was no reason for her to be jealous of Taylor’s personal life. She worked for Natalie, so of course she’d enjoyed a weekend off, even if she’d missed Natalie more than she was willing to admit. “Did Cassie miss me?” she asked, hoping to press a reset button on the conversation and get them back on track.
Natalie’s expression immediately softened. “You know, I think she did. I spent as much time with her as I could, but she was lonely in that room by herself, I could tell.”
“Aww, well, I missed her too. I guess I’ve gotten used to having her little butt in my bed at night.”
Natalie laughed. “Not so little anymore. She’s growing like a weed.”
“No word on anyone looking for her?” Taylor asked.
Natalie shook her head, lips twisting to one side. “Her stray hold at the shelter is up tomorrow, which means we have to decide what to do with her.”
“Whether one of us is going to keep her or we officially hand her over to the shelter?” Taylor asked.
Natalie nodded. “Those are the options, yes. It’s not practical for me to foster her for the shelter since I can’t exactly invite potential adopters into my home. They’d rather just have her there in the adoption center. Since she’s so young and cute, she’d probably be adopted quickly.”
“Let’s talk about it more tonight,” Taylor suggested. She knew Natalie wanted her to keep Cassie, and she was considering it, but it still seemed like a pretty big commitment. She’d see how she felt when she saw Cassie again tonight.
At the studio, Jeremy was waiting to take them to Natalie’s trailer. “Oscar nominations tomorrow morning,” he told Natalie as he drove them across the lot. “Are you ready?”
Natalie made a scoffing sound. “I’m not even thinking about it, to be honest.”
“How could you not be?” Taylor asked, incredulous. “It’s so exciting that you’re in contention for an Oscar!”
“But I’m not.” A muscle in Natalie’s jaw flexed. “I wasn’t nominated for the Screen Actors Guild or Critics Choice this year, and while the Golden Globe win is an amazing honor that I’m so grateful for, I’m such a long shot for an Oscar nomination, I don’t even want to waste time talking about it.”
“It’s unusual for an actor to be nominated when they haven’t also received a nomination for SAG or Critics Choice, but it’s not unheard of,” Jeremy countered. “I think you have a real shot. The buzz around A Case for Love has been growing, especially since your Golden Globe win.”
Natalie waved a hand in front of her face. “Not worth getting my hopes up for.”
She’s nervous, Taylor realized. Natalie wanted that Oscar nomination so much that she wasn’t willing to admit it was a possibility. But then again, she’d been acting weird and defensive ever since Taylor got in the car this morning. Just when she thought the walls had finally dropped between them, that Natalie was finally letting her in, she’d pushed Taylor away instead. But why?
And like a flashbulb had gone off in front of her, Taylor knew she’d just answered her own question. Natalie had felt the shift in their dynamic after her injury too. She’d felt their growing closeness, and she’d panicked. This had been her effort to return some space between them.
Taylor sat back in her seat, unsure how she felt about this development. Since her feelings for Natalie were obviously already complicated, perhaps it was for the best.
Jeremy pulled the golf cart to a stop in front of Natalie’s trailer. “You’re on lot B today. Hair and makeup’s expecting you in ten.”
Natalie nodded. “Thanks.”
Taylor followed her into the trailer, performing a quick check to make sure all was as it should be. She and Javi had been keeping tabs on Becker, and so far, he’d been a model citizen, reporting to work each day and meeting all the conditions of his parole.
Despite receiving weekly updates to this effect, Natalie didn’t seem any less jumpy where her security was concerned. Taylor didn’t blame her in the slightest, but she was starting to feel uneasy about what would happen after her contract ended. Natalie had experienced a terrible trauma eight years ago, and she obviously hadn’t healed from it.
How would she ever truly be able to move on with her life when Becker’s shadow still loomed so large over her? Taylor knew an amazing therapist who’d helped some members of her unit deal with their PTSD. Her instinct said it was too soon to bring something like that up with Natalie, but when the moment was right, she would.
When Natalie headed to hair and makeup a few minutes later, Taylor set out for the studio’s gym, where she did her daily PT. After that, she’d probably hang around with the cast and crew, keeping an eye on Natalie while she filmed if she could, unless Javi needed her for anything.
She sweated through an hour of PT exercises and was at the craft-services table grabbing a bottle of water when Ali caught up with her.
“Hi,” Ali said as she slid in beside Taylor to grab her own water. “How’s Nat? I haven’t seen her since her fall last week. That was so freaking scary!”
“She’s good,” Taylor said, as if she actually knew, when in reality she’d barely seen Natalie in days. “All recovered from the concussion, although the back of her head’s still pretty sore.”
Natalie hadn’t said so, but Taylor had seen the way she winced when she got into the car this morning. Taylor tried not to be too obvious about observing things Natalie didn’t want her to see, but reading body language was part of Taylor’s job description, and she did it well.
“I can only imagine,” Ali said with sympathy. “If you could have seen yourself, Taylor, sprinting across the lot to get to her. So damn romantic, I’m telling you.” Ali pressed a hand to her chest and mock-swooned.
Taylor shifted on her feet. Just doing my job was what she wanted to say, but Ali didn’t know she was Natalie’s bodyguard, and in truth, Taylor’s job hadn’t had anything to do with her reaction. She’d just needed to make sure Natalie was okay.
“I was worried,” she admitted, because hey, it made her look like a good girlfriend. “She went down hard.”
“She really did. I was worried too.”
“So how was your big scene last week?” Taylor asked. “Sorry I wasn’t able to help you train after all. Natalie’s concussion threw my whole week out of whack.”
“Oh.” Ali flinched, rocking back on her feet. “It was hard, Taylor. Like really hard. I think I got it in the end, but I could tell Franz wasn’t a hundred percent satisfied with it. I need to train harder before my next stunt.”
“Want help?” Taylor asked. “Natalie’s got a full schedule today, so I’m mostly going to be hanging around. She doesn’t even have time for a training session with me.”
“If you don’t mind, that sounds great.”
“Absolutely. Want to go right now? The gym was empty when I was just there.”
Ali beamed at her. “Lead the way.”

Taylor spent most of the afternoon with Ali, helping her improve her sparring. What she lacked in technique, she made up for in energy and athleticism. It wasn’t Taylor’s place to say so, but the stunt coordinator Ali had been working with wasn’t very good. After several hours, though, Ali was blocking Taylor’s punches like a pro.
“I heard you helped train Ali this afternoon,” Natalie said when they got home that night.
“Yeah. She’s worried about her stunt work, but I think we made some good headway.”
Natalie gave her a soft smile. “If only she knew you aren’t even a real trainer.”
“Not technically, but I’m probably more qualified than that meathead she’s been training with.”
“I don’t know him, but I’m sure she appreciated the help.” Natalie walked to the fridge and peeked in to see what Melinda had left them for dinner. “I thought we could try introducing Cassie to the dogs after dinner.”
“Oh yeah?” Now that she was back inside Natalie’s house for the first time since Friday, Taylor couldn’t deny she was impatient to see the kitten again. Apparently, she was fonder of the little fluffball than she’d realized.
Natalie nodded as she pulled out a foil-covered dish. “She’s pretty feisty, so she might not mind playmates bigger than she is, and it’ll give me a better idea of whether I might be able to keep her. If she hates my dogs, it’s not going to work out.”
“Sounds like a good plan to me.”
Natalie put their plates in the oven to warm. She’d scrubbed off her makeup since they’d gotten home, and the bags under her eyes were even more prominent now than they had been that morning.
They stuck to light topics while they ate and then let the dogs out to burn off some energy in the yard before they attempted introductions. While Natalie played with the dogs, Taylor went upstairs to say hi to Cassie, hoping the kitten remembered her. She had no idea how good their memories were at this age . . . or any age, really.
But when she opened the door to her room, Cassie came bouncing toward her with a series of meows that couldn’t be construed as anything but joy. “Hi,” Taylor said as she knelt on the floor. “I missed you too.”
Cassie meowed again, rubbing her head against Taylor’s thigh with a purr.
“Did you grow this weekend while I was away? I swear you’re bigger.”
In response, Cassie batted at Taylor’s hand with her paw before launching herself across the floor in a series of sideways hops.
“Maybe you do need furry friends to play with,” Taylor said with a laugh.
On cue, Natalie knocked on the door. “I’ve got Luna with me. I thought she’d be best to make the first introduction.”
“Sure.” Taylor stood and opened the door. “I’ll follow your lead here.”
Natalie had Luna on a leash, and the boxer looked almost as excited as Cassie had been a few moments ago as Taylor entered the room. Luna caught sight of the kitten almost immediately and started bouncing up and down with excitement.
Cassie promptly fluffed up like she’d been plugged into an electrical socket and hissed, a surprisingly threatening sound from such a tiny creature. She didn’t dart under the bed, though. She stood still, staring at Luna, who stared right back, tail nub wagging at lightning speed. Luna’s ears were pricked so far forward, a crinkle appeared between them on her forehead.
“Who wants a new friend?” Natalie asked, her voice soft and soothing as she rubbed Luna with one hand, Cassie with the other. Luna dropped down with her belly against the floor, front legs extended, while Cassie continued her impression of an electrified hairbrush.
Taylor sat on the floor beside the kitten for moral support. Cassie darted behind her, periodically peeping out to look at Luna while her fur gradually returned to normal.
“Is this going well or not?” Taylor honestly wasn’t sure.
“I think so,” Natalie said. “No one’s acting aggressive or terrified. Luna’s being super nonthreatening, and Cassie’s curious as hell. Let’s just sit and chat while Cassie decides if she wants to say hi to Luna or not.”
“Okay.” Taylor leaned against the side of the bed. Her back ached from her afternoon of sparring with Ali, and there was a faint tingling sensation in her right leg that she hadn’t felt since before her surgery. She wasn’t supposed to still have pain, and yet . . . it kept happening, which made her want to go another dozen rounds with her punching bag, even though that would only exacerbate the problem. “What’s the process for the Oscar nominations tomorrow? Will you get a call or what?”
Natalie leaned back, mirroring her position. “It’s a live stream. They’ll have several actors there, reading out the nominations. It starts at eight thirty on the East Coast, so crack of dawn here. I’m seriously not watching, though. I’ll be getting ready for work anyway.”
“What if they call your name, and you miss it?” Taylor asked.
“Then I’ll get a million phone calls immediately to let me know, but they aren’t going to call my name.”
Taylor studied her closely, again sensing vulnerability behind Natalie’s aloof veneer. “Have you been nominated before?”
Natalie shook her head. “No, and I dearly hope that someday I will be, but this isn’t the year.”
“Okay.” Taylor looked down just as Cassie hopped over her legs to give Luna a quick sniff. “Oh!”
Luna wiggled all over, and maybe Cassie could read her happiness, because she circled Taylor before darting over to Luna again. She lifted her head, and they brought their noses together in greeting.
“See? I knew you two would get along.” Natalie wore a smug smile now.
Cassie seemed to gain confidence exponentially now that she’d greeted Luna and received a positive response. Soon, she was hopping all over the dog, who boxed at her gently with her front paws, seeming to enjoy their interaction as much as Cassie did.
Taylor watched them for several minutes in amused silence. “They’re too cute together. You were right.”
Natalie didn’t respond.
Taylor turned her head and was greeted by the sight of Natalie with her eyes closed, face pressed against the side of the bedspread, fast asleep.
Oh.
Taylor’s heart clenched. Natalie had looked so exhausted today, she obviously needed the sleep, but sitting on the floor in Taylor’s room, half twisted to the side, couldn’t be comfortable. Taylor had the completely inappropriate urge to lift Natalie into her bed . . . just to sleep, at least for tonight. She wouldn’t, but she wanted to. She wanted to comfort Natalie, to protect her, and she could no longer deny—to herself at least—that she wanted more.
She wanted Natalie naked beneath her, gasping and moaning with pleasure. She wanted to taste the salt of Natalie’s skin against her tongue and know how she sounded when she came. Maybe, once all was said and done between them, they’d have a night to explore this chemistry, but a night was all it could ever be.
Natalie seemed even more skittish about relationships than Taylor was, and once Taylor had finished her assignment here, she’d be off again, working long hours for a different celebrity while she jetted around the world on someone else’s schedule.
Cassie, having had enough of her new friend, went into the bathroom for a snack. Luna wandered into the hall, probably looking for Orion, wherever Natalie had stashed him to keep him out of the way during kitten introductions.
Taylor sighed. It was late. She was tired, too, and as much as she wanted to preserve this artificial sense of closeness with Natalie, they both needed to go to bed. But when she looked at Natalie, she just couldn’t bring herself to wake her. For reasons Taylor didn’t want to examine too closely, Natalie brought out Taylor’s protective instincts in a way no woman had before.
Decision made, Taylor crouched in front of Natalie to slide one arm beneath her knees, the other around her back. Slowly, she straightened to standing with Natalie in her arms, the second time in less than a week that Taylor had carried her this way. It was probably terrible for her back, but right now, she didn’t fucking care.
Natalie stirred, blinking up at her with bleary eyes, but she didn’t say anything as Taylor carried her across the hall and laid her gently in her own bed. Since she’d inadvertently placed Natalie on top of the covers on her perfectly made bed, Taylor grabbed a throw blanket from the chair in the corner and draped it over Natalie’s legs.
Natalie rolled to her side, eyes drifting shut. And Taylor resisted—just barely—the urge to lean down and press a kiss to her cheek before she left her there.



Chapter Fourteen
Natalie woke gasping in the darkness, yanked from sleep by a frantic dream she couldn’t remember . . . in other words, her morning routine. Something was different today, though. She fisted her hands in the blanket as she oriented herself. Luna and Orion were sprawled across the foot of the bed as usual, but Natalie was still in the clothes she’d worn home from the studio. She was on top of her bedspread, covered only by a throw blanket.
The last thing she remembered was being in Taylor’s room, helping Luna and Cassie meet. Had she fallen asleep there? A vague memory surfaced of being in Taylor’s arms, of Taylor carrying her to bed. Gah. Why did she keep letting Taylor sweep her off her feet like that? And why did she like it so damn much?
The sky outside was black as ever. Natalie slid out of bed and went into the en suite to freshen up, brushing her teeth for good measure while she was in there, since she hadn’t brushed them before bed. When she returned to the bedroom, the dogs weren’t up, begging to go out and look at the stars like they often did.
She reached for her phone, but it wasn’t on the charger where it belonged. She had no idea where she’d left it, but her tablet was in its usual place by the bed, and when she tapped the screen, she saw it was not quite three a.m.
“Back to bed,” she told herself. She desperately needed the sleep. She’d barely slept all weekend without the security of having Taylor across the hall.
Natalie stripped out of her jeans and her bra and crawled into bed wearing only her T-shirt and underwear, too tired to find pajamas. This time, she snuggled beneath the covers and closed her eyes, willing her mind to settle and let her get back to sleep. It was already attempting to whirl ahead to today’s busy schedule, sabotaging her.
She kept her eyes closed, focused on the hazy memory of Taylor carrying her to bed, the sense of security that had allowed Natalie to fall asleep without any of her usual nightly rituals.
Taylor, with those intense hazel eyes that seemed to see everything Natalie was afraid to say, that shock of blonde hair that had come to suit her just as well as her natural brunette, the strength of her arms and her warm, clean scent . . .
The door to her bedroom burst open, and Natalie lurched upright, disoriented to find her bedroom bathed in early-morning sunlight, her brain wrapped in the foggy aftereffects of a deep sleep. Taylor was in the doorway, already dressed for the day, cell phone in hand and a huge, silly smile on her face.
“What . . . ?” Natalie blinked at her. What time was it? Why was Taylor in her room?
“Good morning only to Academy Award–nominated actress Natalie Keane.” Taylor bounced on her toes, practically bursting with excitement, and the sleepy fog evaporated from Natalie’s brain, just like that.
“Academy Award nominated . . . ,” she repeated, hands rubbing haphazardly over her comforter as a tingly, jittery feeling bubbled in her stomach and swept through her system.
“That’s right.” Taylor beamed at her, waving her phone around in a slightly chaotic way. “I’d have woken you for the telecast, but you were so adamant about not watching, and I didn’t want you to be disappointed if they didn’t say your name, but oh my God, Nat, they said your name!” She was practically shouting by the end, and then she bounded across the room to give Natalie an impromptu hug.
“Oh my God.” Natalie wrapped her arms around Taylor and held her tight. “They said my name.”
“You’re nominated for an Oscar, Nat.” Taylor gave her a squeeze. “No matter what happens on awards night, you’re an Oscar-nominated actress from here on out, and that’s a big fucking deal.”
“Holy shit.” Natalie’s vision blurred as tears flooded her eyes. “This is a moment I’ve dreamed about since I was a teenager.” Hot, happy tears spilled over her cheeks, and when she turned her head, Taylor’s face was right there, so close Natalie’s lips brushed her cheek, igniting an entirely different kind of fire inside her, one that burned low in her belly and had her pressing closer to Taylor’s body before she could stop herself.
She wanted to remember this moment, to savor it. This was a milestone, and she was so glad that for once she wasn’t celebrating an important moment alone. Her hands fisted in Taylor’s shirt. There was no one she’d rather share this with.
“I’m really fucking proud of you.” Taylor’s mouth was so close to hers, her breath warm and minty against Natalie’s cheek.
Adrenaline burned through common sense, and Natalie closed that remaining inch, pressing her lips to Taylor’s, just a quick kiss, nothing they couldn’t walk away from with their friendly relationship intact. It didn’t last even a second, and yet it brought a rush of arousal that scorched Natalie from her scalp to her toes and had her gulping for air. Fuck.
Taylor’s eyes were hot as they met hers, her lips glistening from Natalie’s kiss. Everything in her demeanor said she’d enjoyed that kiss and wanted more. So . . . the attraction was mutual. That was . . . not as unexpected as Natalie might have thought. And it didn’t mean they had to act on it.
Natalie could never erase the knowledge from her brain, though. Taylor wanted her. Holy hell. How was she supposed to go on with her life, knowing that?
For a long moment, neither of them said a word. They just stared at each other. Natalie’s mind was reeling from a combination of the Oscar nomination and the kiss, her heart pounding so hard Taylor could probably see it if she looked down at Natalie’s T-shirt.
“I, um . . . you slept in,” Taylor said suddenly. “I think your phone might be downstairs.”
“What?” Natalie blinked at her, trying to keep up when her mind had been hijacked by a confusing cocktail of hormones. “What time is it?”
“Six thirty. The car will be here in a half hour.”
“Oh God. Why didn’t you wake me?” Natalie lurched out of bed, remembering belatedly she wasn’t wearing any pants as she felt the cool air kiss her bare legs. She tugged at the hem of her T-shirt to cover her panties while Taylor averted her gaze to the dogs now bouncing merrily around the room.
This was . . . God. Natalie’s brain was short-circuiting for so many reasons, but there was no time to process any of it right now. She had to get ready.
“I got sucked into the nominations broadcast,” Taylor was saying, “and honestly, I didn’t realize you weren’t up until I came in to tell you the good news. Sorry. I carried you to bed last night. I should have realized you didn’t have your phone.”
“It’s okay. It’s fine.” Natalie sucked in a deep breath. “I’m going to hop in a five-minute shower. Will you let the dogs out and find my phone and put it on the charger?”
“Sure.”
“I really appreciate it. Thank you!” And with that, she darted for the bathroom.

The next half hour was chaos. Natalie was in such a mad dash to get ready, she didn’t even see her phone until Taylor placed it in her hand on their way to the car, and—“Oh my God.”
She had thirty missed calls, more than fifty text messages, too many other notifications to fit on the screen, and as she gawked at the phone in her hand, it began to ring again, Jeremy’s name appearing on the screen. She connected the call. “Hi—”
“Finally!” he screeched in her ear. “If I hadn’t already talked to Taylor this morning to make sure you were alive and well, you’d have probably found me in your house, because oh my God, Nat, you’re an Oscar nominee! And then you went rogue and didn’t answer your phone, and I’ve been losing my mind, and goddamn, I am so proud of you. I’m going to hug you so hard the minute you get to the studio.” He finally paused for breath.
“Sorry for worrying you. I left my phone downstairs last night, so I missed my alarm, and then I was rushing to get ready, but yeah . . . I’m excited. Over the moon. And thank you.”
“Of all days to leave your phone downstairs. That’s so not like you.” He was still talking at warp speed. “I’ve literally never known you not to have your phone with you. Were you that worried about the nomination announcements?”
“No, I . . . I wasn’t even thinking about Oscar nominations when I went to bed last night,” she answered honestly.
“What were you thinking about, then?” Suspicion crept into Jeremy’s tone. “Because you never forget your phone. Oh my God, did you hook up with Taylor?”
“What? No!” But even she could tell she sounded defensive. Her head was still spinning from that kiss and the nomination and the whole chaotic morning. She felt entirely upside down, and not for bad reasons, but she just . . . had no idea what to feel about any of it. Thank God she never blushed, though, because Taylor was staring at her intently enough right now to make Natalie suspect she’d heard Jeremy’s question.
“Oh my God, you did!” Jeremy practically shrieked. “I wondered if this was going to happen, the way you two have been looking at each other lately, but as your assistant, I really hope it doesn’t blow up in your faces. As your best friend, I need all the details, stat.”
Natalie was having an extremely difficult time sitting still. The urge to get up and pace, to be anywhere except right next to Taylor, who was trying valiantly to act like she couldn’t hear every word Jeremy said, was strong. Her knee bounced in an uncharacteristic outward show of agitation. “Jeremy, I did not . . . that didn’t happen.”
“What?” Now he sounded confused. “Then what were you doing last night?”
“Introducing Cassie and Luna, and then I . . . well, I just fell asleep.” Again, the truth sounded less than convincing, probably because she was leaving out all the emotional undertones, the way she’d spent a sleepless weekend without Taylor and then basically collapsed in exhaustion the moment she was back. She felt safer with Taylor than she had since before her kidnapping, and then there was this morning’s kiss . . .
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Jeremy said, “but I feel like this is a conversation for us to have in person. Anyway, catch up on your notifications now, because we’re celebrating the minute you get here. I know you’re on a tight schedule today, so I’ll bring the celebration to the hair-and-makeup trailer if I have to, but it’s not every day my BFF becomes an Oscar nominee.”
Natalie smiled, still feeling fidgety but also . . . happy. “Thanks, Jer. I’ll see you in a bit.”
She ended the call and took his advice, scrolling through the many, many notifications on her phone. It seemed everyone she’d ever met had called, texted, emailed, or otherwise gotten in touch. It was overwhelming, a far larger outpouring of good wishes than she’d expected, and she didn’t even remotely have time to reply to them all right now, but . . . her eyes were misty as she scrolled through message after message expressing congratulations.
She faltered as she clicked on an email from her aunt Marcy. Marcy and her husband, Royce, had raised Natalie from the age of six after her mom died, but they rarely got in touch these days, except on birthdays or holidays. Discomfort crawled over her skin anytime she remembered her years in their home, the unwanted extra child they’d been forced to raise.
Dear Natalie,
Uncle Royce, your cousins, and I wanted to send our congratulations on your Oscar nomination. We’re all very proud of you and will be cheering for you from home when the awards air in March.
Love,
Aunt Marcy
It was perfectly lovely on its face, and yet tears were burning behind her eyes and choking her throat by the time she’d finished reading. She closed the email angrily. So polite, but there was nothing real behind it. Aunt Marcy and Uncle Royce had washed their hands of her the moment she turned eighteen. One congratulatory email didn’t change the fact that Natalie had grown up feeling like a burden they were forced to bear.
Her aunt and uncle already had four children when they took Natalie in, and they’d made sure she knew what a strain it was to raise one more. She’d never truly felt like she belonged in their home. If it hadn’t been for the theater program at her high school, where she’d been able to escape her own life and lose herself in her characters, she wasn’t sure she would have survived.
“You okay?” Taylor asked quietly, astute as ever. How did she even do that?
Natalie was whirling like a hurricane internally, but none of it showed on her face. She knew how to keep her emotions to herself. Not even Jeremy would have noticed her reaction to that email. But Taylor . . . Taylor . . . “Just an email from someone unexpected.”
“Good unexpected or bad unexpected?” Taylor asked.
Natalie shrugged. Her emotions were blowing in too many directions to be sure. “My aunt, the woman who raised me after my mom died, sent very bland congratulations, which is nice, but . . . it also makes me angry for reasons I’m not even going to attempt to get into right now.”
Taylor just nodded as if this made perfect sense. “Families are complicated. I get it.”
“But you’re close with your parents,” Natalie blurted, returning her gaze to her phone as she tried to rein herself back in.
“I am, but I also have a passive-aggressive aunt who seems to think that if she makes enough snide comments at family events, I’ll ‘come to my senses’ and start dating men.”
Natalie snarled. “That’s bullshit. I’m sorry you have to deal with that.”
“It is what it is. Everyone’s family is complicated in some way. That was my point. I get it, and feel free to vent if you need to.”
Natalie shook her head, but Taylor’s words had already helped. “I don’t want to think about Aunt Marcy anymore this morning, but thank you.”
She was still reading messages when the car pulled into the studio’s lot, and while she’d expected Jeremy to be waiting, she hadn’t prepared herself for the crowd of cast and crew that immediately converged on the car, some of them waving flowers and other gifts as they gathered around to congratulate her.
“Oh . . . wow.” Natalie drew in a steadying breath. They were all friendly faces, but she still needed a moment before she stepped into a large group like this. In her twenties, Natalie would have flung herself straight into the center of the action. She’d have invited everyone to her house for a party later to celebrate, but those days were long gone.
“Are you up for this?” Taylor asked.
She nodded, again unnerved by Taylor’s intuition where she was concerned. She opened her door and stood, immediately wrapped in a bear hug from Jeremy, who was babbling about queer representation at the major awards and how he needed to call Rey so they could start looking for the perfect dress and . . . “So enormously proud of you, Nat.”
Then he lifted her off her feet and spun her in a circle until he lost his balance and nearly dumped them both on the pavement. Taylor stepped in with strong, steady arms, her lips curved in amusement as she saved Natalie from her second concussion in as many weeks.
Natalie had kissed those lips this morning . . .
She barely had her feet back on the ground before a bouquet of brightly colored blooms was shoved into her arms and Ali gripped her in an exuberant hug. “Biggest congratulations to you, Nat. You’re so talented, and you deserve this so much. I’m so proud to know you. This is just the best news.”
This was what Natalie wanted to remember about the morning she was nominated for her first Academy Award: Jeremy’s joy, Ali’s pride, and Taylor . . . Taylor bursting into her bedroom in a flurry of excitement, the only person who woke Natalie happily instead of gasping in fear.
“Thank you,” she managed before she was jostled from Ali to the next person, a congratulatory crush that might have become overwhelming if Tommy hadn’t appeared at her side to whisk her to her trailer, flanked by Taylor and Jeremy.
Inside her trailer, Natalie gasped at the sight of wall-to-wall flowers, balloons, and gifts. “Holy shit.”
Jeremy clapped his hands with glee. “Enjoy it, Nat, because you deserve this, and there’s more where these came from. The offices are overflowing too. I’ll bring some of the best stuff to the house for you to enjoy tonight, and then . . .” He paused, glancing from Natalie to Taylor and back again.
Taylor, who had been busy checking the windows and doors the way she did every morning, excused herself and stepped into the bathroom, leaving Natalie to face Jeremy’s inquisition, and she didn’t think for a moment that Taylor’s timing was accidental.
He immediately stepped closer. “Okay, I need the scoop on whatever’s going on between you two because I am getting vibes. There’s no way you just innocently fell asleep and left your phone downstairs last night.”
Natalie lifted the nearest bouquet, inhaling the flowers’ sweet scent as she ignored him.
“Those are Oscar-worthy acting skills, all right.” Jeremy gave her a playful punch to the shoulder. “I see you. You don’t want to talk about it. That’s fine, but I’m here whenever you are ready to talk. You’re falling for her, and I think she’s falling for you too. For the record, I think you two might actually be perfect for each other.”
Falling? Natalie couldn’t even let herself think it. She inhaled too fast and choked on pollen. Coughing, she shoved the flowers back onto the counter. “I’m in no position to fall for anyone, let alone . . .” She gestured toward the bathroom. “So please stop being ridiculous.”
“Actually, you just proved my point,” Jeremy said, serious now. “You’re completely flustered where she’s concerned, and I get it. It’s been a long time since anyone turned your head, really turned your head, made you want more than a night. Taylor’s solid, Nat. If you really fell asleep with her last night, you know what that tells me? You feel safe with her, and hallelujah, because it’s about damn time someone made you feel safe.”



Chapter Fifteen
“Come on, this is a million times better than the treadmill.” Taylor’s feet pounded rhythmically against the pavement, a feeling that had always invigorated her. Today, each footfall was accompanied by a twinge of pain that extended from her back down her right leg, but she was ignoring that part. She was out running on a brisk February morning, and it was bliss.
Beside her, Natalie matched her stride easily, wearing royal-blue athletic leggings and a black long-sleeved top. “Much better than the treadmill,” she said, but the tension in her shoulders had nothing to do with stamina. She was nervous being out here like this.
Taylor was proud of her for coming, though. They were about a mile from Natalie’s house, with Tommy hanging out in the car nearby, ready to come get them if anyone caused trouble. She and Natalie each wore a belt around their waist that connected to a leash, Orion jogging with Taylor, Luna with Natalie.
Both boxers had their tongues out and their ears pricked, trotting enthusiastically ahead of them. They slowed Taylor and Natalie’s pace at times when they found bushes they simply had to sniff or stopped for potty breaks, but overall, they were good jogging partners.
It had been almost three weeks since Natalie’s Oscar nomination, three weeks since that kiss they weren’t talking about. Mostly, they’d settled into an easy rapport together. Natalie was Natalie, impenetrably high walls most of the time, but increasingly, Taylor saw her softer side. There were plenty of unguarded moments at home when she laughed and let loose, when she allowed Taylor to see the real woman she usually kept under lock and key.
Cassie had helped. The kitten had the run of the house now and was best friends with Luna and Orion, who seemed to enjoy the little spitfire, even when she darted out from beneath furniture and tackled them at unexpected moments.
The chemistry was still there, too, but she and Natalie were both doing a good job of working around it. They were professionals and understood without needing to discuss it that a relationship couldn’t happen. Taylor didn’t get involved with her clients. Period. It was that simple.
Luna darted to the side of the road to sniff something in the grass, bringing Natalie to a stumbling halt. She made a face as she attempted to get Luna moving. “Don’t make me regret bringing you along, Lulu.”
They’d just started jogging again when Taylor heard a vehicle approaching them from behind. She and Natalie moved closer to the curb, keeping the dogs close. This wasn’t a busy road, but they’d been passed by vehicles every few minutes or so.
This car, though, slowed as it approached, which immediately put Taylor on guard. She adjusted her stride to position herself between Natalie and the car. Natalie tucked her chin and pulled her baseball cap lower over her eyes, making herself as inconspicuous as possible.
As the car drew alongside them, the passenger window began to lower. Taylor shielded Natalie with her body, squinting into the vehicle to better assess the threat.
“Oh my God, Natalie Keane! I’m a huge fan!” an excited female voice called from inside the car. “Loved you so much in A Case for Love!”
Taylor could see the woman in the passenger seat now, waving frantically with one hand while she took rapid photos on her cell phone with the other. Natalie gave her a quick wave in return, but her smile was brittle.
“Keep it moving,” Taylor said in her most authoritative voice when the car continued to idle alongside them.
“Just wanted to say hi. Love you! Enjoy your jog!” With that, the window went up, and the car continued down the street.
“I know people mean well, but I wish they realized how threatening it feels when they do something like that.” Natalie was breathing hard now, and they hadn’t picked up their pace.
“I’ve been working this job long enough to realize how many fans have an incredibly warped sense of boundaries. This wasn’t even a big overstep compared to some of the things I’ve seen.”
“You’ve probably experienced as much as I have, just through a slightly different lens.”
“Yeah, although the stakes are lower when it’s not directed at me,” Taylor agreed. “I’d like to think your fans would be more sensitive, given your history, but then again, it doesn’t surprise me that they’re not.”
Natalie blew out a breath, still winded. “I appreciate my fans. I wouldn’t have a career without them or be able to afford the absolutely insane amount of security I’m paying for right now, but I also wouldn’t need this level of security if they respected my boundaries.”
“I’m sorry it has to be this way.”
“Yeah, me too.”
They completed the route Taylor had mapped for them and let themselves through the gate onto Natalie’s property. Back in the house, Cassie greeted them by bouncing sideways across the kitchen before tumbling between Luna’s front paws as Luna mouthed at her playfully.
Taylor ran a frustrated hand through her hair. Her plan to help Natalie get more comfortable jogging outside her property hadn’t exactly worked, and the way her pulse raced at the sight of Natalie with sweat glistening on her neck and a hint of cleavage visible as she bent to greet the kitten told her that she wasn’t doing a very good job of ignoring her attraction either.

Natalie stood beneath the shower’s hot spray, eyes closed, as she did her best to cleanse her brain along with her body. The fan today hadn’t meant any harm. Natalie should have still enjoyed her jog. She shouldn’t still be afraid. She couldn’t go on like this, not with the constant fear and paranoia or her attraction to Taylor. And yet, every time she felt like she was going to snap, Taylor pulled her back from the brink with her calm, reassuring manner.
And so, Natalie kept holding on.
With a sigh, she shut off the water and went into her bedroom to dress. She put on jeans and a long-sleeved tee, pulled her hair back in a ponytail, and headed downstairs. It was Sunday, which meant she had lines to learn, and this week, she would be shooting several dialogue-heavy scenes.
As she entered the kitchen, she heard Taylor’s voice in the living room. Natalie poured herself a glass of water, wondering who Taylor was talking to. No one was here. Natalie’s phone would have alerted her if the gate had opened, which meant Taylor must be on the phone. Curiosity tickled between Natalie’s shoulder blades. She couldn’t help it. Her interest was piqued by the chance to learn a little more about what Taylor was like outside of work.
She moved to the other side of the kitchen counter. From here, she could see Taylor on the living room sofa. She had a tablet propped on the table in front of her and was grinning at the screen, clearly video chatting with someone. Jealousy flared in Natalie’s stomach, even though she had no claim to Taylor.
They were halfway through their three-month contract now. At the beginning of April, Taylor would return to her real life, and Natalie . . . well, she had no idea what her future looked like. She would have finished filming Heart Attacked, and the Oscars would be behind her. But how would she ever feel safe, knowing Becker was out there? Maybe there was no peace for someone like her.
“Nat!”
She snapped out of her mental spiral to see Taylor motioning to her from the sofa.
“Come say hi. My parents are dying to meet you.”
“Oh.” Natalie hadn’t expected that. “Really?”
Taylor nodded. Natalie gulped the rest of her water and walked over to sit beside Taylor on the sofa. An older couple was on the screen. The woman had short dark hair and a warm smile. Taylor’s dad appeared tall and lean like his daughter, with snow-white hair. One side of his face drooped, but it did little to diminish the happy smile on his face.
She felt herself smiling in return as she waved at the camera. “Mr. and Mrs. Vaughn, it’s a pleasure. I’m Natalie.”
“Oh, please call me Martha,” Taylor’s mom said. “And this is Harry. Taylor speaks so highly of you, we just wanted to say hi. And also, congratulations on your Oscar nomination! That’s just wonderful. We loved A Case for Love.”
“Loved it,” Harry echoed with a nod. “Excellent film.” He spoke each word slowly and carefully as if he had to sound it out in his head before he spoke.
“Thank you,” Natalie told them. “I’m really thrilled.”
“Your performance is definitely deserving of an Oscar, and of course, we get excited anytime we see LGBTQ representation in a mainstream film like that,” Martha said. “Especially when it’s based on real history.”
“Proud ally.” Harry lifted his left hand and tapped himself on the chest.
Taylor’s parents might be the sweetest people Natalie had ever met. She couldn’t stop smiling. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
“Any chance we could meet this kitten we keep hearing so much about too?” Martha asked. “She seems to always be somewhere else when we call, but from what Taylor says, she’s quite a character.”
“I haven’t seen her in a bit.” Taylor started to rise from the sofa. “Let me see where she got off to.”
Natalie stopped her with a hand on her thigh. “You stay here and talk to your parents. I’ll find Cassie.” She had a good idea where to look too. She’d seen a kitten-size lump in her bed when she was getting dressed a few minutes ago. Cassie had a new habit of crawling under Natalie’s quilt, where she would tunnel around like a little groundhog until she got tired and fell asleep.
It was adorable, as long as Natalie remembered to check for stowaways before she sat on her bed, lest she squish the unsuspecting kitten. Sure enough, when she entered the bedroom, the lump in her bed was right where she remembered. Natalie lifted the edge of the quilt and peeked beneath, where two glowing eyes peered back.
“Hey, you,” Natalie said. “Feel like coming downstairs with me for a minute?”
In response, the kitten scrambled forward, batted a paw against Natalie’s nose, and leaped to the floor, where she took off running toward the door. Natalie found her in the hall, chasing her tail in circles. Kittens were so hilariously weird.
Natalie scooped her up and carried her downstairs, where Taylor was still talking to her parents. She sat, attempting to wrangle the kitten on her lap, but Cassie had turned into a wild thing, biting and scratching Natalie’s fingers.
“Aww, look at her. She’s even cuter than I’d imagined,” Martha said, right before Cassie burst from Natalie’s lap, knocked over the tablet, and proceeded to chase Luna into the kitchen.
“Sorry about that,” Taylor said as she propped the tablet back up. “I did warn you she’s a handful.”
Martha and Harry laughed.
Perhaps drawn by the unexpected sound, Cassie dashed back into the room, hopped on the coffee table, and stared at the tablet, cocking her head adorably from side to side. Taylor’s mom was cooing at her, which made Cassie even more curious.
Natalie’s phone started ringing from the kitchen with the ringtone she had assigned to her publicist, Jaz. “Excuse me,” she murmured, waving goodbye to Taylor’s parents.
“Hi,” Natalie said as she connected the call, walking upstairs so she wouldn’t interrupt Taylor’s video call.
“Hello, my dear,” Jaz said. “Got a minute? I have news.”
“Sure.” Natalie sat cross-legged in the middle of her bed. “What’s up?”
“Two things, and I’ll give you the good news first. I just got off the phone with one of my other clients, and well, you know how I am when I’ve got an idea buzzing around.”
“Yes, I do.” Natalie smiled, but her stomach had clenched at good news first, because that meant there was bad news too.
“So, the media was really buzzing last month when you first announced Taylor as your girlfriend and you had those public outings for lunch and the Golden Globes, but you’ve hardly been photographed together since, and well . . . the buzz about you two has sort of dried up.”
“Okay.” Natalie clenched her hand into a fist to keep from demanding the bad news.
“A Case for Love is releasing on digital platforms this week, so it’s the perfect time to get your name back in front of people. You’ve got several interviews already lined up, but Noelle Dara is in London this month, and she offered to let me use the private beach on her LA property for a little photo shoot for you and Taylor.”
“A photo shoot?” Natalie asked.
“Basically, I’ll send you out for what looks like a private stroll on the beach, just two women in love enjoying each other’s company, but I’ll call a few trustworthy photographers to capture the moment, like we did with your first lunch. They’ll sell those photos to all the big media outlets, so you and Taylor make headlines looking all adorable and in love right as your queer movie has its digital release. What do you think?”
“Um . . .” Natalie rubbed a hand over her forehead. She hated staged photo shoots like this, even as she also saw their value. This was an easy way to earn herself another round of positive press. It ought to be a no-brainer, except . . . her stomach was already tingling as she envisioned herself strolling along the beach with Taylor.
It felt genuinely romantic, too romantic for a publicity stunt. Because Natalie always dreaded publicity stunts. And yet she never seemed to dread them when Taylor was involved.
“The second reason for my call is also the reason I need you to say yes to the photo shoot, because we really need those positive headlines,” Jaz said, and something in her voice sent a shiver down Natalie’s spine. Here it comes. “The press has figured out that Becker was released from prison. There are going to be stories all over tomorrow’s news, and that means the paparazzi will be camped on your street and outside the studio tomorrow too.”
Natalie squeezed her eyes shut as her whole body shuddered. All this hard work to keep control of the narrative, and she’d lost it all . . . just like that.



Chapter Sixteen
“I’m very sorry, ma’am, but I wanted to warn you about the number of photographers waiting outside your gate,” Natalie’s driver told her apologetically when she got in the car to head to the studio on Monday morning. “They saw me enter, so they’ll be alerted that you’re leaving soon.”
Natalie’s jaw ached, it was clenched so tight. “Thank you, Raheem.”
“The tinted windows will help,” Taylor said from beside her, “but they’ll still be able to get a few shots through the windshield.”
Natalie wanted to scream. A big part of the reason she’d hired a bodyguard to pose as her girlfriend had been to keep the press distracted from realizing Becker was out. That plan had failed, and now, she was right where she hadn’t wanted to be, her fears and insecurities exposed to the world . . . again.
In her mind’s eye, she saw photos of herself splashed all over the internet, ducking her head to avoid the photographers, maybe with her face pressed against Taylor’s shoulder. Vulnerable. Scared. No. She didn’t have much control in this situation, but she could control her own facial expressions and how she reacted to the cameras. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of photographing her fear.
“I think you and I should be deep in conversation as the car pulls through the gate,” she told Taylor. “We ignore the photographers entirely. I don’t want to look unnaturally happy, but I also don’t want to look upset.”
If the press was hoping for photos of her looking distraught over Becker’s release, she would give them photos so average, so boring, hopefully they wouldn’t even be able to sell them.
Taylor nodded. “That’s a great approach.”
“Okay, then.” She turned to the driver. “We’re ready, Raheem. I know it’s going to be a zoo out there, but the quicker you can get through, the better.”
He nodded briskly. “I’ll get you out of here as fast as I safely can, ma’am.”
“Thank you. I appreciate it.”
“So, I had an idea about Cassie’s future,” Taylor said as the car rolled toward the gate.
“You did?” Natalie focused her attention on Taylor, knowing she’d soon be within sight of the paparazzi and appreciative of Taylor’s attempt to distract her with a conversation topic. She was also curious, because Taylor had never agreed to adopt Cassie but hadn’t mentioned bringing her to the shelter either. Cassie’s future was yet another topic they’d been avoiding.
The gate swung open, and the peaceful morning was immediately shattered by voices yelling and bodies pressing in on them from all sides, the all-too-familiar chaos of a heavy paparazzi presence. Natalie was facing Taylor, and she could see the crowd outside, hands tapping on the windows, cameras pressed close as if they might be able to see through the tinted glass.
Taylor reached for Natalie’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “After you left yesterday to take that call, I was talking about Cassie with my parents, and they might want to adopt her. They were wondering if they could stop by sometime to meet her in person.”
“Oh.” Natalie kept her features neutral, as much to hide her surprise at Taylor’s announcement as to keep the paparazzi from getting their money shot. There was a thump as if someone had banged their fist against the car. “Really? You don’t want to keep her?”
“I might,” Taylor said. “I’m just worried she’ll be lonely at home by herself all day while I’m off working and traveling, you know?”
“You could adopt a playmate for her,” Natalie suggested, staunchly ignoring the din of voices yelling her name. She heard Becker’s name, too, reporters asking how she felt about his release, if she’d seen him, if he was still stalking her. She wanted to roll down her window and tell them they were doing a pretty good impression of stalkers right now themselves, but of course she didn’t.
“I could,” Taylor said, answering Natalie’s question. She squeezed Natalie’s hand again, drawing her back to their conversation, helping her ignore the paparazzi clamoring from every side of the vehicle. “But my parents were kind of smitten with her after they met her on FaceTime yesterday. They haven’t had a pet since before my dad’s accident, but they’ve always been animal people, and they’re home a lot. I think they miss having a pet around.”
“You’re welcome to invite them over to meet her,” Natalie said, somehow managing not to flinch as a fist slammed into the window behind her head.
“That sounds great.” Taylor beamed at her. “I know they’d love to meet you, too, and to see me again, of course.”
“Naturally.” Natalie smiled back at her, wishing desperately that they were having this conversation in literally any other situation.
Raheem tapped the horn as he edged the car forward, inching through the crowd toward the street. Natalie’s chest felt tight. Her whole body felt tight. She wanted to tell Raheem to hurry up, even though she knew the poor man was doing the best he could.
“I’ll give them a call while you’re filming today and see what we can work out.” Taylor gave her another disarming grin.
“Okay,” Natalie agreed. The din outside had grown louder, voices shouting, hands and cameras bumping against the car. She would owe the car service for damages, which was honestly the least of her worries right now, but it still irked her to have to pay for the paparazzi’s brutishness.
“How are you doing?” Taylor asked, still holding Natalie’s hand.
“Hanging in there.” She attempted another smile, but it felt unnatural on her face. Still, it beat the alternative. She’d seen enough distraught photos of herself in tabloids for several lifetimes. It had taken her entirely too long to learn how to mask herself around the paparazzi.
“I’m almost through.” Raheem tapped the horn again. “Just another minute, and we’ll be on our way.”
“You’re doing a great job, Raheem,” Taylor said. “They aren’t making it easy for you.”
“They take for granted that we won’t run them over,” Natalie grumbled. “Awfully presumptuous of them.”
This drew a surprised laugh from Raheem. Taylor chuckled, and Natalie felt her own lips twitch with the smile she’d failed to produce just moments before. She leaned into it, grinning as Raheem finally broke through the crowd and pulled onto the street.
“Here we go!” he announced, sounding triumphant.
“Excellent.” Natalie shifted in her seat, rolling her shoulders as she attempted to loosen the tension that had held her in a choke hold since she’d gotten in the car.
“You were perfect,” Taylor said, her voice soft. “If they were hoping to get a shot of you looking upset, they’ll be sorely disappointed.”
Natalie closed her eyes and blew out a breath, then nodded. “Good.”
She turned her head toward the window, watching the hills pass by as they traveled toward the studio. Her day had begun with chaos, and she had twelve hours of filming ahead of her, so she took this time to calm and center herself as much as possible while she didn’t have to be “on” for the cameras.
Of course, she’d forgotten that round two awaited them outside the studio’s gates. More paparazzi. More shouting. More chaos. Poor Raheem again honked and inched his way through the swarm until they were safely inside the studio’s secured lot.
“Vultures,” Taylor muttered as the gate closed behind them. “I know they’re just trying to earn a living, but good God.”
Natalie didn’t reply, too anxious to speak right now. They were fifteen minutes late, thanks to all the unwanted attention, so she was bustled straight to hair and makeup without even setting foot in her own trailer.
An hour later, she stood in front of the cameras, primped to perfection. Her first scene was with Ali, who mouthed “Are you okay?” as they took their places.
Natalie nodded, focused on putting herself in Penny’s headspace. The paparazzi, her stalker, and the whole chaotic morning melted away as she became Penny Heart, assassin gone rogue. As the red light lit and the director called “Rolling!” she left Natalie Keane behind.
“I can do this,” Ali, as her character Layla, said with fire in her eyes. “I’m strong enough. Please. Give me the chance to show you. Just one chance!”
Natalie ground her teeth as she leaned forward, getting right in Ali’s space. “You think you’re strong enough? You think you have any idea what this fight is going to entail?”
They kept on, verbally sparring until the director called “Cut!” and the process to reset for the next take began.
“That was great, ladies,” Franz called. “Natalie, I need you to be just a little harder in that scene. You’re fond of Layla, but you’re not sure she’s up to this, and the stakes are too high to let Layla tag along if she’s not ready. You’re using this conversation to toughen her up, in a way, showing her some tough love.”
Natalie nodded. “Got it.”
“Ali, I need to see your fire too. You’ve got to leave no doubt in Penny’s mind that you’re ready, okay?”
“Absolutely.” Ali nodded firmly, rocking back on her heels as if she were gearing up for an actual fight.
While the crew bustled around them, Ali rushed over and wrapped her arms around Natalie, murmuring into her ear so their mics wouldn’t pick up her words. “Are you okay, seriously? I’ve been so worried since I heard the news this morning.”
Natalie shrugged. How to answer that question? Was she okay? No, she probably hadn’t been okay since the night Becker had broken into her house. But today’s drama had little to do with him and more to do with the media circus. “Super pissed at the paparazzi, but what can you do?”
Ali groaned. “I bet they were a nightmare for you this morning.” She pulled back to study Natalie’s face. “You don’t seem surprised, though. Did you already know he was out?”
“I knew.”
Ali exhaled through her mouth. “I was so upset thinking what a horrible way this was for you to find out, but of course you already knew. You’ve known this whole time, haven’t you? My God, Nat, I had no idea.”
“That was kind of the point.” Natalie’s tone was dry, and she attempted to soften it with a smile. She liked Ali a lot, and it wasn’t her fault this was such an uncomfortable subject.
“Right, of course.” Ali laughed. “No wonder you’ve got your bodyguard hanging around on set. Tommy’s been watching out for him. I’m just . . . really sorry you’re dealing with this.”
“Thanks, Ali.”
The director called them back to their marks, and she lifted her chin, grateful to step outside herself, leaving Natalie’s problems behind as she stepped into Penny’s shoes.

It was past ten by the time they got home that night and even later when they finally sat down for dinner. Luna, Orion, and Cassie bounced around the kitchen, as excited as Taylor and Natalie were subdued.
“Long day,” Taylor commented as she set their plates on the table.
Natalie nodded. She’d been quiet since they’d gotten home, lost in her thoughts the way she often got when she was processing something. She’d been on the phone with Jaz for most of the ride home, and Taylor could tell her publicist was trying to convince Natalie to release a statement about Becker’s release, maybe even speak publicly about her kidnapping for the first time.
“Want to talk about it?” Taylor asked.
Natalie gave her a sharp look. “About what?”
Taylor shrugged. “How frustrated you are, what Jaz asked you to do, what happened with Becker, whatever it might help you to vent about. I’m here, and I’m a good listener.”
A muscle in Natalie’s jaw clenched. “I don’t want to talk about any of it. That’s been my entire point for eight years.”
Taylor nodded. “I hear you, and I respect that. I just wanted to point out that it might help to vent those feelings in a safe place, with me, with a therapist . . .”
Natalie exhaled, shaking her head. “No, thank you.”
“Sometimes, you give more power to the thing you’re trying to ignore by not speaking about it. It looms larger and larger until you acknowledge it.”
“And you’re an expert on this subject?” Natalie’s eyes shimmered with something heavy when they met Taylor’s, as though she felt Taylor had betrayed her by pushing the subject. But maybe the problem was that no one had pushed her in all these years. Natalie had surrounded herself with people who let her go on ignoring her problems instead of dealing with them.
“No, but my therapist is. She gives good advice on dealing with trauma.”
“I don’t—” Natalie cut herself off, staring mutinously at the tofu on her plate.
“I totally get why you don’t want to make a public statement, but have you ever told anyone what happened?”
“I told the police. I told lots of people at the time. I had to explain the whole thing over and over until I never wanted to talk about it again.” Natalie looked up at her, tension snapping from her bunched muscles. “I see the way you’re looking at me, all wounded on my behalf. He didn’t rape me. People always think that. He didn’t hurt me, not physically.”
“You and I both know there are plenty of other ways to hurt someone,” Taylor said softly.
“Like pushing me to share something I’ve told you I don’t want to talk about?” She was angry now, fists clenched against the table.
Taylor raised her hands in surrender. “You’re right. I’m sorry for pushing. I was just trying to give you a safe place if you wanted to vent.”
“Safe,” Natalie scoffed. Her cheeks were pink, eyes shiny. Her fists trembled where they rested on the table. Taylor had a mental image of Natalie’s emotions swelling behind a dam that was dangerously close to bursting. Her whole body seemed to vibrate as that dam finally broke. Natalie slammed a fist against the table, a harsh sound escaping her throat. “You want to know what he did to me? He took me on his sick version of a date. He said he knew I would fall in love with him if he showed me how perfect we were for each other, so he broke into my house in the middle of the night, forced me out of bed, and . . . took me on a date.”
Taylor didn’t say anything, not wanting to interrupt her now that she’d started talking. Instead, she reached across the table and covered Natalie’s clenched fist with her hand.
“I screamed. I cried. I wanted to run, but he had a gun. He handcuffed me. He said the cuffs were just so I’d give him a chance. They were like . . . like something he got from a sex shop, with a fuzzy lining, but they were strong. I tried to break them, but I couldn’t.” Natalie rubbed her wrists, leaving red marks on her own skin.
Taylor fought the urge to take her in her arms, unsure how Natalie would react. Her throat was tight, raw with emotion for what Natalie had been through.
“He took me to his house in the middle of the night and cooked me meat loaf and mashed potatoes. He made me eat with him, and then he put on a movie, and it was like something out of a nightmare. I couldn’t stop shaking. I was so sure he was going to kill me when he realized I didn’t love him, that I was terrified of him, that . . . that I’m a lesbian. I’ve never had sex with a man, and what if he . . .” She broke off with a strangled cry.
“He kept me in his house for twelve hours, and you don’t realize how long that feels when you’re terrified, when you’re waiting for the worst to happen. And it’s humiliating. I had to . . . I had to ask permission to use the bathroom, and he stood right outside the door, listening to make sure I didn’t try to escape. The longer I was there, the more agitated he got. He yelled about how perfect we were for each other, how much he loved me, and why didn’t I see how hard he was trying? The more scared I got, the angrier he became. He had that gun in his lap the whole time. He said he didn’t want to hurt me, but he would if he had to. The whole thing was just so . . .” She choked. “So fucked up.”
“It’s beyond fucked up.” Taylor felt Natalie’s pain more acutely than she’d expected. The way she told the story, her fear was palpable. Taylor would give anything to take that pain away, to help her heal. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”
Natalie lurched out of her chair, leaving her dinner untouched, and Taylor felt even worse for pushing her tonight of all nights, when she’d had a long, exhausting day. “Can you imagine if I tried to explain any of that in an interview? On paper, it sounds so fucking boring. Poor Natalie, a man cooked her dinner and forced her to watch a movie with him. Big deal. No, they’d rather make up their own sordid tales. Did you know that, a few years after it happened, they made a movie about my kidnapping? The fucking studio had the nerve to call and ask if I’d play myself. Can you imagine?” She was breathless now, staring at Taylor with wild eyes.
“No,” Taylor answered honestly. “I can’t. That’s so insensitive. It’s disgusting.”
“They made the movie anyway, and yes, I got drunk enough one night that I had a pity party for myself and watched it. So dramatic . . . and inaccurate. They have no idea how truly terrifying it is to sit there in fur-lined handcuffs with an unhinged man and watch Pretty Woman, every moment ticking by in slow motion, wondering what will happen when the movie ends. Would I just be another woman who disappeared, whose body was never found? No one ever thinks about the moments before the violence, when you’re just sitting there . . . waiting . . . dying a little bit with every second that passes. I felt so helpless.”
Taylor stood quietly, wrapping an arm around Natalie’s waist as she stepped behind her, offering silent support. Natalie’s rib cage heaved beneath her fingers. A tremor racked her body. She pressed a hand against her stomach, covering Taylor’s hand.
“Why do I owe them—any of them—that story?” she asked, her voice low and harsh.
“You don’t,” Taylor murmured, leaning into Natalie’s back, wishing there was more she could do to support her. “You don’t owe them anything. And you’re probably right that people want to hear a more salacious story, but that doesn’t make what you went through any less traumatic. Your feelings are valid, Natalie, and you don’t have to justify them to anyone.”
Natalie exhaled roughly.
“What happened to you is enough, and anyone who doesn’t understand that isn’t worth your time. How did it end?”
“My assistant at the time called the police when I didn’t show up for a photo shoot the next morning. I didn’t have security cameras back then, so there was no footage of me being abducted, but I had taken out a restraining order on Becker the previous month because of the stalking. The police looked at traffic cameras and realized he’d been in my neighborhood that night. They came bursting through his door midafternoon of the longest day of my life. Oddly, that was terrifying too. Men yelling, guns pointed at Becker and me. It was so loud and chaotic.” She exhaled shakily, leaning back against Taylor.
“How did he get into your house?”
“He’d apparently watched me with binoculars to get the code to my security system, so he could disable it that night and take me without setting off the alarm. I was so naive living in that big, showy house. It had panoramic windows so I could take in the view, and he was out there with his binoculars, watching me.” She shivered. “After I was rescued, the media frenzy began. ‘Natalie’s Nightmare,’ they called it. Those fucking headlines and the never-ending crush of paparazzi everywhere I went. It was like being victimized all over again. Here we are, eight years later, and it’s still happening. They just can’t let it go. I’m so angry.”
She let out something between a scream and a moan, and then she spun, her fists clenching in Taylor’s shirt. “I’m so fucking angry.” She burst into tears, fists thumping lightly against Taylor’s shoulders as her emotions finally found an outlet. Tears soaked Taylor’s shirt as Natalie whimpered and growled and cried until her knees went out from under her.
Taylor held her up, guiding her to the sofa, where Natalie folded herself against her, sobbing until all that was left was the occasional hiccup. Natalie’s hands were still clenched in Taylor’s shirt. Her breathing was harsh and ragged, but she’d gone limp in Taylor’s arms, the tension that had held her rigid all day finally released.
She groaned as she sat up, rubbing at eyes that were so red and puffy she could barely open them. Her face was blotchy, her nose running. “I don’t know why . . .” She trailed off with another hiccup, then leaned back against the sofa and closed her eyes.
“I think maybe you needed to let it out. You kept it bottled up for a very long time.”
“I’ve never told anyone . . . not even Jeremy.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “Hate talking about it.”
“Thank you for sharing it with me.” Taylor brushed a strand of hair from Natalie’s flushed face, taking in her swollen eyes. “Stay right there.”
She went to the bathroom and ran a washcloth under the faucet before returning to the couch. Carefully, she dabbed at Natalie’s face, helping her clean up and use the cloth as a cold compress for her eyes. Taylor felt almost overwhelmed by the need to care for her, to hold her close and protect her from the evils of the world.
“Thank you,” Natalie murmured, and when she removed the cloth from her face, the energy between them had shifted. Her eyes were still red and bloodshot, but they were also unguarded. That protective lens she wore like armor was nowhere in sight. She gazed at Taylor with unabashed affection, attraction, everything they’d both been trying so hard not to feel. “You . . . ,” Natalie whispered tremulously, reaching out to brush a hand against Taylor’s face.
“I know.”
Natalie nodded, as if Taylor had spoken all her thoughts out loud. In that moment, they were of one mind, and Taylor knew there was no more denying her feelings. She was falling for Natalie, and Natalie felt something for her too. No matter what happened tomorrow or the day after, there was no changing that fact.



Chapter Seventeen
Natalie threw her full weight into the kick, slamming her foot into the dummy dressed as the character she was taking out. The force of the impact ricocheted up her leg, twinging in her hip and rattling her teeth. She’d be sore tomorrow, but it would be worth it. The morning’s stunt work had been a perfect way to work through some of her anger.
“And cut!” Franz’s voice boomed. “That was excellent, Natalie. We just need to capture a few more angles. I didn’t envision this moment being so aggressive, but I like it. It works. Let’s keep that energy.”
She nodded, standing still as the team rushed in to straighten her jacket and smooth out her hair, getting her ready for the next take. They were inside today, working on one of the studio’s smaller soundstages, for a close-up shot of Penny Heart taking down her nemesis.
It had been three days since the news of Becker’s release broke. Three days of never-ending interview requests and paparazzi swarming everywhere she went.
Franz called the next take, and Natalie spun again, slamming her foot against the dummy’s stomach. Each kick loosened the tension in her chest, making it easier to breathe. Taylor had helped her vent some of her rage the other night, and this dummy was handling the rest. By lunchtime, Natalie’s muscles shook with fatigue, but she was feeling good.
“You’re a total badass,” Taylor said as she approached from the back of the soundstage, where she’d been watching the action.
Natalie grinned. “That felt good, if you couldn’t tell.”
“Oh, I could tell.” Taylor bumped her shoulder against Natalie’s. “You looked like you were exorcising some demons up there.”
“I was.” Her gaze caught on Taylor’s, and a zing of electricity traveled down her spine. She’d shared things with Taylor on Monday night that no one else in her life knew. Natalie had given the details of her kidnapping to the police, but she’d never told anyone how it made her feel or the things she’d feared Becker might do to her.
Natalie mimed one more kick for Taylor’s benefit, then wiped the sweat from her brow.
“Like I said, total badass.” Taylor slipped her hand into Natalie’s as they began walking toward the cafeteria for their lunch break. “So, my parents were wondering if they could stop by this weekend to meet Cassie?”
“I don’t have my phone with me at the moment, but I’m sure we can find a time that works. I don’t think I have much planned, although I’ve been dragging my heels on something Jaz wanted me—us, actually—to do on Saturday.”
“Oh yeah. What’s that?”
Natalie glanced at her. “She wants us to do a staged publicity thing, like our first lunch, where we invite a few trusted photographers to ‘catch’ us taking a walk on the beach, looking all romantic. She thinks it would be good publicity for me with A Case for Love’s digital release, and after the stalker uproar this week, she might be right.”
“Sure,” Taylor agreed. “If you want to do it, I’m in.”
“You’re sure? I know you signed on to do this fake-girlfriend thing for three months, but I still feel bad asking you to do something staged like this.”
Taylor stopped her with a hand on her shoulder, turning Natalie to face her. “Nat, I like you. You know that, right? Taking a stroll on the beach with you isn’t a hardship, even if we have to let a few photographers tag along.”
Natalie felt warmth spread over her skin under the intensity of Taylor’s gaze. I like you. “Okay, I’ll tell her we’ll do it. Thank you.”
“Anytime.”
They started walking again. Natalie’s stomach was jittery now, thinking ahead to her beachy photo shoot with Taylor. They’d attended the Oscar-nominees luncheon together last week, but Natalie had been too anxious to really enjoy it. This she could enjoy. She and Taylor would need to put on a show for the photographers, which meant they’d be free to touch, give each other longing glances, maybe even a kiss on the cheek . . .
The tingle in her stomach turned to a rumble as the savory scent of food reached her. It had been a long time since breakfast, and she was starving.
“Hey, Natalie! Taylor! Mind if I join you for lunch?” Ali’s voice called from behind them.
“Sure,” Natalie responded, pausing for her to catch up.
Taylor’s phone beeped, and she seemed to get taller as she swiped it from her pocket, everything in her demeanor going from relaxed to alert in the span of a heartbeat. Natalie’s pulse kicked in response. Taylor took one glance at her screen before she wrapped an arm around Natalie’s waist and began to propel her down the hall at double speed.
“What’s going on?” Natalie asked breathlessly, but before Taylor could answer her, a voice came over the PA system in the building.
“Attention, Heart Attacked cast and crew. The lunch special today is lasagna.”
Lasagna was the code word for a security breach, informing cast and crew that they should report immediately to their trailers or another secured location. Natalie felt hot and cold at the same time, her feet disconnected from her body as Taylor hustled her around a corner and through an unmarked metal door. This isn’t the way to my trailer, Natalie wanted to say, but the words stuck in her throat.
The door closed behind them with a solid thunk, sealing her and Taylor in a small dark space that smelled like dust and old clothing. Natalie’s eyes were blinded by the sudden lack of light, but she felt the warmth of Taylor’s body hovering close to hers. The clean, woodsy scent of Taylor’s soap invaded her senses, and Natalie’s already-racing heart gave another jolt.
“Where—”
A warm finger pressed against her lips. “Shh. It’s a storage closet, one of many bolt-holes I researched for exactly this occasion. We can lay low here until we get the all clear to come back out.”
“Oh,” Natalie breathed. She reached out in the darkness, needing to know what was in front of her, where Taylor was, something to hold on to in this madness. Her hands met the soft cotton of Taylor’s shirt, warmed by her skin beneath it.
Taylor inhaled, causing her chest to rise beneath Natalie’s fingers. Natalie’s pulse was a wild thing throbbing in her veins, fear mingling with arousal to make her head spin. “Come here,” Taylor murmured before guiding Natalie deeper into the closet, hiding them from view if anyone opened the door. Something clattered behind them, and Taylor swore softly under her breath, stepping closer to Natalie.
“What was that?” She hardly dared to breathe, clinging to Taylor’s shirt as Taylor stood pressed so close against her that she had to be able to feel Natalie’s heart pounding.
“I kicked over a rack of clothes, I think,” Taylor answered, her tone pitched too low to be heard outside the closet. She shifted against Natalie, ending up with one of her knees pressed between Natalie’s. “Sorry, my feet are tangled in costumes.”
Natalie could feel the clothes all around them, a somewhat suffocating closeness, but then there was Taylor’s thigh between her legs, warm and firm and mere inches from Natalie’s core, which was hyperaware of Taylor’s proximity. The ache of arousal was so out of place here in this cramped closet, with an unknown threat on the other side of the door.
Was Becker out there?
A chill engulfed her, extinguishing the flames brought on by Taylor’s presence. She obviously felt Natalie shiver, because she wrapped a hand around Natalie’s waist in response, bringing their bodies even closer together.
“You’re safe,” she whispered.
Natalie’s hands were still clenched in Taylor’s shirt, but their current proximity meant her hands were smooshed uncomfortably between them, so she moved them, wrapping her arms around Taylor. What else could she do? They were pressed together from head to foot at this point, too tangled in whatever old costumes had been stored in this closet to move.
“Ali?” she breathed.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Taylor murmured. “Tommy’s out there, along with the studio’s security officers, but if you’ve been paying attention at all the last few weeks, you know Tommy would never let anything happen to Ali.”
“I . . . what?” Natalie couldn’t think straight and had no idea what Taylor was talking about.
“They’ve been flirting like crazy.”
“My bodyguard’s been flirting with another woman while he’s supposed to be protecting me?”
“Big time, but only while I’m watching you. It hasn’t affected his job, I promise. I’d have said something if I felt like he was distracted.”
Natalie couldn’t even begin to sort out her thoughts about that right now.
Footsteps approached in the hallway, and Natalie’s breath caught in her throat, her lungs seizing as panic reared inside her. The steps sounded heavy, like a man’s, and they were headed straight toward the closet where Natalie and Taylor were hiding.
Natalie’s head went fuzzy as she held her breath, afraid to make the smallest sound. She hated this, hated feeling like a helpless, trapped animal. Just minutes ago, she’d been so pumped up from her morning stunt work. This was a harsh reminder of how fake it all was.
Knuckles rapped against the door. “It’s Darwish. Okay in there, Vaughn?”
The air left Natalie’s chest in a whoosh as she realized the man on the other side of the door was a security guard. She sucked in a ragged breath as Taylor’s fingers stroked soothingly in her hair.
“Okay, Darwish. Thank you,” Taylor said calmly.
“Great. We’ll have you out of there in just a minute.” A walkie-talkie crackled to life on the other side of the door. “All clear in the east hallway,” Darwish said. “I’m heading back to the control booth.”
“See?” Taylor murmured to Natalie. “We’re fine. Just hold on for a few more minutes.”
They stood there in the dark, bodies pressed together, for what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, as Taylor had indicated. Natalie’s heart was still pounding, and she didn’t even know why at this point. Fear? Arousal? Anger at being trapped like this when she’d finally started to feel strong? Probably a mixture of all of the above.
A sudden muted glow came from somewhere inside the closet, illuminating Taylor’s outline before her. Her blonde hair was mussed, a wavy strand covering her face, and Natalie reached for it without thinking, brushing it behind Taylor’s ear. Her skin was so warm beneath Natalie’s fingers, but dry, while Natalie knew her own skin was damp with sweat, adrenaline and anxiety running rampant inside her.
By contrast, Taylor was calm and collected, so close, so reassuring on so many levels. As Natalie watched breathlessly, Taylor lifted her cell phone. Its screen was illuminated, the source of the faint glow Natalie had noticed. She read the message on the screen and then slid the phone into her pocket, returning them to full darkness.
“They’ve detained a photographer who snuck onto the set unauthorized. Security’s making sure he was the only one, and then we’ll be all clear.” Her fingers brushed against Natalie’s cheek. “You can breathe now. It’s not Becker, just an overzealous pap.”
Natalie drew in a deep breath and then another. Her body buzzed with restless energy, adrenaline still pumping through her veins as fear morphed into anger and frustration. “Goddamn it. I—” She exhaled, suddenly aware of her breasts pressed against Taylor’s. In her heels, she and Taylor were roughly the same height.
She shifted her weight, attempting to ease some of the tension in her body, and oh right, Taylor’s thigh was right there. She felt an urgent throb between her thighs, as if all the energy in her body had recentered in her clit, and it was all she could do to keep from arching forward, pressing herself against Taylor where she ached for her.
She sucked in a harsh breath—Natalie’s breathing was the only sound in the closet, an audible testament to her fraying control—as she shifted again, unable to hold still. Everywhere she moved, everywhere she breathed, there was Taylor.
Their breasts pressed together. Taylor’s belt buckle against Natalie’s stomach. Her thigh wedged between Natalie’s. Her breath warming Natalie’s face.
Sensory. Overload.
She couldn’t take it another moment, not the constant harsh sound of her breathing, the rogue energy twitching beneath her skin, the arousal pulsing in her core, or the warmth of Taylor pressing into her everywhere except where she needed her most.
Natalie surged forward, hands cupping Taylor’s face as their lips crashed together. Taylor’s thigh slid home, pressing against Natalie’s core, and a whimper tore from her throat. Taylor’s lips moved urgently against hers, her tongue tracing the seam of Natalie’s lips, demanding entrance, which she happily granted, and—
Something buzzed against her hip as the closet again filled with the bluish glow from Taylor’s cell phone. Just like that, she was gone, retreating the inch of free space available to her as she pulled out her phone and brought it to her ear. “Hey, Tommy. Yeah, we’re still in the closet.” She spoke so calmly, while Natalie was about to come out of her own skin.
She couldn’t control her breathing, couldn’t control anything with Taylor still hovering so close, the memory of her lips so fresh, so brief, so interrupted. Frustrated tears pricked behind her eyes. She was so hot, shaking with excess adrenaline, the tension of unmet desire in her core combined with everything else enough to drive her mad.
And behind it all . . . she was exhausted. A long morning of stunt work had taken a lot out of her. Now, her throat was parched, and her stomach felt vaguely queasy, a reminder she’d been starving when this all started. And her bladder had started reminding her that she hadn’t had a bathroom break all morning either.
Fuck my life.
Natalie leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes, attempting to block the world out while she got herself under control. She drew in slow, measured breaths until her pulse calmed and some of the jumpiness had faded from her body. Then she shivered, chilled by the clammy sweat left behind.
“All clear,” Taylor announced, snapping her out of her reverie. “You okay?”
Natalie nodded, opening her eyes. Taylor was illuminated before her in the glow of her phone.
“Break’s been extended on account of the lockdown,” Taylor said.
“Okay.” Natalie’s voice was hoarse, her throat painfully dry.
“Hey.” Taylor’s hand cupped her jaw, warm and possessive. “Sure you’re okay?”
Natalie shrugged, the movement jerky. “As okay as I can be when my life is a goddamn circus.”
Taylor traced a finger over Natalie’s lips, and she shuddered, heat flaring through her all over again. “We have to talk about this, Nat. Not now, obviously, but . . .”
“Right.” Her voice was dull, tears again burning behind her eyes. She didn’t want to talk, had no idea what to say. What could she say? Sorry I keep kissing you when my emotions get the best of me? Sorry I’m a hot mess who’s wholly unprepared to enter any kind of relationship now or possibly ever?
“I’m going to open the door now.” Taylor’s voice was as calm and reassuring as ever.
Natalie nodded.
There was a metallic sound as she turned the knob, and then the door swung open, blinding Natalie with the bright overhead lights from the hallway as a welcome rush of cool, fresh air met her face. Voices buzzed as people came out from wherever they’d spent the lockdown, flooding the hall.
“Where to?” Taylor asked, perhaps sensing Natalie didn’t have the bandwidth for the cafeteria right now.
“My trailer.”
Taylor nodded. “I can text Jeremy and ask him to have some lunch sent over?”
“Yes. Please.” Natalie was already walking, the muscles in her legs painfully tight from tension and the cramped space she’d just left.
“That was so scary!” Suddenly Ali was there, wrapping her arms around Natalie. “Are you okay?”
Natalie nodded, softening her expression for Ali’s benefit. “Yeah.”
“You’re shaking.” Ali gave her a squeeze. “I’m sure I am too. That felt like the lockdown drills we used to have in school. I kept waiting for gunfire or something . . . God, this country. So fucked up.”
“Seriously.” Natalie was still walking, desperate for the refuge of her trailer.
“Hey, I figured out your secret,” Ali whispered in her ear, matching Natalie’s stride with her boundless youthful energy.
“What?” Natalie flushed hot and then cold, not even sure why or what secret Ali thought she had figured out.
“Your face!” Ali chuckled, then leaned in close to whisper in her ear again. “I saw how Taylor hustled you away before they made the lockdown announcement. She’s not just your girlfriend, she’s another bodyguard. I did wonder why you had your girlfriend hanging around set all the time, but it makes perfect sense, with the stalker and everything. And I mean . . . she looked so protective of you just now. It was really hot. Just saying.”
Natalie had no idea how to respond to any of that, so she said nothing.
“Okay, I’ll get out of your hair. Glad everything’s okay now. See you soon?” With a wave, Ali spun and headed toward the cafeteria.
Immediately, Taylor was at Natalie’s side again, one hand against her lower back, guiding her toward her trailer. Neither of them spoke during the ten-minute walk.
Natalie’s hand shook as she unlocked the door and let them in. She forced herself to stand perfectly still in the doorway as Taylor completed her usual security sweep. As soon as she’d nodded her all clear, Natalie darted for the bathroom, locking the door behind her. Long ago, she’d realized that when she wasn’t home, this was often the only place she could truly be alone, and right now, she was in desperate need of a private moment to collect herself.



Chapter Eighteen
The ocean breeze whipped through Natalie’s hair, bringing with it the briny scent of the sea. She brushed a flyaway strand from her eyes, smiling almost involuntarily. Despite having lived in LA for two decades, she almost never made it to the beach. And while today’s visit wasn’t exactly her idea of fun, it wasn’t not fun either.
She was about to go for a walk on the beach with Taylor, gazing adoringly at her for the sake of the cameras. Beside her, Taylor looked roguishly gorgeous in fitted jeans and a white shirt with enough buttons undone to have Natalie in danger of losing her mind completely.
As it was, she was clinging to her sanity by a thread.
Natalie had opted for a loose-fitting purple dress, her feet bare against the sand. It was cold beneath her toes, but she didn’t mind. She’d always enjoyed walking in the sand. It was oddly invigorating to feel it squish and crunch against her skin. The weather today was in the midsixties, with a stiff breeze that made her grateful her dress had long sleeves.
“All right, ladies. You’re going to stroll down to that turquoise house with the pool out back—see it?” Jaz stood beside them at the entrance to the private beach, her black hair swirling in the breeze. She’d brought them to Noelle Dara’s beach house for today’s publicity stunt. Noelle was another of Jaz’s clients and was in London right now, so they were using her private beach access. This way, they wouldn’t have to worry about encountering anyone but local residents and the handful of photographers Jaz had tipped off for the event, people she trusted to respect their space and capture tasteful photos of them.
“I see it,” Taylor answered, giving Natalie’s hand a squeeze.
“Feel free to be as romantic as you like, whatever you’re comfortable with,” Jaz said. “At least make heart eyes at each other, okay? We need these photos to get people talking about the stories we want them to talk about again. Enough about your stalker. We want to celebrate Natalie and her super-hot girlfriend going for a romantic stroll together on a gorgeous day. Got it?”
Natalie nodded. “Got it.”
She and Taylor started walking in the direction of the house Jaz had indicated. On one side of them, Noelle’s beach house shimmered in all its elegant, glass-fronted beauty, while the Pacific roared from their left, a deep indigo that glistened beneath the midmorning sun.
Two men with professional cameras walked backward in front of them, clicking away, while a woman circled around from their right, capturing them with the ocean as a backdrop. Natalie kept her face relaxed, an easy smile on her lips, carefully modulating her expression for the cameras.
She brushed another wayward strand of hair from her face, turning to look at Taylor. “Thanks for agreeing to this.”
“Anytime.” Taylor’s gaze met hers. In the bright sunshine, her eyes were a shining mixture of green and gold, so vibrant Natalie couldn’t look away. Taylor had been watching her too closely since their encounter in the closet. We have to talk about this, Nat, she’d said.
They hadn’t. Not yet, at least, but Natalie knew it was coming. They still had more than a month left in their arrangement, and Natalie wasn’t at all sure she could ignore her attraction for that long . . . or that she even wanted to try. But their talk . . . well, it could go a lot of ways. Natalie had no idea what Taylor wanted. Hell, Natalie didn’t even know what she wanted.
Taylor slipped an arm around Natalie’s waist, holding her close in a gesture so painfully normal, it made Natalie’s heart clench. It had been so long since she’d had a girlfriend, someone she might go for romantic strolls on the beach with. Since her kidnapping, she’d become so closed off. Even one-night stands had lost their appeal. She hadn’t hooked up with anyone in years. It meant fewer complications in her personal life, but also . . . no one to hold her the way Taylor was now.
And God, it felt so good.
This was what she missed. Right now, she was acutely aware of everything she’d given up, of just how long it had been since she’d had sex. While she was perfectly capable of giving herself orgasms, she was starved for the sensation of another woman’s skin against hers, someone else’s hands on her body . . . of Taylor’s hands on her body.
Natalie craved it with an intensity that was bordering on desperation. She couldn’t seem to stop making excuses to touch her. Even holding hands felt like bliss.
“Ready to meet my parents later?” Taylor asked, giving her a silly grin as she drew Natalie closer against her side. Her fingers were warm through the thin fabric of Natalie’s dress.
“Yeah. Definitely.”
Taylor’s parents were coming over for dinner to meet Cassie. Since they knew she and Taylor weren’t actually together, this wasn’t “meet the parents,” which meant Natalie was indeed looking forward to meeting them. They seemed great, and it was so rare she got to have people like them over, ordinary people who didn’t want anything from her, people she could just share a relaxed dinner with while they got a chance to meet and play with her kitten.
It sounded like a scene from one of the romantic comedies that had made her famous, a scene she’d never truly experienced in real life.
“The question is . . . are they ready to meet Cassie?” Natalie gazed up at Taylor, who stood several inches taller than Natalie in bare feet. She could tell herself she was exaggerating her actions for the sake of the photographers circling them as she grinned at Taylor so widely her eyes squinted, but for once in her life, she wasn’t acting.
“She’ll keep them on their toes, that’s for sure.”
“Just like you do for me.” Natalie went up on her toes to kiss Taylor’s cheek, then yelped as she stepped on something sharp.
“I’d say we do that for each other.” Taylor crouched to pick up the shell Natalie had stepped on. It was jagged on one side where it had broken.
Natalie knelt beside her. “I love shells. Oh, look at this one.” She reached for a pretty cone-shaped shell, holding it up for a closer look.
“I’ve always wanted to find a shark’s tooth,” Taylor said.
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Natalie giggled as she pocketed her shell, and they kept walking. Her heart felt so full, she wanted to bottle the moment to cherish it forever. “I wish we could do this for real . . . without the photographers.”
“Interesting choice of words.” Taylor was watching her again, seeing everything Natalie usually kept to herself. She’d only meant that she wished they could walk on the beach without being surrounded by photographers, but maybe . . . maybe, in the deepest recesses of her heart, she wished they could do this whole thing for real.
Taylor leaned in and pressed a kiss to Natalie’s cheek, her lips cool from the sea breeze, but they left warmth behind anyway. Natalie shivered, but she wasn’t cold. Emboldened by the moment—and maybe envisioning how romantic this photo might look in a magazine—she turned her face, bringing her lips to Taylor’s.
It was a chaste kiss since they were being photographed and since Natalie didn’t know exactly where Taylor’s boundaries lay, but Taylor had kissed her back in the closet. She knew that for certain, and as her lips pressed gently against Taylor’s now, Taylor met her with enthusiasm, kissing her in a way that lit a slow, simmering fire in Natalie’s belly.
This was their third kiss, but it was the first kiss that lasted longer than a single heartbeat. This one lingered, allowing Natalie to luxuriate in the feel of Taylor’s lips against her own, how soft they were, tasting slightly like salt from the sea breeze swirling around them.
One of Taylor’s hands moved to cup her cheek, and she leaned into the contact, her eyes sliding shut. Taylor’s thumb stroked the tender skin below her eye, and then her hand slid into Natalie’s hair. She anchored it there as she brought their lips back together, seamlessly taking control of the kiss.
There was just enough dominance in her stance to make Natalie swoon, and also to make her wonder what Taylor was like in bed. Because if this kiss was any indication . . .
“Remember what I said in the closet?” Taylor murmured against her lips.
“Mm?” Natalie’s brain had melted to the point that her only thoughts were of the pleasure of Taylor’s lips, the feel of Taylor’s hand in her hair while the other one gripped Natalie’s hip. She wished Taylor would use that hand to yank their bodies together, even though she knew they had to keep this PG in front of the photographers.
“We need to decide what to do about all this kissing.” Taylor shifted slightly to the side, pressing a delicious kiss to the delicate skin below Natalie’s ear. She shivered, pressing closer. “Tonight, after my parents go home?”
Natalie nodded. She’d have agreed to almost anything with Taylor’s lips trailing seductively over her skin, but logically, she knew Taylor was right. They needed to talk. In the meantime, she was going to enjoy every moment of this romantic walk on the beach and the excuse it provided to kiss Taylor, in case it was the last chance she had. “Tonight. We’ll talk tonight.”

As Taylor pressed the button to buzz her parents’ car through Natalie’s gate, she felt uncharacteristically flustered. She’d never expected her parents to visit her at Natalie’s mansion in the Malibu hills. But the biggest surprise had come when she returned home from the beach that morning to find out Natalie had had a ramp installed on her front porch to make her home wheelchair accessible.
“You’re living with me for three months, Taylor,” she’d said, earnest as ever. “Your parents should be able to visit without obstacles. I’m only sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.”
Now she stood on Natalie’s front steps, watching as her parents’ SUV made its way up the driveway. Natalie stood beside her, still wearing the purple dress from this morning’s beach photo shoot, the dress that had been driving Taylor crazy since she’d first laid eyes on it.
There wasn’t technically a rule saying Taylor couldn’t date a client, but it was certainly frowned upon. In this case, where she and Natalie were pretending to date anyway, Taylor wasn’t sure dating her for real would raise as many red flags. If anything, becoming involved with her would make Taylor even more protective. And in a few weeks, their contract would end.
It sounded simple enough, but nothing about sleeping with Natalie would be simple. There were a lot of considerations to discuss, and then they needed to either go for it or stop all the kissing, because the sexual tension between them these days was so electric, Taylor could hardly think straight.
“What a gorgeous house, all tucked away in the woods like this,” Taylor’s mom gushed as she got out of the car. “So great to see you girls, and Natalie . . . wonderful to meet you. I’ll be right up there to greet you properly.” She waved as she circled the SUV to get the wheelchair out for Taylor’s dad.
Taylor jogged down the steps to help her. Together, they lifted him into the chair, where he made an impatient noise until they’d backed off to let him drive himself up the ramp.
“This was so thoughtful of you, Natalie,” Taylor’s mom said as she helped guide the chair safely onto the ramp. “Thank you.”
Natalie waved a hand, smiling widely. “The least I could do to make sure you and Harry are welcome here. Come on in, and I’ll try to round up the little demon cat for you.”
Taylor’s mom laughed, obviously already charmed by Natalie, which was no big surprise. Natalie was irresistible when she turned on the charm. Unlike during their staged publicity appearances, though, Taylor suspected this was genuine. Natalie seemed truly happy to meet Taylor’s parents. Go figure.
“Martha Vaughn.” Taylor’s mom clasped Natalie’s hand as they met on the porch. “So thrilled to meet you, and this is really not the impression I want to make the first time I’m invited to a celebrity’s house, but I drank too much water in the car and I’m a little desperate here.”
Natalie laughed, a delightful sound Taylor didn’t get to hear nearly as often as she’d like, as she hooked an arm through Martha’s and guided her toward the front door. “No worries, Martha. We’ve all been there. I’ll show you to the guest bathroom. It was actually Cassie’s first home right after we found her.”
They went through the front door, leaving Taylor and her dad on the porch. He gave her a lopsided smile. “Great place.” He looked up at the dramatic front of Natalie’s home.
“Wait until you see the inside. Do you need anything, Dad? Water?” She held the door open for him as he rolled inside.
“Water. Yes, please.” He followed her to the kitchen, not being even the tiniest bit subtle about the way he was checking out Natalie’s house. Before the accident, he’d been a general contractor, focused on custom woodwork. He’d designed and crafted wainscoting and built-in bookshelves and custom kitchen cabinets. There was approval in his eyes as he took in all the custom touches in Natalie’s home. “Very nice.”
“Thank you,” Natalie said as she walked into the kitchen behind them. “I had the whole thing custom built. My contractor thought I was a little crazy for ruining the view with my privacy fence, but . . .” She shrugged, resting her hands on the counter.
“You had . . . good reason,” Taylor’s dad said with a nod. “Would love a tour.”
“You got it.” Natalie beamed at him.
Taylor filled a glass of water and added one of the straws she’d picked up yesterday. She brought it to his lips. “Here you go, Dad.”
There was a flash in his eyes, just briefly. He’d had a hard time at first, adjusting to needing help for simple things, like a drink of water. He’d been an independent man before, and sometimes—especially in a situation like this, where he was meeting someone new—she saw a flicker of his old pride, resentment that he couldn’t hold a glass on his own. He lifted his good hand, pressing it against hers to steady the glass as he took several sips. “Thanks.”
“No problem.” She grinned at him before setting the glass on the counter.
Taylor’s mom joined them in the kitchen. “Wow. This house is a stunner, Natalie. Harry’s going to be nosy and check out all the woodwork, I’m sure.”
“He’s already asked for a tour,” Natalie told her. “Can I get you anything, Martha? Something to drink?”
“I’m fine for now,” Taylor’s mom said. “Aww, are those your dogs?” She pointed to Luna and Orion, both standing on the back deck with their faces pressed against the glass. “You don’t have to leave them outside on our account. We love dogs.”
“I just put them out for a bit so they weren’t obnoxious when you got here,” Natalie said. “And it’s nice out, so they’re fine if you want to focus on Cassie first.”
“Where is that little one?” Martha asked, looking around the kitchen.
“Not sure,” Natalie told her. “We don’t get a lot of new people here, so she might have gotten shy. Why don’t we start with that tour and see if she pops up?”
“Perfect.”
So Natalie led them on a tour of the first floor of the house. Harry exclaimed over all the woodwork, declaring that Natalie’s builder had been top notch. There was no easy way to get him upstairs, so they took their tour out back, gathering on the patio to meet the dogs.
Luna raced across the yard before darting back and placing a slobbery toy in Harry’s lap. She looked up at him with big, hopeful eyes, and he laughed.
“Oh, I just love her,” Martha said. “Maybe we need a boxer, Harry.” She took the toy and tossed it, sending Luna running again.
“I have to warn you, they have a lot of energy.” Natalie smiled fondly at her dog. “She’s four, and he’s six, and they both still act like puppies half the time. They need daily walks, which unfortunately my staff ends up handling most of the time since the paparazzi have been too bad for me to leave my property. Sometimes I actually jog with them here in the backyard.”
“Yes, we saw the photographers on our way in. Sorry you have to live like that.” Martha laid a hand on Natalie’s arm. “I’m glad you have Taylor here to keep you safe. She’s very good at that.”
Natalie looked over at Taylor, her eyes soft in a way that made Taylor’s stomach go all warm and tingly. “Yes, she is.”
“That’s my job.” She clapped her hands together. “I’m going to get started on dinner, so we can get you back on the road in plenty of time.” She’d tried to convince them to spend the night, but they’d declined. There were so many logistics to consider with her dad’s limitations, but she didn’t want her mom driving back to San Bernardino too late.
“She insisted on cooking for you tonight,” Natalie added, “even though I have someone who could have done that for us.” The way she laughed and rolled her eyes kept it from sounding as pretentious as it might have otherwise. Natalie had every privilege money could provide, but she was also real, and it was never more evident than watching her interact with Taylor’s parents.
It was getting chilly outside now that the sun had sunk below the fence line, so they headed inside, bringing the dogs with them. Cassie’s little tricolor face popped up over the top of the sofa, and she meowed loudly, drawing everyone’s attention.
“Well, look at you! You must be Cassie.” Martha headed straight for her, extending a hand toward the kitten. Cassie sniffed her before batting playfully at her fingers. “I’ve always loved calicos. Such striking coloration.”
“She really is pretty,” Taylor agreed. The mixture of orange, black, and white fur on her face was especially cute.
Martha and Natalie settled on the couch with Cassie while Harry rolled over to sit beside them. Cassie jumped into his lap and began exploring the controls on his chair to everyone’s amusement.
Taylor went into the kitchen to start the shrimp-and-mushroom risotto she had planned for tonight. She’d just finished shelling the shrimp when Natalie slid in beside her, her elbow brushing against Taylor’s. “How can I help?”
“By keeping my parents company while I cook?” Taylor glanced at her, struck again by how irresistible Natalie was in these “at home” moments. This whole evening was more domestic than anything Taylor had done with a woman in . . . she couldn’t remember how long. And to be doing it now with Natalie? Surreal.
It shouldn’t feel like “meet the parents” since they weren’t actually dating, but after all the kissing she and Natalie had done lately, she couldn’t help imagining a future where this was their life: quiet weekend afternoons with the pets and a visit from Taylor’s parents. She felt an unexpected tug of longing in her chest.
“Your parents are bonding with Cassie, and I want to help.”
With a shrug, Taylor got her started slicing mushrooms. Natalie stood there in that purple dress, her chestnut hair loose and messy around her face, making idle chitchat as they cooked. Every once in a while, Taylor heard a burst of laughter from the living room, where her parents were playing with Cassie.
“She’s a handful, that’s for sure,” Martha said as they sat down to eat a little while later. Taylor saw a few scratches on her mom’s arms, which made her frown. “She’s reminded us how much we love having a pet around, though.”
“Would love . . . a lap cat,” Harry added.
Taylor had already cut the shrimp and mushrooms on his plate into smaller pieces, and her mom seamlessly handled the rest, feeding him a bite before she took a bite of her own meal without missing a beat. Some relationships might have been tested by his injury, but it seemed to have made theirs stronger. Taylor was never gladder that she’d been able to provide for them financially so her mom could stay home with him.
Dinner was filled with laughter and easy conversation . . . and a few embarrassing childhood stories Taylor rolled her eyes at, but Natalie’s delight made up for any discomfort. Soon enough, they were saying good night.
“Thanks again for such a lovely evening.” Martha hugged Taylor and then Natalie. “It was great to spend this time with you, and we’ve certainly enjoyed playing with Cassie.”
“So much energy,” Harry added.
Martha chuckled. “That’s the truth. I’m not sure we realized how feisty she is. We’re not making any decisions tonight, but we’ll get in touch soon.”
“You bet, Mom. I’m so glad you guys could make it.” She leaned down to give her dad a hug, smiling as his good hand came up to pat her on the back. “Bye, Dad.”
“Night, sweetheart.”
She saw them off and then walked back inside the house, feeling relaxed and happy, a little sorry to see them go, as usual, but it had been a wonderful evening. Natalie stood in the kitchen, holding a bottle of wine, her eyes searching Taylor’s.
“I’m going out to look at the stars. Want to join me?”
Taylor rocked back on her heels. Finally. Natalie had been so fiercely protective of her observatory. This felt almost as intimate as being invited into her bed. “Yeah. I’d love to.”



Chapter Nineteen
The white dome of Natalie’s observatory gleamed through the darkness as they crossed the yard. The night was clear and cool, and when Taylor looked up, a dazzling blanket of stars twinkled overhead.
“Perfect night for looking at the stars,” she commented, not even trying to hide her excitement. She’d been invited into one of Natalie’s most closely guarded spaces, and it was a big fucking deal. They both knew it. No need to pretend otherwise.
“No moon tonight,” Natalie said. “But there are plenty of other things we can see.”
Luna and Orion bounded ahead of them, darting into the darkness beyond the observatory.
“What’s your favorite thing to look at?” Taylor asked.
“I’m partial to the planets. Venus. Saturn. Jupiter’s really cool when it’s visible. You can see its big red spot, and sometimes, you can even see its moons. Galaxies might be my favorite, though. What looks like a tiny white dot with our naked eye is really a whole world up there, literally billions of stars, and the light you’re seeing is millions of years old. You’re seeing light that left that star before people even existed on Earth. It’s like looking back in time.” She looked at Taylor, and although Taylor couldn’t see her expression in the dark, she could feel her enthusiasm. “It’s kind of mind blowing.”
“My mind’s a little blown, and I haven’t even seen it yet.”
“Just wait,” Natalie promised, her voice pitched low, and it reverberated in the pit of Taylor’s stomach. They were toeing an increasingly narrow line with each other these days, especially after today’s romantic stroll on the beach and such a nice evening with Taylor’s parents.
The bottle of wine in Natalie’s left hand, combined with the observatory ahead, promised an intimate evening that might tip them right off their tightrope and into each other’s arms. Would that be the worst thing? Taylor wasn’t sure anymore.
They reached the observatory just as Luna and Orion rejoined them, standing at the door with tail nubs wiggling. The observatory had a rectangular base, almost like a garden shed, with the distinctive white dome at the top. Natalie opened the door, letting the dogs in ahead of them, before she beckoned Taylor after her into the darkened interior.
“I’d offer to turn on the light and give you the official tour, but it would blind us from all the best stargazing for a good twenty minutes, so we’ll save that for another time.” Natalie spoke in a hushed voice, as if the lack of light had muted her volume too.
“Okay.” Taylor couldn’t see anything at first, but Natalie pushed a button, and the dome overhead rolled slowly open, revealing a vibrant swath of sky. Ambient light filtered in now, illuminating a cushioned bench along the back wall and a pedestal-shaped structure at the center of the space, holding the star of tonight’s show: the telescope.
“The main benefit of the observatory is that I can leave everything set up day to day, rather than having to bring the telescope in and out. The dome keeps it weatherproofed, but don’t be alarmed if you see a few spiders in here. I can’t seem to keep them out, no matter what I try. They love having this dark hideaway to spin their webs, I guess.”
“Spiders don’t bother me,” Taylor told her.
“I’m not surprised.” Natalie’s hand brushed hers. “You don’t strike me as someone who scares easily. Spiders are misunderstood, if you ask me. They mostly just want to be left alone, and their webs are actually stunning works of art.”
“Natalie Keane, closet spider fan.”
“See, I’m not afraid of everything.” Natalie’s smile was so wide, Taylor could see it even in the dim interior of the observatory. Luna and Orion had settled at their feet, content to nap while Natalie and Taylor looked at the stars. If they found Taylor’s presence here tonight unusual, they didn’t show it. The fact that they didn’t object to her being in a place that up to now had been theirs and Natalie’s alone was oddly pleasing.
Natalie walked the space with the confidence of a woman who’d spent countless hours here in the dark, easily setting the bottle of wine on a ledge Taylor couldn’t even see. She removed the stopper that she’d inserted after opening the bottle inside the house and poured two glasses, handing one to Taylor. “Cassiopeia should be visible tonight. Why don’t we start by looking at Cassie’s namesake?”
“That sounds perfect.”
Natalie put down her wineglass and moved to the telescope. She swung it to the left and made several careful adjustments before she stepped back and gestured for Taylor to take her place.
Taylor peered through the eyepiece. The section of sky she saw there gleamed with dozens of faraway stars, but in the forefront, the constellation was easily visible, glistening with five distinct points of light. Taylor had googled Cassiopeia after Natalie had suggested the name for Cassie, so she recognized the real thing easily now. “Wow.”
She stared at the constellation for a minute, just soaking it in. She’d never looked through a telescope before, only seen pictures on the internet. Astronomy hadn’t been of any particular interest to her, but here, now, she was enthralled . . . and this was only the beginning. She could hardly wait to see what Natalie would show her next.

Natalie could feel the weight of Taylor’s gaze in the darkness. She lifted her wineglass and took a hearty sip, letting the wine warm her as it slid down to her stomach. It was a rich, bold blend that chased away the chill of the night. Or maybe that was Taylor’s proximity. The combination of the two . . . it was hard to know which was more intoxicating.
She’d never brought a woman to her observatory before. Jeremy had been out here a few times over the years, but for the most part, she didn’t bring anyone to her observatory, so . . . this was a big deal. Natalie could pretend it wasn’t, but her heart knew better.
That knowledge, combined with the unanswered questions lingering around them like a hormone-infused fog, caused Natalie to go through her first glass of wine entirely too fast. Consequently, she was already feeling the slightest buzz as she stepped back to the telescope. She adjusted it, this time finding the Andromeda Galaxy, one of her all-time favorite sights. She sharpened the focus until it glowed before her in an oblong swirl of stars. Even after seeing it dozens of times, it still dazzled her.
“Ready for me to blow your mind?” she asked Taylor as she stepped back, gesturing for her to have a look. “That’s Andromeda. It’s a galaxy about 2.5 billion light-years away from Earth, which means the light you’re seeing is 2.5 billion years old.”
Taylor pressed her eye to the viewfinder, sucking in an audible breath as she got her first look at Andromeda. “That’s incredible.”
“The glow you’re seeing is millions of stars.”
Taylor was quiet for a minute, and when she finally straightened, she turned toward Natalie. “Okay, you’re right. My mind is blown. I had no idea you were out here looking at stuff this cool every night. Actually, I didn’t know you could see this much from a backyard telescope.”
Natalie refilled their wineglasses and took a hearty swallow from hers. She looked through the telescope again, trying to remember what it felt like to see a galaxy for the first time, the brighter patches where the stars were clustered closely together and the barely there wisp of one of the galaxy’s spiral arms.
She let her gaze soften, losing herself in the majesty of the universe, vaguely aware of Taylor’s warm, solid presence behind her. The stars had always been magical for her, since she was a little girl awed as her mom showed her the wonders of the universe.
Now she was explaining those wonders to Taylor.
Taylor.
Natalie straightened, spinning right into her arms. Her hands landed on Taylor’s hips as Taylor’s lips crashed into hers, and Natalie’s euphoric brain sent up a cheer, because Taylor had initiated this kiss. Taylor walked her backward until Natalie’s back bumped into the wall of the observatory, standing as close as they had in the closet, but this time it was voluntary. This time, Natalie was buzzed on good wine, feeling relaxed and languid in Taylor’s arms, absolutely losing her mind from the pleasure of Taylor’s tongue as it swept against hers.
With Taylor’s body pressing her into the wall, Natalie lifted her feet, wrapping her legs around Taylor’s waist. She kissed her with an enthusiasm that bordered on desperation, chasing the rich taste of wine in Taylor’s mouth and the hot bolts of arousal that spiked through her system with each swirl of Taylor’s tongue against hers.
Her pulse pounded to think what else Taylor could do with that talented tongue . . .
She moved her hips, finding friction against Taylor’s jeans, and God, she needed this. She needed Taylor. She needed to feel the pleasure of another woman’s hands on her skin, something she hadn’t felt in years. Her body ached for it.
“We were supposed to talk first,” Taylor gasped against her lips, one hand coming to Natalie’s waist, holding her still.
Natalie grumbled in protest. Her clit throbbed, and her brain was consumed by a hazy cloud of arousal. She couldn’t think right now. She just needed to feel. “Please . . .”
“I’m serious, Nat.” Taylor’s eyes, so close to Natalie’s in the darkened space, echoed her words. She was serious. She wanted to talk.
Natalie drew in a deep breath and blew it out, her head swimming from a cocktail of arousal and wine. She slipped her feet to the floor and straightened her dress. “Okay.”
They stepped over the sleeping dogs to sit together on the bench at the back wall.
Taylor took her hand. “This is complicated, Nat. We’re not just two women who’re attracted to each other. I’m your bodyguard. That’s a line I’ve never crossed before.”
“Is it a line you can’t cross?” Natalie felt a sinking sensation, a sense of loss that went beyond the arousal still buzzing through her system. The thought of never being with Taylor . . .
“Not necessarily. It isn’t forbidden, only frowned upon, but it’s a personal rule for me too. I don’t mix business and pleasure. I never thought I would be in this position, wanting to cross my personal boundaries.”
“But you do want to cross them?” Natalie heard the yearning in her voice. She wanted this night. She needed it. She needed so much more, but she’d take this night.
“I do.” Taylor’s gaze practically burned her. “Surely you know by now how much I want you, Nat. I just need to make sure we’re on the same page before it goes any further.”
“I . . . I don’t want anything serious,” Natalie told her, aware her words rang hollow. She believed them, and yet, at the same time . . . she didn’t. Right now, her heart yearned for things her mind knew she could never have. “I think . . . I’m not really capable of that.”
“Just tonight, then?” Taylor asked, and suddenly Natalie wished for light, so she could see the expression in Taylor’s eyes, because she sounded so calm, so sure, while Natalie was fraying at the seams.
“Tonight,” Natalie echoed. It was simultaneously not enough and too much. Their chemistry was so hot she had little doubt the sex would be amazing, and it had been so long since Natalie had been with someone she had real feelings for.
Natalie’s one-night stands were meaningless, unemotional. She felt nothing but a physical release, and sometimes, not even that. Sometimes, especially since the kidnapping, she became so detached during impersonal sex that it brought her no pleasure at all.
Taylor made her feel everything. She felt so much it was terrifying . . . but also wonderful. Overwhelming. She was more aroused just thinking about sex with Taylor than she could remember feeling in years. Too many years.
Taylor’s eyes met hers, again scorching in their intensity. “Not here. Your bed?”
“Yes.”
“After you.”

“Leave it on,” Taylor said as Natalie’s hand went to the zipper of her dress. Behind them, the bedroom door was closed, keeping the dogs out. Nothing would interrupt them tonight. “I’m not finished with this dress yet.”
Natalie gulped, staring at her with lust-drunk eyes. Her chest heaved, and beneath that purple fabric, Taylor could see the tight points of her nipples. Natalie was always exquisite—soft and rumpled first thing in the morning, polished to perfection for a red carpet, or sweaty and flushed after a jog—but right now? This version of Natalie, pupils blown with arousal, barely holding herself back . . . this Natalie might be the most gorgeous of all.
Taylor took her time dragging her gaze over every inch of her. She loved the way Natalie squirmed, trying to let Taylor look her fill while her fingers fidgeted restlessly against her dress. Her impatience might be Taylor’s undoing. Arousal coiled tight in her core, intensifying as Natalie pulled her plump bottom lip between her teeth, watching Taylor with pleading eyes.
Oh, Taylor was going to enjoy this. She was going to take Natalie apart with her hands, her lips, her tongue, until Natalie begged for mercy. She wanted to hear her beg. She’d fantasized about it, even.
“Have you thought about this?” she asked, her voice low and throaty. “About what it would be like, having me in your bed?”
Natalie’s chest heaved, and Taylor knew she was thinking about it right now. Her own arousal surged. “In my bed, my dressing room, that storage closet . . . the observatory.”
“Quite an imagination you have.” Taylor closed the distance between them, stopping just inches from Natalie. She reveled in Natalie’s sharp inhale and the way her hands reached for Taylor before falling to her sides, letting Taylor lead.
That was a huge fucking turn-on. Taylor edged closer, crowding into Natalie’s space, eliciting a little moan from her as their bodies bumped. Natalie’s hips pressed forward, meeting Taylor’s.
“Have you thought about anything else?” Taylor slid her hands up and down Natalie’s sides, feeling the warmth of her body through that purple fabric. She traced the thin band of her bra and then her panties.
“In my fantasies, you’re so . . .” Natalie gulped as Taylor’s fingers skimmed across her stomach.
“I’m what?”
Natalie’s eyes met hers, hot, searching, pleading. “You take control.”
“Is that what you want?” She grasped Natalie’s hip.
Natalie nodded breathlessly. “Yes.”
“That would be my absolute fucking pleasure.” She grinned at Natalie, her own pulse jumping as she saw how hard Natalie was breathing. Taylor had always been dominant in the bedroom. Some of her partners liked that, some didn’t. Natalie had asked for it, and consequently Taylor was burning with anticipation. “Now . . . on the bed.”
Natalie sank gracefully to the bed, looking every bit the glamorous movie star in that purple dress, layers of flimsy fabric that had been teasing Taylor all day. She slid backward, resting her head on the pillow, legs arranged artfully against the pale-blue bedspread, a woman who knew how to pose. She looked so regal, despite the desire that had her breathing hard, watching Taylor with hungry eyes. That poise made Taylor want to ruffle her up before she took her apart.
Taylor crawled forward until her body hovered over Natalie’s, meeting her lips for a greedy kiss. Natalie returned the kiss enthusiastically, arching her back to press her breasts against Taylor’s. Taylor kissed her good and long, and then she rolled to the side, freeing her hands for more important things than holding herself up.
She brought a hand to Natalie’s chest, cupping her over her dress. As she circled a hardened nipple with her thumb, Natalie gasped. Sensitive breasts. Taylor noted the discovery and kept moving. She traced a line in that purple fabric from Natalie’s sternum down the center of her chest to her waist, before moving on to her legs.
The dress was long, reaching to Natalie’s ankles, but because of its many layers, it was loose and easy to get around. Taylor skimmed over its surface, loving the way Natalie squirmed as she brushed against her inner thigh. She kept going until she reached the hem, where her fingers touched Natalie’s bare skin for the first time.
Natalie jumped at the contact, letting out an impatient sound somewhere between a whimper and a whine, and Taylor grinned. She loved seeing her this worked up before Taylor had even undressed her. She skimmed her hand up Natalie’s leg beneath the dress, fingers against her soft, warm skin. As she passed Natalie’s knee and continued up her thigh, Natalie’s breathing grew increasingly ragged.
Taylor’s fingers encountered the silky, soft skin of her inner thigh, and Natalie let out a strangled sound. A few more inches, and Taylor was touching the damp fabric of her underwear.
“Yes,” Natalie gasped, the s drawn out in a way that made Taylor’s pussy throb.
She slipped beneath Natalie’s underwear, meeting hot, wet flesh. Taylor looked up as she touched her, seeing the way Natalie’s mouth dropped open in silent pleasure. Her cheeks, usually as cool and pale as the rest of her, were flushed now, gleaming pink in the low light of her bedroom. Taylor stroked her, watching as Natalie’s hands fisted in the bedspread, her knees falling open, allowing Taylor better access.
She was so responsive, and it was so fucking hot.
Taylor explored her with her fingers, sliding through her folds until she found the spot she’d been looking for. Natalie jolted as Taylor’s fingers made contact with her clit, and she sucked in a rapid breath. Taylor parted her index and middle fingers, one on either side of Natalie’s clit, and then she stroked, sliding up and down, loving the way Natalie’s hips rocked beneath her, meeting Taylor’s movements as she sought more.
Natalie’s wetness slicked her fingers, and Taylor felt herself getting wet in response. She’d only intended to tease. If they only had one night, she wanted it to last, but as Natalie’s breath caught, her hips shifting restlessly to bring Taylor’s fingers into more direct contact with her clit, she realized Natalie was already close.
Taylor pressed her own thighs together. Her clit ached so fiercely, it was all she could do not to straddle Natalie’s thigh to get some friction. She should have expected this. The tension between them had been building for weeks, and they were both ready to break.
Maybe this first time would be faster than she’d planned, but Taylor would at least undress her first. She wanted to see Natalie, all of her. She withdrew her hand from Natalie’s underwear, causing her to whimper in protest. “It’s time to take this dress off.”
“Yes.” Natalie was already reaching for the zipper against her left side, lowering it with a faint hiss. Then Taylor helped her slide it up and over her head, revealing a matching pale-gray bra-and-panty set with lace trim. It was delicate and feminine but not overly frilly, just like Natalie.
“You’re stunning.” Taylor took her time running her gaze over Natalie’s body, loving every inch she’d uncovered. Without Hollywood airbrushing, Natalie’s skin was beautifully imperfect: a freckle here, a dimple there. Her arms and shins were bruised from a week of stunt work. She was surprisingly muscular, too, perhaps from all the training she’d done for Heart Attacked. Her biceps were toned, her thighs lean and powerful. Taylor imagined them clamped around her body, growing even more wet.
“Your turn.” Natalie sat up, reaching for Taylor’s shirt.
She raised her arms, letting Natalie tug it over her head, and then she shimmied out of her pants, followed by her bra and underwear. Natalie’s hungry gaze caressed her body, her bottom lip again pulled between her teeth. She reached out to cup Taylor’s breasts in her palms, her fingers warm and so soft against Taylor’s sensitive skin.
She’d been the one to set the pace, keeping things slow and teasing, but suddenly she was as impatient as Natalie. She pushed forward, unclasping Natalie’s bra and taking her breasts in her hands. She rolled Natalie’s nipples between her fingers, and Natalie cried out in pleasure.
Encouraged, Taylor dipped her head, taking one of those nipples in her mouth. She licked and sucked while Natalie whimpered beneath her until she started to wonder if Natalie could come just like this. Her hips were moving, even though she had nothing to press against, her eyes closed, head thrown back.
Taylor seized the momentum, pushing a hand into Natalie’s panties. Immediately, Natalie began grinding against her. Her arousal coated Taylor’s fingers as she gave her what she needed, stroking hard and fast, her thumb finding and circling Natalie’s clit.
“Just like that,” Natalie panted. “Please don’t stop.”
Taylor didn’t stop, sensing she’d pushed Natalie to her breaking point. Natalie’s movements became increasingly urgent, and in minutes, she tensed, mumbling “Yes, yes, yes!” as she spasmed in Taylor’s arms before flopping back against the pillow with a dazed smile on her face.
“I didn’t even finish undressing you yet,” Taylor teased, tugging Natalie’s panties down her legs as she did.
Natalie’s smile turned to a smirk. “Now you have. As it turns out, I was too hot for you to go slow tonight.” Her expression sobered, a hint of insecurity flickering over her features. “And . . . it’s not always like this for me, so . . .”
Taylor appreciated that admission for the gift it was, because she doubted it was something Natalie shared easily. She lowered herself to cover Natalie’s body with her own. “As it turns out, I’m pretty hot for you too. And I’m not quite finished with you yet.”



Chapter Twenty
Natalie’s body still tingled from the pleasure Taylor had given her, but she wasn’t satisfied, not yet. She had a feeling she could spend hours in bed with Taylor and still want more. Their attraction had been building for months. There was no way it could be extinguished with one orgasm.
It wasn’t always easy for Natalie to let her guard down during sex. She tended to tense up and push away the woman she was with, but so far, that didn’t seem to be a problem with Taylor. Their emotional connection ran as deep as the physical, and it made everything so much more arousing than she was used to.
Taylor was looking at her now, blonde hair mussed, a faint sheen of sweat glistening across her chest. Taylor’s lean, muscular frame was like a work of art to Natalie. She reached out, taking Taylor’s small, firm breasts in her hands. Taylor was straddling Natalie’s lap, and she arched her back to press herself more firmly into Natalie’s touch.
She slid a hand down Taylor’s toned stomach to the dark curls between her thighs, a reminder that she wasn’t a natural blonde. Her golden waves were a disguise, part of the plan to fool the world into thinking she was Natalie’s girlfriend. In this moment, with Taylor naked in her bed, Natalie didn’t want any of it to be fake.
She wished she could be the woman she presented to the world, a woman who no longer lived in the shadow of John Becker, a woman who’d found happiness—even love—with Taylor. That version of Natalie didn’t wake every morning to the aftershocks of a nightmare, didn’t live under lock and key and constant surveillance.
Natalie couldn’t vanquish that part of herself, but she could have this night. Her fingers slipped through Taylor’s wetness, causing them both to gasp. “Tell me what you want.”
“I want you inside me,” Taylor said, thrusting her hips for emphasis. “I want to ride your hand so I can look into your eyes when I come.”
“Yes.” Natalie felt a surge of heat at the thought. She pressed two fingers to Taylor’s entrance, groaning as Taylor sank onto them, engulfing Natalie’s fingers in her velvety heat. God, she loved the feel of a woman.
Taylor began to move, her hazel eyes blazing into Natalie’s. Natalie positioned her hand so Taylor could ride her thigh, each thrust sending her deeper while her palm ground against Taylor’s clit.
“Just like that,” Taylor panted as she rocked herself into Natalie. Her abs flexed as she moved, so irresistible that Natalie reached out with her free hand to touch them. She could feel the tension snaking through Taylor’s body as she grew closer to her release.
On impulse, Natalie skimmed her fingers up and down Taylor’s stomach, letting her nails scratch lightly at her skin, watching carefully for Taylor’s reaction. She growled, grinding harder. Encouraged, Natalie scraped her nails over Taylor’s thigh and around to her ass, where she gripped hard, pressing Taylor more firmly against her hand.
Taylor shuddered, her body gripping Natalie’s fingers. “Fuck, Nat. That’s so good.”
“I wish you could see what you look like right now.” Natalie gazed up at her in awe. She felt oddly powerful in this position, her own hips moving to Taylor’s rhythm, accentuating each thrust. Taylor’s hair hung messily over her face, her breasts bouncing, muscles flexing. “You’re so hot, I can hardly stand it.”
Indeed, Natalie was throbbing for her, just as powerfully aroused as she had been earlier, if not more so. Taylor’s more vigorous movements caused her thigh to bump against Natalie’s core, which only increased her arousal. It took restraint not to reach down and touch herself, to relieve the ache Taylor had ignited, but she wanted this moment to be about Taylor.
Natalie let her need fuel her as she hooked her fingers forward, rubbing against Taylor’s G-spot. Taylor jolted against her, releasing a hoarse “Fuck!” Natalie grinned, shifting so her palm pressed more firmly against Taylor’s clit. Her wetness slicked Natalie’s hand, filling the room with the slippery sound of her pleasure as she picked up the pace, her hands on Natalie’s shoulders to support herself.
“Come for me, Taylor.”
Taylor looked down at her, just as Natalie dug her fingernails into Taylor’s ass. Groaning, Taylor lost her rhythm, hips grinding erratically as her body pulsed around Natalie’s fingers. After several long seconds, she relaxed, lowering herself to give Natalie a deep, languorous kiss.
Natalie’s free hand slid up her back, damp now with sweat, faltering briefly as she encountered the scar from Taylor’s recent surgery. Taylor presented herself as if she were invincible, so strong she made Natalie’s knees weak, and yet, only a few months ago, that hadn’t been the case.
Natalie pressed her palm against Taylor’s back, drawing her down so their bodies rested together. They stayed like that while Taylor caught her breath, sharing hungry kisses as they explored each other’s bodies, arms and legs shifting, creating friction. Natalie could have stayed like this forever, with Taylor’s warm body covering hers, her thigh between Natalie’s, pressing just firmly enough to have her panting.
She arched her hips, pressing more firmly against Taylor’s thigh, and yes, that was the spot . . . Without warning, Taylor’s thigh disappeared, replaced by a hand on Natalie’s hip, stilling her movements.
“Hang on,” Taylor murmured between kisses. “I want to taste you.” She lifted her head, piercing Natalie with her gaze. “Do you want that?”
Her words sent a bolt of arousal straight to Natalie’s core, and fuck yes, she wanted that. She didn’t always let women go down on her. It was an intimate act, one that involved more trust than she felt for many of her partners. “Yes,” she gasped, nodding breathlessly. “Please, yes.”
Taylor gave her a wicked grin, and then she slid down Natalie’s body, trailing hot, wet kisses. Her tongue ravished Natalie’s breasts, swirling around her nipples until Natalie was writhing beneath her. Her breasts had always been sensitive, each stroke of Taylor’s tongue causing an answering throb in her clit.
She shifted her thighs together in a fruitless attempt to get some friction where she needed it, and God, she was so wet. Her thighs were slick with her arousal. To think she’d been worried she would be too tense to orgasm, when instead she was about to lose her mind before Taylor had even gotten her mouth on her.
Taylor kissed a hot, wet path down Natalie’s stomach, detouring to explore the tattoo on her left hip, a crescent moon surrounded by stars. “This is beautiful,” she murmured against Natalie’s skin.
“Thanks,” Natalie whispered, biting back the urge to beg Taylor to hurry up. Instead, she did her best to savor every delicious moment of anticipation. The insistent ache in her core gave her a shivery thrill, promising the kind of shattering release she hadn’t had in far too long. “God, Taylor.” She arched her back, mindless with need.
“Impatient, hmm?” Taylor smiled against her hip, lips curving over Natalie’s tattoo. “I love it, and I promise I’m going to make this worth the wait.”
“Mm,” Natalie moaned, lost for words as Taylor’s mouth neared the parts of her that were screaming to be touched. She couldn’t seem to get enough air in her lungs, every breath short and choppy, desperate.
Taylor’s breath gusted against her a moment before she pressed a surprisingly gentle kiss against Natalie’s clit. She jumped as if Taylor’s lips were a live wire, a jolt of pleasure surging through her veins.
Taylor settled between her thighs, her hands encouraging Natalie to drape her legs over her shoulders. She sank her fingers into Taylor’s hair as she complied, needing something to ground herself as the anticipation became almost unbearable.
“Please,” she gasped. “Taylor, please.”
And then Taylor’s mouth covered her completely, enveloping her in the most delicious heat and pleasure. Taylor’s tongue was everywhere, licking and flicking over her sensitive skin. Natalie could hear herself, gasping breaths and whimpers, and she was too aroused to care, too comfortable in Taylor’s presence to feel embarrassed at how needy she was. Her hips moved, meeting the pressure of Taylor’s mouth, driving her steadily toward release.
Taylor circled her entrance with a finger, then looked up to catch her eye. “This okay?”
Natalie nodded, then shook her head, too worked up to make sense. She felt herself tensing, her mind automatically checking out as it so often did during sex, before she remembered this was Taylor. Natalie could be honest with her. She was safe here, too . . . always safe with Taylor. “I don’t like it, actually.”
“Okay,” Taylor said easily, sliding her hand down to caress Natalie’s inner thigh.
She blew out a breath, trying to find the words to explain herself when her mind was a haze of arousal. “I don’t hate it, but penetration doesn’t really do anything for me. I prefer external stimulation.”
“And I love a woman who knows what she wants.” Taylor gave her thigh a reassuring squeeze. “Your wish is my command.” And with that, Taylor returned the full force of her mouth to Natalie’s clit as her hands roamed up and down her thighs, sending warm pleasure over her skin.
Taylor built her up slowly, retreating from her clit every now and then to give Natalie a moment to catch her breath, and then . . . when Natalie was a moaning, gasping mess, Taylor closed her lips over her clit and sucked. She kept up the suction as the tension that coiled in Natalie’s belly reached its breaking point, pleasure radiating from her core in hot waves.
Her whole body ignited, filling her with that indescribable feeling of bliss that comes with a powerful orgasm. And oh, this one was powerful. It was the kind of orgasm that left her limp and trembling afterward, aftershocks still pulsing in her core, her veins filled with warmth, every muscle relaxed.
She looked down at Taylor, who was lying on her belly between Natalie’s thighs, watching her with an awfully smug expression. And she ought to feel proud of herself because that had been amazing. It was also quite possibly the most emotionally intimate sex of Natalie’s life.

“When you said earlier that it’s not always like this for you, what did you mean?” Taylor stroked a hand through the chestnut depths of Natalie’s hair, realizing belatedly how intrusive her question was for someone as guarded as Natalie. “I’m sorry. That was really nosy of me.”
“No, you can ask.” Natalie watched her out of brown eyes that were calm, tranquil even. Maybe the most peaceful Taylor had ever seen her. “I meant . . . well, sometimes women come to my bed with certain expectations, you know? Like I’m larger than life, like . . . they’re more enamored with the idea of sleeping with Natalie Keane than sleeping with me. Sometimes it gets weird, like they’re almost too excited about touching me, or else they’re tiptoeing around like they’re afraid to touch me. It makes me feel awkward, which is a huge turnoff.”
“Jesus,” Taylor whispered. She’d been admiring Natalie’s imperfections while Natalie worried about being placed on a pedestal. “I think that would be a turnoff for anyone.”
Natalie gave her a soft smile. “I think I knew it wouldn’t be that way with you, but I never seem to be able to stop worrying completely. You’re different . . . in a good way.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Taylor wrapped an arm around Natalie’s waist, drawing her closer. They were both damp with sweat, their bodies warm where they touched. Taylor loved to cuddle after sex, even if she rarely got the chance to do so. It didn’t work with one-night stands, but this night—even if it was only one night—wasn’t that. This was more. She cared about Natalie, and Natalie cared, too, even if she was gun shy about relationships.
“You should, because it is a compliment.” Natalie was still staring at her with an expression so tender, it made Taylor’s chest feel too warm. “I like being with you, and . . . I like the way I feel when I’m with you.”
Her walls were down, and Taylor couldn’t resist the opportunity to get to know her better. “Can I ask another nosy question while I’m on a roll?” She pressed a teasing kiss to the tip of Natalie’s nose, making her giggle.
“Go for it, although I reserve the right not to answer, depending.”
“Fair enough. You also said tonight that you aren’t capable of a serious relationship, and I was just curious why not? You seem so loyal and not really into one-night stands anymore. You’re sort of a homebody when you’re not working. I can totally picture you settled at home with someone you love, so I was surprised you don’t want that.”
Natalie rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling. “I . . . I think you’re describing me through rose-colored glasses right now. I’m a woman who jumps at every shadow, who can’t even leave the house without a bodyguard beside her. Everyone I’ve dated since being kidnapped has very quickly gotten frustrated with me, and for good reason. I’m a mess, Taylor. I don’t think I’m suited to domesticity anymore. It’s better to know my own boundaries.”
Taylor turned that over for a moment. “I totally respect you for knowing your boundaries, and if you’re really happier on your own, I respect that too. I just think you might be selling yourself short, if your reasons for not dating are because of other people’s expectations. Yes, you’re complicated, but who isn’t? Have you seen a therapist to talk through any of this?”
Natalie sighed, sounding vaguely frustrated but not upset. “Very briefly, about five years ago. Jeremy convinced me to give it a try, but my schedule was so hectic, I gave up pretty quickly.”
“Therapy helped me a lot after I got out of the Army. It’s hard, opening up about painful things. I get it. I’ve been there, so I really do mean that, but it can make a world of difference. It could mean the difference between surviving and thriving.”
“That’s very . . . optimistic.” Natalie was still staring at the ceiling, and they weren’t touching anymore. She’d drawn away at some point, retreating from Taylor the more she pushed.
“I’m sorry.” Taylor reached out, taking one of Natalie’s hands in hers. “I didn’t mean to lecture you, especially after such a wonderful night. Therapy made a huge difference in my life, and I get enthusiastic about it, but that doesn’t give me the right to be preachy.”
But now she was wondering who had been there for Natalie after her kidnapping. She had a weird, distant relationship with the aunt and uncle who’d raised her, and Jeremy hadn’t come to LA until a few years later. Had she been all alone in those overwhelming days and weeks afterward, when the media scrutiny would have been so unbearable?
Taylor wanted to curse the women Natalie had dated who hadn’t been patient with her, hadn’t realized she was traumatized and needed time and support to heal. Taylor found herself wishing she’d known Natalie then, so she could have been there for her when she needed it most.
“What about you?” Natalie asked, ripping Taylor from her thoughts. “You mentioned you’d been in love once before, right? Is that something you want again?”
“Yeah.” Taylor cleared her throat. “While I was in the Army. Her name was Sonja. I was absolutely head over heels for her, but she ended up putting her career ahead of our relationship. She broke up with me to take a new post that came with a promotion.”
Natalie winced. “Ouch.”
“It hurt, and for a long time after that, I focused on my career, too, but lately, I’ve been thinking that, yes, I do want that again. I think I’m ready to fall in love.”

Natalie fell asleep in Taylor’s arms, and she woke the next morning, relaxed and sore in all the best places . . . not gasping from a nightmare. This was twice now that she’d woken beside Taylor, nightmare-free.
Her gaze landed on Taylor, sleeping peacefully beside her, one hand resting possessively on Natalie’s stomach. Her chest tightened, panic gripping her, because she liked Taylor so much. Too much. In that moment, Natalie wanted to wrap herself around the warm safety of Taylor’s body and never let her go, but they’d agreed this would only be one night.
Taylor was a strong, independent woman. She spent her days with Natalie now because it was her job, but that wouldn’t always be the case. Taylor wouldn’t want to stay locked in Natalie’s fortress once their contract was up. She craved an adventurous lifestyle, while Natalie lived in constant fear.
Hot tears pressed behind Natalie’s eyes. She slipped out from under Taylor’s arm and went into the bathroom. When she returned to the bedroom, Taylor was watching her from the bed, her expression too tender for Natalie to handle right now. She’d never been more grateful for her dogs, who were scampering around the bedroom.
“I have to take Luna and Orion out.” Natalie hated how stilted she sounded. Hurriedly, she put on her robe and slippers, then left the bedroom without looking back.
Downstairs, she turned on the espresso machine while the dogs were outside. Her stomach was churning, and her chest ached. She wished she were still in bed with Taylor. She wished she were a person who could stay in bed with her lover without panicking in the light of day. If only she didn’t want so much more than she could have.
She turned at the sound of Orion tapping his paw against the patio door to find Taylor in the kitchen, quietly watching Natalie. Natalie averted her eyes. Yep. This was awkward. She slipped past Taylor to let the dogs back in.
“Want to go for a jog?” Taylor asked.
She glanced at Taylor, noticing that she was dressed for a run. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, leaving a few strands around her face that weren’t quite long enough to stay in place. It was cute, not that she thought Taylor would enjoy being referred to that way. “No, thanks. The photographers are still out there, remember?”
“What if we go somewhere else? I know some great running trails where you might be less recognizable than here on your street. Put on sunglasses and a baseball cap, and you’re just another brunette out for a jog. We could even have Tommy join us if you want.”
“Believe it or not, I’m sometimes more recognizable when I’m with him,” Natalie told her. “There are so many paparazzi shots of him with me. A lot of my fans think he’s hot.”
Taylor threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, I’m going to give him such shit about this. We could have him hang back and jog behind us?”
Natalie was staring at her throat, remembering how the skin there had tasted beneath her tongue, salty with sweat. “Maybe,” she conceded. Some fresh air might be good for her, especially after last night. She was still crawling with discomfort over how to handle herself around Taylor now that they’d had sex.
“I’ll call Tommy and see what he says.” Taylor looked like she wanted to say something else, her eyes scrutinizing Natalie even more intently than usual, but then she walked into the living room with her phone.
Natalie turned her attention to the espresso machine because, jog or not, she needed caffeine. She’d just finished making two lattes when Taylor came back, still looking unfairly cute with that bouncy ponytail. How was Natalie supposed to keep her hands to herself when Taylor looked like that?
“Tommy was just about to go for a jog, so he’s in. We think the Corral Canyon Loop would be good, not too crowded but also not too remote. I hate to say it, but maybe leave the dogs at home? They’re pretty recognizable too. I could take them out later to make up for it.”
“Okay,” Natalie acquiesced.
An hour later, she was jogging beside Taylor along a shrub-lined trail. It was well populated with other joggers and people out for an easy hike, but as Taylor had predicted, no one noticed Natalie. She had on a nondescript black baseball cap and sunglasses, no makeup, and she looked like every other jogger out here.
Her sneakers thumped lightly against the packed dirt, and she was surprised how good she felt. A long jog had always lifted her spirits, and the change of scenery really helped. Once they got home, she’d have to spend the rest of the day learning lines and dealing with residual awkwardness with Taylor, but in this moment, she could empty her brain and just . . . run.
Next to her, Taylor paused, then crouched to retie one of her sneakers. Natalie stopped, too, taking a drink of water and trying not to admire the way sweat glistened on Taylor’s tanned skin. Her gaze drifted to Taylor’s shoulder blades, which flexed as she straightened.
One second Natalie was lusting over Taylor’s shoulders, the next, Taylor had stumbled into her with a grunt like she’d had the breath knocked out of her. “Okay?” Natalie asked, steadying her with a hand against the damp skin she’d just been admiring.
“Fine.” Taylor stepped away from her, but she obviously wasn’t fine. She was bent forward strangely, her face tight with pain.
Icy fear slid down Natalie’s spine, settling in the pit of her stomach. She glanced around frantically. Had someone done something? Injured Taylor while aiming for Natalie? Her whole body went tight. “What happened? Taylor . . .”
“Tweaked my back.” Taylor pressed a hand against it. “I just need a minute.”
“Oh.” Relief overwhelmed her before she remembered the scar she’d felt beneath her fingers last night. Taylor wasn’t supposed to still have pain from that injury, was she? “What can I do? Do you need to sit down?”
Without warning, Taylor doubled forward, then dropped to her hands and knees in the dirt. Sour fear filled Natalie’s stomach all over again as she crouched beside her. “Fuck,” Taylor grumbled.
“I’ll call Tommy,” Natalie decided, not sure what else to do. She sure as hell couldn’t carry Taylor out of here the way Taylor had done when she’d been injured. Before she could get her phone out of the pocket on her leggings, though, a pair of male joggers stopped to help.
“Everything okay?” one of them asked, looking at Taylor with concern.
Natalie gulped, swallowing her fear. “We’re okay. She tweaked her back.” She moved closer to Taylor, although she wasn’t sure which one of them she was protecting. “Think you can sit against that tree over there?”
“Just need a minute.” Taylor was still on her hands and knees, and that fact alone terrified Natalie, because Taylor was the type to downplay her pain. She’d get up and muscle through this if she could, which meant something was badly wrong.
Natalie pulled out her phone and sent an SOS text to Tommy, telling him where to find them. Then she rested a hand on Taylor’s shoulder, feeling the tension there. Natalie was just as tense, aware the two joggers were still nearby, watching. “Talk to me. How can I help?”
Taylor gritted her teeth, visibly embarrassed at her predicament, and Natalie felt for her. This must be hard for someone whose job required her to be strong and in control at all times. “If you put your hands under my arms, I think I can stand up,” she said finally.
“Okay.” Natalie crouched beside her, placing her hands as Taylor had indicated.
“On three, I want you to lift as hard as you can, okay?”
“Yes.” Natalie braced herself. Luckily for Taylor, the training she’d done for Heart Attacked had left her in the best physical shape of her life.
“One, two . . . three.”
Natalie surged upward, bringing Taylor with her. Her thighs burned as they bore the brunt of her effort, but as she straightened, Natalie slammed into something unexpected—a body, someone she hadn’t known was there. Was she being attacked? Natalie held in a scream as the impact sent her and Taylor sprawling into the dirt.



Chapter Twenty-One
Natalie sprawled across Taylor in the dirt, not sure who had knocked her down or why. She’d narrowly avoided bashing her forehead into the back of Taylor’s head in the fall, but now she was lying on top of her. Had she hurt Taylor even more? Natalie scrambled backward onto her knees. Who did this to them? Her skin tingled, fear prickling between her shoulder blades. Surely not Becker . . .
“The fuck?” Taylor rolled over with a grimace.
“Sorry, I don’t know what . . .” Natalie turned her head and looked up . . . right into a cell phone, which was presumably filming her and Taylor. The woman behind the phone let out a squeal as she locked eyes with Natalie.
“Oh my God, it is you! Natalie Keane! This is so exciting!”
“This is not a good time.” Natalie let every bit of her frustration come through in her tone. That woman, leaning over Natalie to film her without her knowledge, had knocked her and Taylor into the dirt. She might have further injured Taylor. At least it hadn’t been malicious, but still, a line had been crossed. “Please put that phone away.”
“Yeah. Can’t you see her friend is injured?” someone else said. “Have some respect, lady.”
“That’s not her friend. It’s her girlfriend, Taylor. Don’t you follow the headlines?” The woman’s phone was still aimed at Natalie. “Could I get a picture with you?”
Natalie waved a dismissive hand in the woman’s direction before turning to Taylor, who was flat on her back on the side of the trail now, her expression grim. Natalie’s stomach clenched with a new kind of fear because the crowd around them was growing, and Taylor couldn’t protect her. The situation could quickly become dangerous.
Taylor motioned for her to lean down, then whispered in Natalie’s ear, “Have you called Tommy?”
Natalie nodded. “He should be here in a couple of minutes.”
“Good. When he gets here, you need to go with him. Get out of here quickly, Nat. This scene is about to get out of control.”
Natalie shivered, glancing over her shoulder again. At least a dozen people had crowded around them now, although the two men who’d stopped first seemed to have appointed themselves as impromptu crowd control, ushering the others back, a fact Natalie was intensely grateful for. Several phones were pointed in her direction.
“Don’t be silly. I’m not leaving you.” Natalie reached out, brushing a lock of hair from Taylor’s face. This was . . . she wasn’t sure what it was. She wasn’t sure what they were right now. Two women who’d shared a memorable night together? Natalie’s heart screamed more no matter how hard she tried not to listen. “Your back . . . What’s going on?”
“I don’t know.” Taylor looked marginally more comfortable now that she was on the ground. “Tweaked something, and my whole back seized up.”
“I’m so sorry.” Natalie reached for her hand, gripping it between her own. “Tommy will be here any minute, and then we’ll figure out what to do. Do you think you’ll be able to walk once he’s here?”
“Yeah. I’d be up now if that woman hadn’t knocked us over, trying to get the best angle for her photos.” She sounded as angry as Natalie felt.
“I’m sorry. My life is a circus.” She resisted the urge to glare at the woman again. As much as the woman deserved it, Natalie would be the one who ended up looking like an asshole on social media, berating a fan.
“Absolutely nothing that’s happening right now is your fault,” Taylor said, her voice pitched low and somehow sounding protective as hell, despite being flat on her back and unable to get up. “This is all me. I . . . I can’t fucking believe . . .” She drifted off, jaw clenched.
“You’re human, Taylor. It happens. I was down for the count recently, too, with my concussion, remember? And you reminded me that it was nothing to be embarrassed about.” Impulsively, she leaned down and kissed Taylor’s cheek. Natalie was kneeling in the dirt, Taylor’s hand still clasped in hers, momentarily distracted from their predicament by the way the sunlight brought out the green flecks in Taylor’s eyes.
So beautiful.
Someone shouted Natalie’s name, breaking the spell. The crowd sounded bigger now. A steady buzz of conversation filled the air, mixed with the unmistakable sound of photos being taken. More people were calling her name. She ignored them, keeping her focus on Taylor.
Any attempt she made to engage with the crowd would only make it worse. Still, the back of her neck prickled, an uncomfortable feeling like she’d turned her back to a threat, like she couldn’t see the blow that was about to fall.
Hurry up, Tommy.
“Excuse me, ma’am?” The male voice was unsettlingly close.
Natalie flinched, then looked hesitantly over her shoulder. One of the joggers who’d been keeping the crowd at bay was crouched behind her. She relaxed, just a bit. “Yes?”
“Just wondering if you wanted a hand getting your friend back on her feet?”
“Um . . .” She looked to Taylor for guidance. “What do you think, Taylor?”
“I’d love a hand.” Taylor’s voice was steady and commanding, the way she usually sounded, which was more reassuring than Natalie had anticipated. “Her bodyguard will be here momentarily, but the sooner I’m back on my feet, the better.”
“Gotcha,” the man said. “I’m Tamir. That’s my buddy Jamal over there. We’ve been doing what we can to give you some personal space.”
“I saw that, and I really appreciate it,” Taylor told him.
“You two have been lifesavers,” Natalie added. Whenever she inadvertently caused a scene like this, there was always a loud, pushy majority, but there were also people like Jamal and Tamir who respected her privacy and, in some cases, even helped to protect it. She’d make sure Tommy got their contact information so she could thank them properly.
“Just trying to be a decent human,” Tamir said with a shrug. “I can’t believe the way those people are acting while you’re dealing with a health thing. How ’bout I start by getting you to a sitting position?”
“Sounds good,” Taylor agreed.
Tamir got his hands beneath her and easily lifted her to a sitting position. Taylor gritted her teeth but made no comment about the pain. “Spasms?” Tamir asked, sounding sympathetic.
“Maybe.” Taylor grimaced. “Had surgery to remove a bone spur a few months ago, and I tweaked something just now when I bent over to tie my shoe.”
“I hear that,” Tamir said with a nod. “Back injuries are no joke. My dad went through something similar a few years ago. Okay, I’m going to grip your hands and lift. You just follow my lead and let momentum do its thing.”
“Got it,” Taylor said. She’d flinched ever so slightly when Tamir compared her to his dad, and Natalie had to bite back a laugh. Yes, the guy helping them probably wasn’t much more than twenty, while she and Taylor were pushing forty, but the inference that they were his dad’s age stung.
Tamir tugged while Taylor got her feet underneath herself, and in seconds she was standing. She looked tense and was clearly in pain, but she was up. Natalie brushed dirt off Taylor’s back, and then Tommy came bursting through the crowd, to Natalie’s enormous relief.
“Everyone back,” he bellowed, extending his arms as he ushered people on their way. “Time to move along. You need to clear this path, now.” His tone left no room for argument, but even so, people lingered, trying to get one last photo.
Natalie approached Jamal and Tamir. “Thank you both so much. This could have gotten so much uglier if you hadn’t been here.” She shook both their hands and, at Jamal’s shy request, took a selfie with them too. She didn’t mind greeting fans or taking selfies. She minded when people overstepped boundaries or made her feel unsafe. Jamal and Tamir had done the opposite of that.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Tommy watching, making sure everything was okay. He’d already checked in with Taylor, who looked grumpy but relieved. Natalie motioned him over. Tamir and Jamal appeared young and athletic. Taking a gamble, she asked, “Sports fans? What’s your favorite team?”
“The Lakers, no doubt,” Tamir replied with a smile. “You a basketball fan?”
“Only a casual fan, I’m afraid, but I’m going to send you tickets to a game as a thank-you. Tommy, these two did an amazing job keeping the crowd under control until you got here. Can you get their details for me?”
She quickly excused herself to rejoin Taylor, who was standing with one hand propped against a nearby tree trunk. “Hey. You okay?”
Taylor scowled. “Other than completely abandoning my duties, leaving you unprotected, and ruining our jog? Yeah, totally fine.”
Natalie sighed. “You did none of those things. You aren’t a robot, Taylor. Shit happens, and luckily Jamal and Tamir stepped in to help. Nothing bad happened to me, see? I’m fine. Right now, it’s you I’m worried about.”
Taylor pressed her lips together in a grim line. She was obviously upset with herself, and Natalie could understand that. Taylor placed a lot of value in her physical strength. This was a blow. Natalie rested a supportive hand on Taylor’s shoulder.
Soon, Tommy joined them. Tamir and Jamal called goodbyes as they moved off along the trail. There were a few bystanders still gawking at them, but most of the crowd had dispersed since Tommy’s arrival.
“All right. Let’s get you two back to the car before you cause any more of a spectacle.” Tommy’s words were gruff, but his eyes twinkled with humor. “Nat, can you come around on Taylor’s other side? That way we can catch her if she seizes up again, so she doesn’t go down.”
“Yep.” Natalie moved to stand on Taylor’s right side as Tommy took the left.
“Bullshit,” Taylor protested, clenching her fists when she was unable to lift her arm high enough to push Natalie away. “We should be flanking Natalie, not this.”
“Pfft.” Natalie stepped in close. “This time, I’m protecting you.”

Taylor was going to punch a hole through the wall. Well, she would if she could throw a punch without searing pain. After an excruciating walk back to the car, Tommy had dropped Natalie at home before driving Taylor straight to the Sterling staff doctor.
Dr. Shi had ordered a CT scan, which revealed a slight bulge in the disc between Taylor’s L5 and S1 vertebrae, the cause of her current pain and a probable indication that she’d pushed herself too hard since the surgery. He’d written her a prescription for muscle relaxants and sent her home for three days’ mandatory rest, to be followed by another evaluation.
He feared the bulging disc could worsen or even rupture, requiring yet more surgery, if she didn’t make some lifestyle changes. Lifestyle changes? Her job demanded peak physical fitness and strength. Spinal fusion surgery would restrict the range of motion in her back, which could be career ending. And where did that leave her? Her parents still depended on her financial support.
Taylor had only ever had two jobs: as a soldier and as a bodyguard. She had no other skills, couldn’t even imagine what else she’d want to do with her life. Without the ability to protect, Taylor didn’t even know who she was. And Natalie . . .
What would happen to her if Taylor couldn’t fulfill the rest of their contract? Who was with her now? Was she home alone? Taylor didn’t think there was a current threat to Natalie’s safety. There had been no sign of Becker returning to his old ways. Natalie’s security system was top of the line; plus she had the dogs and her panic room. She was safe, but was she afraid?
Taylor couldn’t bear it if Natalie was left alone and scared because her stupid back had failed her today. And so, propped up in bed with an absurd number of pillows, she pulled her cell phone close and tapped out a text.
Taylor: Did Javi send someone to replace me for the next few days?
Natalie: No, but I’m fine. How are you? You could have stayed here while you recover so I could help you and bring you things, you know
Taylor: That’s not your job
Natalie: . . .
Those dots appeared and disappeared several times. This was murky territory for both of them. They’d agreed it would only be one night. Technically, Taylor was just her bodyguard, and allowing Natalie to care for her while she recuperated was something else entirely.
Taylor: I’m fine, really, and you’ll be working most of the time I’m recuperating anyway. I’ll see you Thurs morning, k?
Natalie: I guess so, but take care of yourself. I mean it
She followed the text with several hearts and the emoji with its hands extended like it was giving a hug. And there went Taylor’s traitorous heart, falling for her just a little bit more.
And yet . . .
Natalie had been distant this morning, almost cold. In the privacy of her home, she’d barely even looked at Taylor. Then she’d put on a show for the watching crowd on the trail, acting like a concerned and caring girlfriend.
Taylor couldn’t blame her. Natalie was behaving exactly the way they’d agreed. The problem was Taylor’s. This wasn’t fun and games for her anymore. Her feelings were real now, and she knew how it felt to have her heart broken. Natalie had been clear that she didn’t want a relationship, so Taylor needed to do what she could to keep her distance emotionally until their contract ended.
She’d let yesterday go to her head. That romantic stroll on the beach, followed by dinner with her parents, the evening in the observatory, and the sizzling night in Natalie’s bed had all been perfect, but it was over now, and Taylor would be smart to remember that.

Natalie wished she’d made her Monday-morning latte a triple. Two shots of espresso weren’t cutting it. Three might not have been enough. Her eyes were gritty after a mostly sleepless night, and she felt restless and jumpy. It was pathetic that a night home alone without Taylor left her feeling this way. What would she do when their contract ended?
Sterling had offered to send someone else to stay with her until Taylor returned, but she’d declined. She had to start getting used to being on her own again. Worse, she wasn’t even sure what she was scared of at this point. Did she really think Becker was going to come after her again? Or was she just . . . missing Taylor?
“—come over tonight? Nat, are you even listening to me?”
She shook her head, giving Jeremy an apologetic look. “Sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night. What did you say?”
He mock-scowled at her as he drove the golf cart from the car to her trailer. “I thought maybe you and I could hang out tonight since Taylor’s out of commission and Cory’s working late, but obviously you’re just as obsessed with her even when she’s not here.”
That snapped Natalie back to her senses in a hurry. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’ve barely seen my best friend in two months except at work! You’re obviously smitten with her, maybe more than that. Honestly, I’ve never seen you go all heart eyes for a woman the way you are with Taylor. What’s going on with you two?”
“Nothing.” She was proud of how even her tone was.
But Jeremy scoffed. “That might be the biggest lie you’ve ever told me.”
“Fine.” She exhaled, flipping a strand of hair out of her face. “There’s . . . an attraction.”
“And?” He darted a glance at her, his expression daring her to lie a second time.
“And we hooked up, okay? Is that what you want to hear?” She didn’t sound calm now. She could hear the hysteria creeping into her voice. “It was just one night, just to get it out of our systems.”
“Yeah, and how’s that working out for you?”
“I don’t fucking know!” Her voice kept rising. With anyone else, she’d have tried harder to rein herself in, but this was Jeremy. Maybe she needed to vent about this with him. “She hurt her back right after and moved out for a few days.”
“Oh my God.” Jeremy’s foot lurched on the pedal, jolting her on her seat. “Is that what happened? You threw her back out doing kinky shit in bed?” He whistled, long and low.
“What? No! She hurt her back while we were jogging.”
“Mm-hmm, that’s what she said. I’m definitely inviting myself over tonight to get the whole scoop. I can bring takeout from our favorite sushi place. What do you say?”
“Yeah. I’d like that.”
“Good. You two made quite a splash on the gossip pages yesterday with your little jogging mishap. The general consensus is that your girlfriend is hot as fuck. ‘Abs for days,’ the lesbians are saying, and they love how smitten you obviously are, the way you hovered over her while she was on the ground.”
“I was worried. It was scary.”
“And you reacted like her girlfriend, not like the celebrity she’s protecting.” He raised his eyebrows at her.
“She’s supposed to be my girlfriend when we’re in public!”
“And were you thinking about that at the time, or is it a convenient excuse after the fact?”
She had no comeback, because Jeremy was right. She hadn’t been thinking about their contract. She’d seen Taylor in pain, and she’d reacted, simple as that.
“That’s what I thought.” He gave her a knowing smile. “Can’t wait to unpack this with you later, but unfortunately for both of us, you’ve got a long day ahead. The set’s going to be buzzing this week. Noelle Dara’s here.”
“Oh, that’s right.” Natalie had known Noelle was coming this week, but it snuck up on her with everything else going on.
Jeremy pulled up in front of her trailer. “Need anything else before you head to hair and makeup?”
“Nope.” She climbed off the golf cart.
“Later!” With a wave, he drove off.
Natalie let herself into her trailer and closed the door behind her with a sigh. Today was going to be a struggle. She’d done long days on little sleep before—too many times to count, really—but she felt more depleted than usual. Nothing brought her down faster than fear, and last night—irrational or not—she’d been afraid.
As Jeremy had predicted, her day was long and exhausting. She filmed an action sequence that left her filthy and in need of a shower by lunchtime, which led to yet another visit to the hair-and-makeup trailer. Ali popped in during her break to ask where Taylor was, and when she left, Natalie noticed Tommy lingering outside to give her a quick kiss.
Interesting.
Taylor had been right about that. As long as it didn’t interfere with his job, Natalie didn’t mind. She trusted his professionalism. The truth was, he didn’t have much to do on set all day.
With a sigh, Natalie headed to the soundstage. She stood quietly outside studio C, where Noelle was filming a solo scene in which her character strode across a long wooden bridge, looking like an absolute badass. Noelle was playing Penny Heart’s former mentor, the elite assassin Penny had been told to kill, prompting her to take down the whole organization instead. Of course, what would look like a bridge over turbulent water in the finished movie was mostly green screen today.
Noelle wore a sleek red dress, her long black hair billowing behind her, thanks to the wind machine. She walked with the swagger of a woman who knew her worth, who owned every room she walked into. A legend. Noelle had been born in California, but she’d lived primarily in London for the last ten years or so, and Natalie thought it suited her. Noelle had always seemed too refined, too posh, for this town.
The red light above the door went out, indicating they were no longer filming, and Natalie stepped farther into the room. She’d be filming with Noelle tomorrow, something she’d been looking forward to since she signed on for this movie.
“Natalie!” Noelle exclaimed, coming toward her with arms outstretched.
“Noelle. It’s great to see you.”
They met for a delicate hug, careful not to mess up their hair or makeup.
“We should get dinner while I’m in town. What do you say? I’d love to catch up.” Noelle regarded her, one hand still on Natalie’s shoulder.
“Absolutely,” Natalie agreed, pushing down the niggling discomfort over the idea of going out before Taylor was back. She still had Tommy, and he’d kept her safe for years now.
“Wednesday evening after filming? I believe I’m on the schedule until seven.”
“Same. In fact, we have a scene together that evening.”
“Perfect.” Noelle’s brown eyes sparkled. “Two Oscar-nominated actresses? Perhaps we can whip that scene into shape and finish early.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
On Wednesday evening, Natalie sat across from Noelle in a private corner of the patio at Ardor, surrounded by lush foliage with an open bottle of wine between them. They had indeed wrapped their final scene together early, and now they were out to dinner. Noelle looked stunning in black slacks and a red-and-black-patterned top. Red was definitely her color.
“What’s up next for you?” Natalie asked once they’d placed their orders. There was a vague itchiness between her shoulder blades, the urge to look over her shoulder and make sure no one was there, even though she knew there was nothing behind her but plants. They’d requested the most private table in the restaurant, and Tommy stood against the wall nearby, keeping watch.
This was Natalie’s first time in a public restaurant since the day Becker was released, and she felt Taylor’s absence more acutely than ever. Not only did she feel safer when Taylor was around, she just enjoyed being with her.
“I’ve got another movie lined up,” Noelle said, answering Natalie’s question. “It’s a period drama set during World War II where I’ll play a female spy, which is exciting, and then . . . well, there’s some talk about bringing Due Diligence back for a revival season.”
“Oh wow. Is that something you want to do?” Natalie asked. Due Diligence had been an enormously popular network drama in the early 2000s, starring Noelle and another actress, Britt Wilder. The two had famously not gotten along. In fact, rumors about how much they hated each other had become almost as legendary as the show. After it ended, Noelle had gone on to achieve broader fame in movies and onstage in London’s West End. “Returning to television, that is?”
“I’m torn.” Noelle shrugged. “As I’m sure you know, things between Britt and me weren’t always easy. I’d need to see a script to decide whether it would be worth it. We left those characters in a place I was happy with. I’d hate to change it without a good reason.”
“I totally get that. The World War II spy movie sounds amazing, though.”
“Thank you.” Noelle sipped her wine and tipped her glass toward Natalie. “And you? What’s up next for you after Heart Attacked wraps?”
“That’s a good question, actually.” Natalie shrugged. It was unlike her not to have something lined up. “I haven’t been very excited about the last few scripts my manager sent over, but I’m hoping this Oscar nomination will bring some exciting opportunities my way.”
“I’m sure it will,” Noelle said with a decisive nod. “I’ve always admired an actor who’s choosy about their career, not jumping at every role they’re offered but selecting the ones they’re passionate about, ones that will elevate their craft. That’s what separates the good actors from the great ones, in my opinion, and you, Natalie, are one of the greats.”
Natalie never blushed, never, but her cheeks warmed beneath the unexpected pleasure of such a heady compliment from one of her idols. “Thank you. That means a lot, especially coming from someone who is definitely one of the greats.”
“It’s the truth,” Noelle said. “Now, tell me about this new woman of yours. Taylor, is it? Where is she tonight?”
“She’s home recuperating after she injured her back.” Discomfort twisted in Natalie’s stomach at the implied lie. She and Noelle were alone here, and Noelle was famously discreet about her private life, so there was no need for her to be part of the ruse. “But she’s, ah, she’s not actually my girlfriend.”
Noelle’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose. “No? Do tell.”
“She’s a bodyguard, extra security for me since Becker’s release. She’s just been posing as my girlfriend in public so the world won’t know how insecure I am.” Was she blushing again? This was unheard of.
“Why would it be admitting an insecurity that you need extra protection right now?” Noelle asked, unruffled by Natalie’s confession. Did anything ruffle this woman? She sipped from her wine, watching Natalie closely.
“Because it’s been eight years since Becker stalked and kidnapped me, and I’m still not over it. He hasn’t even contacted me since he got out. Most people think I’m overreacting, wanting someone with me around the clock.”
Noelle’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Never apologize for whatever you need to feel safe, Natalie, especially if that pushback is coming from men. We women face so many threats every damn day, from lecherous directors, overzealous paparazzi, random people on the streets. No price is too high for your peace of mind, if you ask me.”
“I agree,” Natalie said on a sigh. “It’s just . . . gotten complicated.”
“As in, you have real feelings for Taylor?” Noelle asked, alarmingly astute.
“I think I might. The attraction is definitely there, but . . .”
“But what?” Noelle asked. “You’re out. The world already thinks she’s your girlfriend. Why not just date her for real?”
It sounded so simple when she put it that way. “I don’t do well with serious relationships, to be honest. Women tend to get fed up with my paranoid tendencies, or I sabotage things before they can get too serious because I’m afraid of . . . I don’t even know what.” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I’m a terrible girlfriend.”
“It sounds like you’re frightened, not terrible. Have you spoken to anyone? Professionally, I mean.” Noelle’s gaze was steady, her tone even, no hint of judgment or condescension.
“Briefly, but basically . . . no.” That was two people now—two people she respected—who’d suggested therapy. Natalie didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or grateful.
“I’ve been seeing a therapist for years, and she’s helped me work through a lot. It’s all very discreet, if that’s your concern. A good therapist might be able to help you overcome your fears, if you want a real chance with Taylor . . . or even if you don’t.”
“Oh, I . . .” Natalie felt too hot, and the red wine wasn’t helping. Her hand shook as she set down her glass.
“Do you love her?” Noelle asked.
“I . . .” Did she? Natalie’s heart felt funny, like it was beating in the wrong direction, throwing her off balance. She thought of how safe she felt with Taylor in her bed, how happy she’d felt sharing her observatory with her, how empty the house felt without her. “I don’t . . .”
Noelle nodded as if Natalie had answered her question. “And how is this fake-girlfriend arrangement going to play out if you don’t say anything?”
“She’s gone at the beginning of April. I’ll announce that we broke up. Our contract was for three months.”
Noelle stared into the ruby depths of her wineglass, something heavy in her expression, and Natalie had no idea what had happened, what she’d done wrong.
“Noelle . . .”
She looked up at Natalie, her eyes sharp. “I’m going to tell you a story. Something very private. I trust you’ll keep it between us.”
“Of course.” Natalie’s heart beat even faster at the intense look on Noelle’s face.
“I’ve only been in love once, and I walked away . . . out of fear. And I’ve regretted it ever since.” The raw anguish in her eyes took Natalie’s breath away.
“My God. I’m sorry.” She tried to remember the various men Noelle had been linked to throughout her career. None of them had seemed very serious, but then again, Natalie didn’t know her well enough to truly say. “Who? If you don’t mind my asking.”
“Britt Wilder.”
“Holy shit,” Natalie gasped. Never in her wildest dreams . . . the animosity between Noelle and Britt was rumored to have ended the show. “You and Britt? You . . . you’re not straight? Sorry, I’m rambling.” She mimed zipping her lips.
Noelle gave her an amused half smile. “Come on now, Natalie. You honestly never suspected?”
“Honestly? Never.” Natalie’s gaydar had gotten rusty since she’d moved to Hollywood. Everyone here wore so many masks. It was hard to tell what was real and what was just for show.
“We were madly in love,” Noelle said, her voice low. “Those were the most wonderful years of my life, but . . . she was ready to come out, and I wasn’t. It was a different time then. The show was coming to an end, and I had big dreams. I wanted to become a movie star, and I didn’t think I could do that if the world knew I was a lesbian.”
Natalie reached for her hand. “Noelle, I’m so sorry.”
“I ended it.” Noelle’s eyes were moist now, but her voice didn’t waver. “And yes, the final season was contentious. Our friction was palpable to everyone, including the viewers. I walked away from the woman I loved for the sake of my career, and was it worth it? Well, I achieved all my professional dreams, and then some. Was that worth losing her?”
“Only you can answer that,” Natalie responded reflexively, although the truth was written all over Noelle’s remorseful face.
“I see her out and about, at events and whatnot.” Noelle lifted her wineglass and swirled it, again staring into the dregs of her wine. “Sometimes she has a woman on her arm, sometimes a man. She’s out there, living her truth. Happy. Successful. And I’m alone, imprisoned by the fear of living my truth, of being out to the world. So no, it wasn’t worth it, but I don’t see how it could have turned out any differently. I am who I am, after all.”
“We’re all constrained by the limits of what makes us who we are,” Natalie mused, but what did that say about her? Was she imprisoned by her fear? It was a different fear than the one constraining Noelle but no less paralyzing.
If she found a way past her fear, could she have a real chance with Taylor?
She was still thinking about her conversation with Noelle when she got home later that evening. After three glasses of wine, she was tipsy and contemplative. No doubt, she’d wind up in her observatory, pondering life while she stared into the depths of the universe.
She stepped through the front door and locked it behind her, then reset the alarm. “Hi, guys.” She crouched to greet the dogs, who were bouncing enthusiastically around her legs. Melinda would have fed them and let them out before she left, so they weren’t desperate for anything but her affection.
Seeing their exuberant faces sealed her decision to go to the observatory, just as soon as she’d changed. She started toward the stairs when movement caught her eye from the living room, a tall person dressed all in black walking toward her.
Natalie stumbled backward, fear prickling over her skin, before she realized it was Taylor.
“Hey,” Taylor said, leaning against the doorjamb.
Natalie pressed a hand to her chest. “You scared me.”
Taylor looked puzzled. “Sorry. I texted to let you know I was coming back this evening. Didn’t you get it?”
“I . . . I guess I didn’t check my phone after I left work.” She stepped closer, her pulse still racing, although not from fear any longer. Now, her senses were attuned to Taylor, her body reacting the way it always seemed to when they were in the same room. Was that love? Something close to it, anyway.
And suddenly, Natalie wanted to beat her fears, whether that meant therapy or more self-defense courses. She wanted to be better. She wanted to fight for a chance with Taylor.
Taylor’s gaze swept up and down Natalie’s form, her lips twisting into a slight frown. “I thought you’d been kept late at the studio. Where were you? Did you go out with someone?”

Taylor took in Natalie’s appearance with a sinking sense of dread. She wore a slinky green dress that clung in all the right places, her hair falling over her shoulders in carefully styled waves. Her lips were painted red, her eyes smoky and dark, and there was something about the looseness of her movements that made Taylor think she’d been drinking.
She’d obviously been out . . . without Taylor, which seemed entirely out of character for her. Had she gotten lonely and gone on a date? It sounded absurd, but the evidence was staring Taylor in the face. She’d rushed back to Natalie’s house early, worried she was frightened being here alone, and here Natalie was, fresh from a night on the town as if she didn’t miss Taylor at all. The realization hit her like a punch to the gut.
But Natalie was shaking her head, sending another wave of hair into her face. It was just messy enough to make Taylor yearn to sink her fingers deep in those silky depths. “I went to dinner with Noelle Dara. She’s filming her scenes for Heart Attacked this week.”
Definitely not a date, then. As far as Taylor knew, Noelle was straight, although she’d always wondered. She pinged on Taylor’s gaydar just strongly enough to make her suspect Noelle might be one of Hollywood’s many closeted leading ladies. Date or not, Natalie had never taken Taylor to a fancy dinner after filming. “That sounds nice.”
“It was.” Natalie had closed the distance between them, still watching Taylor with those intense brown eyes. “She was one of my idols when I was starting out, so it was really wonderful to go to dinner and just . . . chat.” Natalie reached for her, hands settling on Taylor’s waist, but—
Taylor pressed her palms over Natalie’s hands, holding them in place. “What are you doing?”
“Touching you.” Natalie’s voice was breathless now, desire written blatantly on her face.
“We agreed it would just be one night,” Taylor reminded her, lobbing the ball into Natalie’s court to try to get a read on what she was feeling. Because Taylor was confused. Aroused, but confused.
“I know, but . . .” Natalie exhaled, her fingers gripping Taylor’s hips. “I care about you, Taylor. I want you. I . . . I don’t know what it means or how to stop. I’ve been so lonely here without you. How’s your back? I’ve barely heard from you since you left on Sunday.” Her eyes searched Taylor’s.
These were the words Taylor needed to hear, some of them, at least. Still, she couldn’t forget how distant Natalie had been the morning after they’d slept together. She hadn’t forgotten how much that hurt. She couldn’t keep letting Natalie kiss her whenever it suited her and then push Taylor away when she got cold feet.
Natalie had been out tonight, schmoozing one of the biggest actresses in the business. It was a reminder of how driven she was when it came to her career. She was probably already thinking about new projects, planning for her future the way Sonja had done. Taylor had been down that road before, and she knew where it ended.
She had done a lot of thinking the last few days, and she’d come back determined to keep things platonic . . . for the sake of her heart, if nothing else. “I’ve been flat on my back on muscle relaxants for the last few days. It sucked.”
“I was worried about you.” Natalie brought one of her hands up to cup Taylor’s cheek. “You were in so much pain.”
She flinched. “Not my finest moment. Sorry I left you unprotected out there.”
Natalie gave her head a vigorous shake. “That’s not why I was worried. I was worried about you. And then you kind of ghosted me after you left. Why?”
“Because I’m your bodyguard, and I was off duty? I don’t know what we’re doing here, Natalie. I like you. I really like you, but you’re sending massively mixed signals lately, and maybe it’s better if we just keep things professional for our last few weeks together.”
Natalie froze, and Taylor watched as the shutters closed behind her eyes, all that passion, the concern, the fondness that had been there moments ago vanishing behind a veneer of indifference. “Right. I’m sorry. I think I had too much wine.”
She turned away, heading for the stairs. Taylor watched her go, wishing she felt vindicated in sticking to her guns, but she only felt regret.

Natalie was officially the worst at relationships. She’d come home from dinner with Noelle determined to go for it with Taylor, only to be shot down. Her heart and ego were bruised, but she was nothing if not an expert at keeping her pain to herself. Rather than mourn what could have been, she channeled all her energy into Heart Attacked, which was now in its final weeks of filming. These last weeks were always the most strenuous, as they packed everything in to stay on schedule.
“Frank’s waiting in your trailer,” Jeremy told her as he ferried her across the lot after an arduous morning of filming.
Natalie stiffened. She’d been looking forward to a half hour of peace and quiet during her lunch break, and while she wasn’t unhappy to see her manager, an impromptu meeting like this one usually meant something unexpected had happened. “Why?”
“We have an update on Becker,” Taylor said from her seat beside Natalie. “And it’s not bad news. It’s just . . . news.”
“God.” Natalie’s pulse spiked at the mention of his name, her stomach going sour. She wished she weren’t wearing leather pants and a low-cut tank top for this conversation, dressed like an elite assassin when she felt vulnerable and weak.
Taylor gave her an assessing look. “Did you hear the part about it not being bad news?”
She exhaled. “Well, it can’t be good news.”
“Actually, it could be,” Taylor said as the golf cart pulled up in front of Natalie’s trailer. “Let’s go inside so Frank can give you the details.”
Natalie led the way up the steps. She punched in the code and opened the door to reveal Frank at the table in her kitchenette, glass of water in one hand, cell phone in the other. “Hi, Frank.”
His eyes crinkled with a smile. “Always a pleasure, Nat. I’m sure an unplanned meeting isn’t your idea of fun on your lunch break, so I’ll keep this brief. John Becker has applied for a parole transfer to Nevada.”
Natalie sank into the chair across from him, hoping it looked like a planned move and not like her knees had given out on her. “A parole transfer? What . . . ?” Her mind was spinning on this information, but Nevada . . . that was much farther away than downtown LA.
“A parole-transfer request is a bit unusual,” Frank said. “But this is where we have some power. Apparently, Becker’s been getting a taste of his own medicine, so to speak, since the news of his release broke in the press. He’s getting harassed at his apartment, at the store where he works, everywhere he goes. Your fans have been making his life hell, and as it turns out, he doesn’t like it very much.”
Natalie’s fists clenched beneath the table. “Shit. That’s . . . I never expected that.” And she didn’t like it either. She couldn’t exactly feel bad for him, but she instinctively disliked the idea of her fans harassing Becker on her behalf.
“He wants to move to Carson City, Nevada, and serve out the rest of his parole there. Apparently, his girlfriend’s from that area.”
“His girlfriend?” Natalie practically choked on the word.
Frank shrugged with a sardonic smile. “Convicts are extremely popular with a certain crowd. I’m told a transfer request like this can drag on in the court system, so this is where you have some sway. You’ve got powerful lawyers, Nat, lawyers who could either tie this up for him indefinitely or expedite it so he’s gone in weeks. Do you want him to keep suffering your fans’ wrath, or do you want him gone?”
“Gone,” she snarled, fingertips pressed into her thighs so hard she feared she might leave imprints in the leather. “I want him gone as soon as possible.”
“You’re sure?” Frank asked. “You have a rare chance here to make his life hell, to deny him what he wants.”
She sat straighter in her chair as a sense of calm descended over her. “I don’t give a fuck what he wants. I’m doing this for me, because knowing he’s in the same county is making my life hell.” The idea of him living in a different state? She might actually be able to breathe freely again. She might be able to sleep. “Send him to Nevada.”
Frank stood. “Consider it done.”

Taylor boarded the private jet behind Natalie. Today, they were on their way to Vancouver Island, where Heart Attacked would be filming on location for the next week, the movie’s last full week of filming. It had been two weeks since Taylor returned after hurting her back, two weeks of her and Natalie tiptoeing awkwardly around each other. It was torture, but they were in the final stretch now.
Next week, she and Natalie would attend a slew of events, culminating with the Oscars, and soon after . . . they would part ways. Or something. Taylor would hate for them to end on this weird note after everything they’d shared, but what was the alternative? She couldn’t share Natalie’s bed again without at least the possibility of more.
Because Taylor knew what it felt like to give her heart to someone and have it carelessly thrown back at her. In hindsight, Sonja had always been more focused on her career than on Taylor; she’d just been too blinded by her feelings at the time to see it. This time, Taylor was trying to heed the warning signs.
The days she’d spent at her apartment after she’d tweaked her back had been eye opening. She had fallen for Natalie. There was no other explanation for the way her heart ached when they were apart. Maybe she should have initiated a conversation about it the night tipsy Natalie had tried to seduce her, but Taylor had pushed her away to protect herself, and now they were stuck in this limbo.
Should she show her cards before they parted ways, tell Natalie she loved her and ask for a real chance with her? Her heart said yes, but she still had serious reservations. She was terrified Natalie would turn her down. Taylor couldn’t forget the way she’d acted the morning after their night together, how she couldn’t even look at Taylor.
On the airplane, Natalie walked toward the rear of the aircraft, while Taylor chose an empty seat near the front. Awkward, like everything else between them lately. At least this was a private flight, where they didn’t have to pretend to be together. Jeremy sat across from Taylor, looking uncharacteristically grumpy. Why wasn’t he sitting with Natalie?
When Taylor turned to look at her, Natalie was seated by herself with her earbuds in, eyes closed. Her jaw was clenched, just slightly, a subtle tension running through her body. Most people would think she was resting, but Taylor could read her distress.
“Is she a nervous flier?” Taylor asked Jeremy quietly.
His eyebrows rose so high they disappeared beneath his bangs. “Did you not do any research on her at all?”
“Um . . .” Taylor straightened. “I did plenty of research on her security and her history with Becker, but a fear of flying isn’t relevant to that, so no?”
Jeremy gave Taylor a look that said she’d failed some sort of test. “I thought she was more than a job to you? Don’t think I don’t know about your night together . . . or anything else that goes on in her life. If you want to be with her after your contract ends—which I can see on your face that you do—you’d better get to know her, really get to know her, because believe it or not, I think you could be the woman she finally lets herself fall in love with. You’re under her skin, you know that? I’ve never seen her look at a woman the way she looks at you. She’s calmer when she’s with you. Happier. She’s less afraid, and that’s a big fucking deal.”
Taylor had no idea where any of that had come from, and now she was reeling. Jeremy thought Natalie might be falling in love with her? That was game-changing information. If Taylor had been waiting for a push to make her move, surely this was it. “All this because I didn’t know she was afraid of flying?”
His eyes narrowed. “All this because you didn’t know her mother died in a plane crash, a private jet just like this one.”
Taylor’s back slammed into the leather seat behind her. “Oh shit.”
“Oh shit is right,” Jeremy agreed. “So, are you going to leave her alone back there, looking like that, or are you going to go comfort her?”
Taylor was already unbuckling her seat belt.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Taylor settled in the seat beside Natalie, who gave her a wary look. Before either of them could speak, the flight attendant entered the cabin to give them a run-through of their flight to Vancouver Island, which would last just over three hours. Natalie sat with her hands tightly folded in her lap, but they were shaking. Her eyes were turbulent behind her poised veneer. Up close, Natalie wasn’t okay at all.
And Taylor knew it was time to stop holding herself back. Yes, Natalie had been hot and cold with her since they’d first kissed, but Taylor was viewing her actions through a new lens now. She’d been so focused on her own problems—her back issues and her fear of getting her heart broken—that she hadn’t looked at their situation through Natalie’s eyes.
Natalie had lost her mom when she was a little girl, had then been raised by emotionally distant relatives who’d cut her loose as soon as she turned eighteen. She’d started a new life in Hollywood, only to be stalked and kidnapped. She’d endured so much trauma while simultaneously navigating the blazing scrutiny of the spotlight, and she’d handled all of it alone. It was no wonder she’d closed herself off emotionally as a result.
Natalie was doing her best. They both were. But with Jeremy’s words echoing in her ears, Taylor wanted to fight for a chance at a real relationship with her, because surely the risk of a broken heart was worth the possibility of a happy ending.
As their plane taxied to the runway, Taylor rested a hand over Natalie’s. Natalie flipped her hand palm up to grip Taylor’s, and they sat like that until the plane had reached altitude.
“Thanks,” Natalie murmured finally. “I’m not afraid of flying, exactly. It’s just . . .”
“I get it,” Taylor said, and thanks to Jeremy, she did. “How old were you when she died?”
“Six.”
“And your father?” Taylor asked, cursing herself for not knowing.
“I don’t often meet people who don’t already know these things about me. Check my wiki, Taylor.” But there was no heat to her words. On the contrary, she sounded amused. “Anyway, Wikipedia only says that he’s not in my life, so I’ll tell you what’s not listed online. I know his name, but he and my mom were never together, and he didn’t want to be involved in raising me, even after she died. He got in touch after I started making headlines, but by then, I wasn’t interested in knowing him. I don’t need a father who wanted nothing to do with me until I was famous. He’s an architect in Ottawa.”
Taylor had almost forgotten Natalie was Canadian. “I’m sorry. Sounds like you’re better off without him.”
“I think so.” Natalie turned her gaze toward the window, where the California coastline unfolded beneath them. “She was on her way to Switzerland, to an observatory there, when the plane experienced mechanical failure. The pilot might have been able to set it down safely if they were someplace else, but they were over the Alps. Everyone on board was killed on impact.”
“That must have been horrible for you.”
“I’d begged to go with her on that trip. I was obsessed with astronomy back then, convinced I’d be an astronomer like her when I grew up, but I’d just started first grade, and she didn’t want to take me out of school. She left me with a sitter. I was so upset with her.” Her bottom lip trembled.
The plane lurched beneath them as it hit turbulence. Natalie sucked in a breath, again turning to look out the window. “You must think I’m such a basket case. I feel that way most of the time, like I’m just constantly afraid.”
“I think you’re a woman whose life has given her plenty to fear. We all handle things differently, Nat.”
“I’m less afraid when I’m with you.” Natalie turned to look at her, her brown eyes soft and brimming with unspoken emotions.
“I’m glad. It’s kind of my job, after all.” She grinned.
Natalie returned her smile, shaking her head gently. “It’s more than that. You know that, right? You’re so much more to me than just a bodyguard.”
And in that moment, Taylor did know. As recently as thirty minutes ago, she hadn’t been sure. She’d let her insecurities hold her back, but no more. “I’m scared, too, you know,” she admitted. “My back . . .”
“What’s going on?” A worry line appeared between Natalie’s eyebrows.
Taylor looked into Natalie’s eyes. From the moment they met, Natalie had seen her in a way most people didn’t. Taylor made a career out of fading into the background, but that had never been the case with Natalie. And as much as Taylor wanted to keep the truth locked up tight, this was an opportunity to offer Natalie a private piece of herself, the way Natalie had done for Taylor so many times before.
“It started with an old injury from my time in the Army. That caused bone spurs to develop, and when I fell in the shower, one of those bone spurs started pressing against my sciatic nerve. The surgery should have fixed everything, but now I have a bulging disc . . . likely a sign that I pushed myself too hard during my recovery. If it gets worse, the disc could rupture, and I’d need more surgery . . . surgery that would limit my range of motion and might prevent me from doing my job. Either way, the doctor thinks I need to make some permanent lifestyle changes.” She wanted to grab those words and yank them back inside herself. Not only had she never voiced her fears out loud before, but if Natalie told anyone . . . it could be the end of Taylor’s career.
But Natalie’s eyes held only compassion. “I’m sorry. I get the feeling your career is as important to you as mine is to me. What will you do?”
“Lots more PT to try to turn this ship around before the damage to that disc gets any worse. I mean, I’m supporting my parents. This is about more than my pride.”
Natalie nodded. “Failure is not an option. I get that. Well, here’s hoping more PT does the trick. If you need any equipment or anything while we’re in Vancouver, just let me know. I’m sure we can arrange it.”
“Thanks. Javi’s made some arrangements, but other than the inversion table, most of my exercises don’t require much equipment.”
Natalie looked down at their linked hands. “Thanks for sharing that with me. I know it probably wasn’t easy.”
“Well, you’ve shared a lot of difficult things with me. I guess it was my turn.”
Natalie’s answering smile was equal parts tender and sad.
Once they landed on Vancouver Island, Jeremy and Tommy joined them in the car to their rental. The majority of the cast and crew was staying at a motel in town, while Natalie had rented a house for the four of them.
They arrived just before noon. The house was set back from the road, fully engulfed in a towering forest, the Pacific Northwest in all its glory. Taylor couldn’t see the ocean from here, but she knew the coastline lay just behind the house. She yearned to go for a jog, but her physical therapist had forbidden it. She had to stick to low-impact activities for now.
“This sure beats the motel the rest of the crew is in,” Jeremy commented as he pulled his suitcase out of the trunk. “Perks of having you as a friend, Nat.”
She rolled her eyes playfully. “I’m good for more than perks, I hope.”
“Obviously.” He winked as he set his suitcase down and reached for hers. “There are three bedrooms upstairs, one down.”
“I’ll take the downstairs room.” Tommy had a black backpack slung over his shoulder, sunglasses in place despite the overcast afternoon. “That gives us security coverage, both upstairs and down, at night.”
Taylor nodded. She’d been about to suggest the same thing. “Perfect.”
They went inside, exclaiming over the woodsy feel of the house. Taylor had seen the pictures on the listing when she and Tommy went over preliminary security considerations, but it was even nicer in person, with warm wood walls and a large fireplace in the living room. Upstairs, she claimed the bedroom across the hall from the master, where Natalie would be sleeping. Jeremy took the room at the end of the hall with bunk beds, grumbling good naturedly as he went.
Because American film productions never rested, they dropped off their things, ate a quick lunch, and headed straight to the set, where Natalie and Ali would be filming a scene on the beach. Natalie reported to the hair-and-makeup trailer, while Tommy checked in with the local security team.
Since Taylor wasn’t needed on set for the next few hours, she headed into town for a PT session. That was the official reason for her visit, anyway. Unofficially, she had plans to make, plans she hoped might help her get the girl.

The ocean air this far north was invigorating. Natalie had forgotten how it felt on her face, in her lungs. She’d never lived on the coast, but she had memories of a trip she and her mom had taken. She remembered how the breeze had wrapped itself around her, lifting her hair. She’d danced and spun down the beach until her toes were numb from the cold sand, and after dark, the real fun had started when she accompanied her mom to the observatory.
Today, the fading sun signaled the end of her workday. As they were filming outdoors, the director released them shortly after six. Natalie shivered during the golf cart ride from the beach to her trailer, but she didn’t mind the cold. It was a reminder of her childhood, those early years when she’d been happy and carefree.
She hadn’t visited Canada in years. Maybe, subconsciously, she’d been avoiding it, the way she avoided so many things, and maybe that had been a mistake. Unfortunately, although she was here for a week now, she would have almost no free time during daylight hours to take advantage of the scenery.
“Where’s Taylor?” she asked Tommy, who was seated beside her in the golf cart. She hadn’t seen her since she arrived on set five hours ago.
He shrugged. “She had PT this afternoon. I don’t know where she went after.”
Natalie wasn’t sure what to make of that. Technically, as long as Tommy was with her on set, Taylor could leave whenever she needed to, but she usually checked in with Natalie first. She’d thought they were reconnecting on the airplane earlier. They’d shared deeply personal things, things that made Natalie feel closer to her than ever, so why had Taylor left without telling her where she was going?
As Natalie jogged up the steps to her trailer, she was buzzing with the twitchy restlessness that came from exhaustion masked by adrenaline.
“Pick you up in ten?” Jeremy asked.
She nodded, then waited as Tommy cleared the trailer for her the way Taylor usually did. Once he’d assured her all was well, she went in and shut the door behind her. Then she leaned her head against the wall and exhaled. The tiny trailer smelled stuffy and felt claustrophobic after several hours on the beach with the wind whipping through her hair.
She walked to the kitchenette for a glass of water. Her adrenaline rush was starting to fade now, and she grabbed her bag, eager to change out of this costume. She flipped through mental images of the rental house as she pulled out leggings and a long-sleeved shirt, trying to remember if there was an outdoor space where she and her friends could hang out tonight, maybe a firepit where they could sit and sip wine.
She undressed, gratefully shedding the skintight clothing the costume department had given her in favor of her own clothes. Her soft, stretchy leggings felt like heaven. Then she went into the bathroom to freshen up, splashing some water on her face to ward off her impending adrenaline crash.
Hoping Jeremy would be back soon with the car, she opened the bathroom door and let out a little shriek as she collided with a warm body.
“Taylor! You’ve got to stop sneaking up on me like this.”
“Sorry.” Taylor’s hands settled on her waist, a small smile on her lips. “I said hi when I came in, but you must have been lost in your thoughts.”
Natalie made a face. “You know how I get when I’m thinking.”
“I do.”
It was true, another reminder of the growing closeness between them. She understood Taylor’s reasons for wanting to keep things professional, but maybe they could just . . . hold on to each other for a minute. Because everything felt better, brighter, less overwhelming or terrifying, when Taylor held her.
She wrapped her arms around Taylor, their cheeks pressed together.
“God, you’re freezing,” Taylor exclaimed, her hands rubbing up and down Natalie’s back. “Your skin is ice cold.”
Natalie chuckled. “I’ve been filming on the beach for hours, but honestly the cold wind is kind of nostalgic. Reminds me of growing up here . . . well, not here, but in a similar Canadian climate.”
“I’m going to start a fire in that big fireplace in the living room when we get home,” Taylor said, her arms warm and snug around Natalie. “Jeremy’s ordering a small feast from a seafood restaurant in town. There’s going to be fried-food baskets and grilled fish and crab legs, and I don’t know what else, but it should be good.”
It sounded delicious, if a little less romantic than she might have preferred. She was used to having Taylor all to herself in the evenings, and with their time together ticking down toward single digits, sharing a house with Jeremy and Tommy this week hadn’t been her brightest idea. It had been booked for months, though, and without the added security features she had at home, it only made sense to have both Taylor and Tommy under her roof.
She turned her head, and her lips unintentionally brushed against Taylor’s cheek. Taylor inhaled, her hands sliding down Natalie’s back to the waistband of her leggings, igniting a warm thrill in Natalie’s core. But despite her silent plea, Taylor’s hands didn’t venture any lower. Chemistry wasn’t the problem for them. It never had been. It was what came next that had stalled them with reluctant hands and regretful sighs.
Natalie didn’t know how to fix it or if she should even try.
Tonight, Taylor made the decision for her, lips nibbling hungrily at Natalie’s jaw, drawing a surprised whimper from her throat. God, yes. She’d been waiting for Taylor to make a move for weeks now, silently begging every time they were alone together. It had been killing her, but she was respecting Taylor’s wishes.
Natalie pressed closer, surrendering to the hot pleasure of Taylor’s mouth as she kissed her way over Natalie’s jaw to her lips. Natalie brought her hands to Taylor’s face, clinging to her as if she might blink and the moment would be over before it had started.
“What are we . . .” She cut herself off with a groan as Taylor’s hand slid down to grip her ass.
“I’m tired of overthinking this. Let’s just . . . enjoy, hmm?” Taylor drew Natalie’s bottom lip between her teeth and bit down, sending a bolt of fire straight to Natalie’s clit.
“Fuck, yes,” she managed before Taylor’s tongue teased its way into her mouth, ending the conversation. Natalie closed her eyes and lost herself in the kiss, their mouths hot and searching, hands sliding over clothing to create a friction that had Natalie throbbing, her skin overheated, pulse thrumming frantically through her veins.
Taylor’s thigh pressed between her own, and Natalie’s hips were already moving, her arousal growing. Every part of her that had been cold a few minutes ago was now damp with sweat. She felt almost fevered as the desire she’d done her best to bury reignited.
She slid a hand beneath Taylor’s shirt, sweeping it up to cover one of her breasts over her sports bra. Taylor growled, kissing her harder, and—
A loud knock froze them both. Natalie’s eyes blinked open to find Taylor watching her, her expression a mixture of frustration and amusement.
“Jeremy?” Taylor asked, jerking her head toward the door.
“Most likely. He had gone to get the car . . . dammit . . .” She couldn’t catch her breath. Her body ached with unsatisfied desire.
“No worries. We’re here all week. And we will finish this while we’re here . . . if that’s what you want?”
“Yes,” Natalie gasped.
“Consider it a promise, then.” Taylor kissed her again and then stepped back, reaching up to brush a lock of windblown hair from Natalie’s face. It was stiff with product, which meant it was no doubt sticking up in all sorts of erratic ways after Taylor’s hands had tangled in it.
“Ready?” Jeremy called from outside. “Natalie?”
“Be right there.” She looked down at herself, grateful they hadn’t started removing any clothing. Her nipples stood at sharp attention beneath her shirt, but that was easily hidden. She reached for her coat and zipped it up, then smoothed her hands over her hair. “Okay?” she asked Taylor in a whisper, gesturing to herself.
“You look a little . . . flushed,” Taylor said, sounding amused, “but it could be windburn from your beach shoot. Who can say?”
“You’re evil,” Natalie told her with a grin, going up on her toes to give her one last kiss. “I really like this ‘just go with it’ plan, by the way.” She cupped Taylor’s cheek. “I’ve missed you . . . honestly, so much it scares me.”
“Same.” Taylor kissed her before leading the way to the door. “We’ll talk more later, but first . . . a seafood feast awaits.”
Outside, the evening had grown significantly colder . . . and windier. It whipped Natalie’s hair across her face, effectively hiding any evidence of what they’d been doing. Jeremy stood by the rental car, motioning impatiently for them to hurry up.
Across the row of trailers, Ali emerged, puffy pink coat zipped to her chin. “I don’t know how you survived growing up this far north!” she called out, shivering dramatically.
Natalie smiled. “You get used to it. You’re staying at the motel?”
Ali nodded. “It’s pretty basic, but it’s not like I’ll be spending much time there.”
“Got dinner plans?” She heard herself ask the question before she’d even thought it through, but it wasn’t like she and Taylor had any hope of a romantic evening when they got home. A house full of people awaited her regardless, and she hated the thought of Ali hanging out alone in her motel room.
Ali lifted one shoulder. “I’m hoping to tag along with whatever the rest of the group at the motel is doing.”
“Get in,” Jeremy said with a good-natured eye roll, catching Natalie’s drift. “We’ve got a seafood feast on the way, but I’m freezing my balls off out here, so let’s work out the details in the car.”
“Oh . . . really?” Ali’s expression brightened, and it didn’t escape Natalie’s attention that her gaze had already darted over to find Tommy in the front seat of the car.
“Really,” Natalie said. “Come on. Join us for dinner.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
“You did not!” Ali exclaimed with a shriek of laughter.
“I absolutely did, and that was the last time I ate pizza—or anything messy—while I was in costume.” Natalie shrugged, hiding her grin with her beer. “Pretty sure the costume designer was ready to strangle me for staining an expensive dress with red sauce.”
The seafood had been consumed, and they were gathered in the living room now, a roaring fire in the fireplace and beers all around. Taylor reclined in an armchair to Natalie’s left, comfortably full and just the slightest bit tipsy. Natalie looked equally content, and that always put a smile on Taylor’s face.
“This shoot has been hard, but also a lot of fun,” Ali said. She was curled on the couch beside Tommy. They weren’t touching—technically—but her feet were so close to his thigh, it wouldn’t take much. They looked cozy together, cozy enough that Taylor wondered just how far their flirtation had progressed. Had they hooked up? Were they dating? She needed to check in with Ali and get the scoop.
“Fun, says the woman who didn’t wind up with a concussion,” Natalie quipped, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
“Fair,” Ali said with a giggle. “But you got to film with Noelle Dara! I went over and introduced myself, just so I could say we’d met, because . . . legend.”
“And here I thought our Natalie was a legend,” Jeremy said.
“Oh, she is.” Ali’s eyes rounded. “I was so starstruck when I met Natalie the first time, total fangirl moment, but she made me feel so comfortable and welcome. I mean, look at me, hanging out and drinking beer at Nat’s rental house! I’m officially one of the cool kids now.”
Natalie chuckled. “Something tells me you actually were a cool kid in high school, whereas I was the nerdy theater kid. I have a lot of awards and entirely too many people fawning over me, but I’m just as human as anyone else in this room, I promise you.”
Her gaze found Taylor’s, embers from their earlier encounter still simmering there. Oh, she was human all right, and Taylor was going to experience the pleasures of her body again before they left Vancouver. She’d taken Jeremy’s words to heart. She was going to show Natalie exactly how much she meant to her and hope she could convince her to give them a chance, a real chance, once their “fake it for the cameras” contract was up.
“I’ve known Nat since she was an awkward kid with braces, and I can assure you, she was not cool in high school,” Jeremy said. “It’s how we became friends, because I was even more awkward and less cool.”
Natalie took a long pull from her beer. “We were a pair, all right.”
“No surprise I was a jock in high school,” Tommy said. “I was kind of an ass, too, a total player, both on and off the field. Not my finest moment.”
“None of us are at our best in high school.” Ali gave him a gentle smile. Her toes were tucked beneath his thigh now, making Taylor even more suspicious that they’d hooked up. “I was popular, yeah, but I had no idea who I was yet. I was mostly obsessed with taking selfies for my Insta and which of my friends did and didn’t follow me.”
“Insta in high school.” Natalie shook her head with a grimace. “Well, I’m old.”
“I’m so glad we graduated before social media, though,” Taylor said. “I wouldn’t have wanted that pressure.”
“God, no,” Natalie agreed. “And I wouldn’t have had nearly as many followers as Ali in my high school days.”
They all shared a laugh. Eventually, they decided to call it a night, all of them exhausted after a long day. Tommy offered to drive Ali back to her motel, and when Taylor peeked out the front window, she caught them kissing against the SUV.
She went into the kitchen, where Natalie was rinsing beer bottles before putting them in the recycling bin. “I think Ali and Tommy have gone beyond flirting.”
Natalie turned to face her. “I got that vibe tonight too. Good for them.” She paused, lips curving in a sexy smile. “Must be something in the air here in Vancouver . . .”
“Must be.” Taylor stepped closer and leaned in to brush her lips against Natalie’s cheek.
Natalie’s eyes fluttered shut, her body subtly swaying toward Taylor’s. This wasn’t just chemistry, not for either of them. Even when they weren’t having sex, they gravitated to each other. “Where were you this afternoon?” Natalie asked, now studying Taylor closely.
“I had PT in town, and then I ran a few errands.”
“Getting out and about here in Canada, eh?”
“I heard that.” Taylor nudged her playfully, knowing full well that Natalie had slipped into her Canadian accent for her benefit. “Actually . . . I made plans for us tomorrow night.”
“What kind of plans?”
“It’s a surprise. Trust me?”
“With my life,” Natalie responded without hesitation, sounding much more serious than Taylor had expected, before her expression melted back to playful. “And also with secret after-work plans. Is it . . . a date?”
“Very much so, if that’s okay with you.”
“Definitely okay.” Natalie leaned in to kiss Taylor’s cheek, much the way Taylor had done a few minutes ago. “I haven’t been on a proper date in years.”
“Time to fix that, then. You’re supposed to wrap at seven tomorrow, so we’ll head out straight from the set.”
Natalie nodded. “What should I bring to wear? Because you know I usually head to the set in leggings and a hoodie.”
“Something a little bit dressy but also comfortable. We might be out late.”
Natalie’s smile widened. “I’m intrigued, and also . . . I can’t wait.”

“You’re very mysterious tonight,” Natalie said as Taylor helped her out of the rental car she’d secured just for their date.
“That’s the whole point of a surprise, isn’t it?” Taylor felt uncharacteristically nervous. This was their first official date, hopefully a turning point in their relationship. Taylor wanted it to be perfect, but it was more nerve racking than expected to plan the perfect date for Natalie Keane.
“I suppose so.” Natalie slipped her hand into Taylor’s as they began to walk down the sidewalk. She was wearing an ankle-length black dress that clung to her body. There was a slit on each side that went to her knees, allowing her to move more easily in it, and Taylor’s attention was distracted by the flashes of pale skin revealed with each step.
Heart Attacked was filming in a small, quaint coastal town, a world away from Los Angeles. Taylor had driven them to the downtown area tonight, which should be laid back enough for them to walk to the restaurant without causing a scene. Taylor hoped Natalie would enjoy this part . . . being able to walk to the restaurant like any other couple.
They didn’t go entirely unnoticed, though, probably due to the buzz generated by a big-budget movie filming in town. Taylor saw a few people pausing to stare or take photos on their cell phones, but they kept their distance, and it was okay, because the world already thought she and Natalie were dating. There was no need to fear anyone taking their picture. On the contrary, any photos of them out and about tonight would only lend credence to the story they’d been spinning since January.
“Oh,” Natalie exclaimed as they passed by an art gallery. She stopped to peer through the window, admiring one of the paintings on display. It showed the night sky over a landscape of dark evergreen trees, stars winking around a crescent moon. The paint had a vaguely iridescent hue, making it shimmer when Taylor moved her head.
“That’s gorgeous,” she said.
“Have we got time for a quick stop?” Natalie asked, eyes shining with excitement.
“Absolutely. Our reservation isn’t for another fifteen minutes, but honey, you might know that your name pulls some weight. Our table isn’t going anywhere, no matter how long you spend looking at paintings on the way to the restaurant.”
Natalie beamed, hooking her arm through Taylor’s as she led the way to the gallery’s door. “That’s true, but I don’t like to be a diva either.”
“I don’t think anyone who’s met you would call you a diva.”
“Good.” Natalie opened the door, and Taylor followed her inside, automatically scanning the space to locate the exits and familiarize herself with the other occupants. Currently, they were alone except for a middle-aged man of Asian descent who stood near the register in back, presumably an employee . . . possibly the owner.
Natalie headed straight for the painting she’d spotted from the street, which was even more impressive up close. In addition to the iridescent quality of the paint, the northern lights added hints of vivid color to the night sky. “My mom took me to see the aurora borealis once,” she said quietly. “It looked just like this, right down to the trees. It was a really magical night.”
“It’s a stunning piece.” The man Taylor had noticed when they entered stood beside them now. “Painted by a local artist. Are you from the area?”
“I’m from Edmonton originally,” Natalie told him, looking thrilled that he hadn’t recognized her. “But I live in the States now. This painting reminds me of my childhood. I’d like to buy it.”
“Wonderful,” the man said. “I have a few other pieces by the same artist if you’d like to see them?”
“Yes,” Natalie answered without hesitation.
Fifteen minutes later, they stepped outside. Natalie had purchased two paintings, which were being shipped to her house in Malibu. There was a light in her eyes, as if a little part of her that had been dormant behind the walls of her home fortress was coming back to life here on this quiet street. It made Taylor wish they had more time, that she could spend hours wandering the town with her.
She ushered Natalie down the street to Pearl, the restaurant she’d visited yesterday while she was planning their date. Pearl was the “it” local restaurant for fine dining, and it also boasted a private room upstairs that Taylor had been able to secure for them tonight.
“This looks nice,” Natalie commented as they entered.
“Ms. Keane, Ms. Vaughn, welcome to Pearl,” the hostess, a young woman in her twenties, gushed. “Your table is ready for you.”
“Thank you,” Natalie told her with a warm smile. Her demeanor had been relaxed until now, but Taylor saw the way her gaze flicked around the room, tension stiffening her shoulders as she took in the crowded space. Several people were already staring.
But the hostess extended a hand, guiding them upstairs to the private room Taylor had reserved. A table for two had been set by the window with a small vase of fresh flowers and a candle flickering for ambiance. A bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket nearby.
“Nice,” Natalie whispered, giving Taylor a quick kiss on the cheek.
The hostess said a little “Aww” under her breath, giving Natalie a starstruck look. Taylor did a quick security check of the room. When she turned back to Natalie, she was in the process of taking a selfie with the hostess.
“Thank you so much,” the woman murmured—still with stars in her eyes—before she headed for the door.
“You just made her night,” Taylor said as she pulled out Natalie’s chair for her.
Natalie hooked a finger through one of Taylor’s belt loops, tugging her close, and this time her kiss met Taylor’s lips. “And you’ve made mine.”

“Thank you for a lovely evening.” Natalie paused as they exited the restaurant, clasping her hands behind Taylor’s neck so she could draw her in for another kiss. “It’s been so nice, the best night out I’ve had in ages.”
Taylor’s eyebrows lifted. “Who said it was over?”
“Oh. Well . . .” She looked around the darkened street, which had emptied while they were in the restaurant. This little town had turned in for the night, even though it was early by LA standards, just a little past nine. “Is there more?”
“There’s more.” Taylor kissed her, slow and deep, sending warmth through Natalie’s belly, arousal but also anticipation . . . because while she had no idea what Taylor had up her sleeve for the next portion of their evening, she couldn’t wait to find out.
It had grown cold while they were inside, and Natalie was glad she’d worn her warmer coat tonight instead of the lightweight jacket she’d been wearing around LA. She kept her hand in Taylor’s as they walked back to the car.
Then Taylor drove them out of town, headed in the opposite direction from their rental house. There didn’t seem to be much out this way, but it only increased Natalie’s curiosity. On one side of the road, the forest loomed thick and impenetrable, while the coast peeped through on their left, flashes of pale sand and jagged rocks visible between trees and the occasional house.
Vancouver had a rugged kind of beauty that appealed to her. Being back in Canada was soothing in a way she hadn’t expected. She really ought to visit more often.
Twenty minutes into their drive, Natalie gave up trying to guess where they were headed. The landscape around them was too dark now to see a thing. This would be an amazing place to set up a telescope if there weren’t so many trees around. If they stopped the car right here and looked up, they could probably see the Milky Way. That was something she couldn’t see from her house, drowned out by LA’s light pollution.
“Almost there,” Taylor told her.
“If you say so,” Natalie teased. “If I didn’t know you so well, I might think you were taking me to the middle of nowhere for nefarious reasons.”
“Literally the opposite of what I’m here for.”
“I know.” She smiled into the darkness, relaxed all the way to her toes, thanks in part to the champagne she’d had with dinner, but mostly, it was due to the woman beside her, the woman who’d done the impossible and made Natalie feel safe for the first time in years.
Ahead of them, a building came into view, its hulking shape looming in the darkness. It was illuminated by a dim amber-tinted light, and oh wow, was this . . . ? Before she’d even finished forming the thought, she made out the distinctive dome shape of an observatory rising above the tree line.
“Oh,” she gasped.
“Welcome to Hayes Observatory,” Taylor said once she’d parked the car. “It’s ours for the rest of the evening. I’m told the visibility is impeccable out here, away from the light pollution in town.”
“Oh, Taylor.” Tears welled in her eyes, and her heart was pounding so hard now. “Thank you” was what she meant to say, but what came out was “I love you,” in an awed whisper.
Taylor jolted in her seat. “What did you say?”
“I . . .” Natalie swiped at her overflowing eyes. Her chest felt just as full, emotions pouring out before she could contain them. “I think it’s true . . . I think . . .”
“You think?” Taylor was staring at her now, her expression impossible to read in the darkened car.
Natalie had no idea what she was thinking or feeling or even saying, for that matter. Panic crept up her spine, making her fingers tingle. “I don’t . . . I’ve never . . . I just . . . I’m really overwhelmed right now.”
Taylor took Natalie’s hands. Hers were steady, while Natalie’s shook uncontrollably. “I know I love you too.”
Natalie exhaled on a little sob. Her heart was beating so fast, and she felt so warm, in the very best way. Everywhere she went, people told her they loved her, but never like this, never someone who really knew her. Taylor was the first person who loved the Natalie who slept with two dogs in her bed and jumped at her own shadow and woke before daybreak to look at the stars.
Taylor loved the real Natalie, and the truth of it was lodged deep in her heart now, in the same place where Natalie’s love had been growing stealthily without her knowledge. Her heart was bursting with it. She was overflowing with feelings, and as much as it was vaguely terrifying, she also wanted to live in this moment forever.
“I know too,” she whispered, tasting salt where her tears had reached her lips. “I love you. I didn’t know until right this moment, but I do. I love you, Taylor.”
“Well, this is the last thing I expected to happen tonight, but damn, Natalie, you know how to make an already good night absolutely unforgettable.”
“Surprised myself too.” She grinned, wiping away her tears. “You just . . . you get me, Taylor. You see me. You make me feel safe, and that’s . . .” Her throat closed on another sob.
“I know,” Taylor whispered.
“This night was already perfect, but I haven’t been in an observatory—a professional one like this—since I was a little girl. It’s overwhelming, and . . . I love being with you. I love everything about you.”
“I’ve been falling for you for a while,” Taylor admitted, her voice hushed. “I didn’t know how to feel about it. You’re so antirelationship, so determined for us to part ways when my contract ends. I was scared, honestly.”
“I’m sorry.” Natalie fumbled through the darkened interior of the car to find Taylor’s hands, clutching them in hers. “I’m scared too. I still don’t know if I’m ready for a real relationship. I know I have trust issues. My head’s messed up, and not just from what Becker did. This life—everyone staring and poking at my scars—it makes me want to slam the door and shut out the world. I’ve been burned by women so many times, Taylor. I don’t know how to move past that. I don’t know how to trust . . . and I know I told you before that I trust you with my life. I do. But I don’t know how to trust you—or anyone—with my heart.”
“Wow, that’s . . . honest.” Taylor’s fingers tightened around hers. “And I think that’s all we need, really. We just need to be honest with each other and to try. That’s all anyone can do, right?”
Natalie closed the distance between them, capturing Taylor’s lips. Her first time kissing the woman she loved. Wow. It felt right. “I want that, Taylor. I want to try.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
“That doesn’t even look real.” Taylor peered through the lens of the observatory’s powerful telescope, where Saturn and its rings were illuminated like something out of a textbook. “I’m . . . speechless.”
Natalie’s delighted laugh was just as breathtaking as the things she’d shown Taylor with the telescope. She’d been extra affectionate tonight, standing close while she showed Taylor the wonders of the night sky, constantly touching her, peppering kisses over her cheeks and neck until Taylor’s blood was set at a steady boil.
She’d left Taylor speechless several times tonight. That declaration of love couldn’t have been any more unexpected and seemed to have caught Natalie equally off guard. There was no more tiptoeing around each other now. They were doing this. It might blow up in their faces, but they were going to try, and that was something Taylor had been afraid to hope for.
“I don’t even know what half the things we’re seeing are,” Natalie admitted. “It’s been too long since I used a telescope this powerful. My mom never got the chance to show me. I . . . well, I think it would make her really happy to see me here tonight.”
“I think so too.” Taylor wrapped an arm around her, holding her close.
“And now, no more talk about my mom, because . . .” Natalie pressed her lips against Taylor’s, and it wasn’t a chaste kiss. It was the kiss of a woman who’d dropped her inhibitions and opened her heart tonight, the kiss of two women who’d been fighting their attraction for weeks, an attraction that had only grown stronger since their night together.
“Think I can sneak into your room tonight without Jeremy hearing us?” Taylor’s voice was rough with desire. It was going to be a long drive back to the house.
“He might hear, but that doesn’t mean you can’t sneak in. Also, I don’t want to wait that long . . .” Natalie’s teeth grazed Taylor’s lower lip, jolting her arousal into overdrive. “I want to take you right here under the stars.”
“Fuck, yes.”
Natalie’s hands stilled at Taylor’s waist. “Wait . . . are there cameras in here?”
Taylor thought back on her initial visit. There were cameras in the parking lot and in the public areas of the observatory downstairs. But up here? “No cameras in this room.” There was a night guard downstairs, but he’d promised not to bother them. Still . . . Taylor strode across the room and turned the lock on the door, ensuring their privacy.
“Love the way you think,” Natalie said.
“You’re using that word a lot tonight.” Taylor slid her hands up and down Natalie’s sides, feeling her warmth through her dress.
“It’s my new favorite.” Natalie’s hands fisted in Taylor’s shirt. “What’s the best position for your back?”
The question felt like being doused with cold water, but Natalie’s tone warmed her back up, low and throaty as if she was envisioning them in various positions, all of them sexy.
“Never mind,” Natalie said before Taylor could answer. “I’ve got it.” She pressed her palms against Taylor’s chest, walking her backward until her shoulder blades met the wall. “Quick and dirty this time. Later, you sneak into my room, and we’ll take our time.” She was as authoritative tonight as she’d been compliant last time, pressing a thigh between Taylor’s as she brought their mouths together. Her tongue licked into Taylor’s mouth, and they both groaned. “I’ve thought about this so much,” Natalie whispered.
“Me too. You have no idea how much I’ve wanted you.” Taylor slid her hands down to Natalie’s thighs, but the dress was too long for her to reach Natalie’s bare skin. “That outfit they had you in this week, with the leather jacket? Fuck, Natalie.”
“You like that?” Natalie’s eyes glinted in the dim pink-tinted light, a special shade that wouldn’t affect their ability to see the stars. It made her cheeks look rosy, her lips a deep maroon, thanks to the lipstick she’d reapplied in the car. “Do you like it when I’m dressed a little bit rough?”
Taylor gulped, nodding. Generally, she preferred to be in charge, but apparently, authoritative Natalie made her knees weak and her panties wet. “And when you’re in a glamorous gown. And . . . in your pajamas. Or not wearing anything at all.”
“What I’m hearing is that you’re not very particular about what I wear.” Natalie’s hands slipped beneath the hem of Taylor’s shirt and pushed it up, exposing her bra. She popped the clasp, kissing one of Taylor’s breasts and then the other in a flurry of hot, wet pleasure.
Taylor was so distracted by the feel of Natalie’s tongue flicking at her nipple, she didn’t even notice Natalie unfastening her pants until they were being shoved down her hips, followed by her underwear. Natalie kissed her way down Taylor’s stomach and then knelt in front of her, pressing that wonderful mouth against Taylor’s pussy.
She looked down. The sight of Natalie on her knees in that dress, her hair still perfectly done, makeup impeccable . . . this gorgeous, glamorous celebrity eating Taylor like she was dessert in this pink-tinted, dome-shaped room with a sliver of the universe overhead . . . it was without a doubt the hottest thing she’d ever seen or experienced.
Natalie dragged her tongue between Taylor’s folds, and her knees shook. She slapped a palm against the wall to support herself, sinking her other hand into Natalie’s hair. Natalie made little sounds of pleasure as she worked, her lips and tongue creating magic against Taylor’s clit. She pushed two fingers inside her, rapidly working Taylor toward release.
Quick and dirty, she’d said, and she was making good on the promise, because Taylor was already so fucking close. Natalie was hitting every perfect spot relentlessly, obviously intent on her goal. Taylor’s breath came in short, rapid pants as her body lit like a fuse. Her orgasm slammed into her with all the intensity of the stars sparkling overhead, and she groaned with pleasure, grinding herself against Natalie’s face.
“Goddamn,” she gasped as she pushed Natalie away, her flesh suddenly too sensitive.
Natalie peppered wet kisses over her thighs while Taylor caught her breath, and when she looked down this time, she saw dark lipstick smudges on her skin, her breasts, her thighs, over places she probably couldn’t see, and it was unfathomably hot to see herself that way.
“Come up here,” she commanded.
Natalie rose swiftly, pressing herself against Taylor’s body as she kissed her. “Hurry, Taylor. I can’t wait.” One of her hands was already gripping Taylor’s, guiding her beneath her dress, which had ridden up when she stood.
Taylor didn’t need to be told twice. She pushed beneath Natalie’s dress, skimming up her silky, soft thigh until she reached the soaked fabric of her panties, which she promptly yanked down, letting them fall to her ankles. Natalie gasped, and as Taylor slid a hand up her thigh, she could feel her trembling in anticipation.
Her fingers met Natalie’s wet flesh, drawing another ragged sound from Natalie’s throat. Her hands were on Taylor’s shoulders now, eyes shut, lips slightly parted in breathless pleasure. Her perfect lipstick was smudged, a dark streak smeared across one of her cheeks that gave her a slightly debauched look.
“You look so fucking hot right now,” Taylor growled as she brought her fingers to Natalie’s clit, giving her friction where she needed it. “So. Fucking. Hot.” She stroked her hard and fast, spurred on by Natalie’s obvious desperation, thrilled by how wet she was simply from getting Taylor off.
Already, Natalie was grinding against her fingers, her breathy pants and moans sounding like she was close. Taylor brought her other hand to Natalie’s chest, remembering how sensitive her breasts were. Her access was limited by the dress, but she found the hardened peak of her nipple and pinched it through the fabric.
“Yes,” Natalie cried, grinding harder, and Taylor repeated the action on her other breast, then rubbed, mirroring the movement of her hand against Natalie’s clit. “Oh God, I’m going to . . . yes!” she practically shouted, shuddering in Taylor’s arms as she found her release. “Oh fuck, that was so . . . so good.” She was gasping for breath now, her eyes dazed, her body shaking beneath Taylor’s touch.
She’d brought Natalie here to show her the stars, and instead, Natalie had made her see stars in a completely different way.

Taylor stood with her back to the wall, mentally replaying that night in the observatory. On the other side of the room, Natalie was midway through a photo shoot, carefully positioned on a white sofa while draped in peach-colored silk, pouting at the camera. Her hair was slicked back from her face, her makeup heavy and dramatic.
The rest of their week in Vancouver had been a blur of windswept movie shoots on the beach, followed by sizzling nights in Natalie’s bed. They were in their honeymoon phase, completely obsessed with each other every moment that Natalie wasn’t filming. They’d tried to be discreet in front of Jeremy and Tommy, but Taylor had a feeling they already knew.
Upon returning to LA, they’d received news that Becker’s parole transfer had been approved. Natalie’s lawyers had pulled some strings to fast-track the process, and he was currently on his way to Nevada.
Hopefully, that chapter of Natalie’s life was now closed. Meanwhile, she had wrapped her final scenes on Heart Attacked and was swept directly into a whirlwind of Oscars prep. In short, the week was so hectic that it kept Taylor from thinking too much about the fact that her contract was almost over.
At the end of next week, Taylor would move out of Natalie’s guest room, although they hadn’t discussed yet whether she’d be moving into Natalie’s bed or back to her own apartment. Taylor’s parents had called to say they’d visited the animal shelter and fallen in love with a bonded pair of adult cats. Cassie had helped them realize they missed having a pet, but they were worried she was too young and hyper for their lifestyle, which Taylor couldn’t disagree with. But that meant Cassie still needed a home.
So, Taylor and Cassie might both be leaving Natalie’s house next week.
In the meantime, Taylor was devoting every moment to Natalie. The next week would be a hurricane of activity, and Taylor intended to be the calm spot at its center. She could see Natalie’s stress and exhaustion, and she was doing everything she could to make things easier for her. Whatever came next for them, they would talk about it after the Oscars.
In front of the camera, Natalie’s gaze shifted, her eyes finding Taylor where she stood at the rear of the room. Despite the distance between them—a space filled with lighting techs, various staff and assistants, and an assortment of furniture and props—Natalie stared at Taylor like she was the only person in the room.
“That’s it!” the photographer, a wiry man in his sixties, shouted. “Just like that, Natalie. Keep that look.”
Natalie’s expression was intense, her lips slightly parted as her eyes seared into Taylor’s. One of her hands was fisted in the peach fabric that was somewhere between a dress and a slip, holding it in place between her breasts, and she looked so hot, Taylor was about to melt right through the floor.
The photographer crouched before Natalie, capturing her from different angles, but she wasn’t staring into his lens. Her gaze never left Taylor’s. “Perfect,” he said. “That’s right. Keep looking at whatever you’re looking at. Let the camera feel like your mistress, creeping in from the sidelines, never quite holding your attention.”
At least thirty feet separated them, and yet Taylor could feel Natalie undressing her with her eyes. Her gaze sharpened, her chest rising and falling more dramatically beneath that peach silk. Taylor’s skin warmed, and her pulse quickened.
“Yes!” the photographer shouted. “That’s the one. That’s the cover!”
Taylor’s heart raced. When she saw that magazine cover on newsstands next month, she’d know Natalie was looking at her, wanting her, the intensity of her feelings on display for the world to see. And the beauty of it was, no one would know.
It would be their secret.

On Oscar Sunday, Natalie woke before the sun, too wired to sleep. She tiptoed out of bed and headed for her observatory, unsurprised when Taylor and the dogs tagged along. They watched the stars until the sky was too bright, neither of them talking much. Taylor seemed to understand that Natalie used this time as a form of meditation, not that it helped to calm her on this particular morning. When they returned to the house, Natalie put in a few frantic miles on the treadmill, trying to burn off some of her restless energy.
By lunchtime, her house was full of people. Jeremy buzzed around, organizing last-minute details while Rey oversaw the team that would get Natalie and Taylor ready for the red carpet. Natalie’s hair would be up tonight, which meant more time in the chair but less upkeep throughout the evening. Leaving it down required a lot more maintenance to keep it looking camera ready.
Eventually, Natalie found herself pacing her bedroom, wearing a thin gray robe, hair and makeup done to the nines, while she waited for Rey to bring up her dress. She was so much more nervous about tonight than she’d expected to be. Over the years, she’d attended more awards shows than she could count, had been nominated dozens of times. She’d won some, lost some, but this . . . this was the Oscars.
It was a big fucking deal, the culmination of everything she’d been working toward since she arrived in Los Angeles, and despite knowing she was a long shot, Natalie was about to come out of her skin.
“You’ve got about ten minutes, and for God’s sake, try to relax.” Jeremy gave her a meaningful look before he left the room, closing the door behind him.
Alone, Natalie blew out a breath. Awards shows were always stressful for her. She felt like a curiosity on display, so many cameras aimed in her direction. They were less structured than the formal interviews she gave, which meant the reporters behind the velvet rope could ask anything they wanted to, inevitably resulting in questions about her kidnapping. Not to mention, the crowds always made her feel less safe, even if she knew security at these events was tight.
She blew out another agitated breath just as someone knocked on her bedroom door. Rey already? “Come in.”
But it was Taylor who stepped into her bedroom, wearing a button-down shirt and athletic pants, her hair and makeup also already done. She’d had her hair touched up yesterday to get rid of her dark roots, so her blonde was brighter than usual, a slightly lighter shade that brought out the golden undertones of her tanned skin.
“God, you look hot,” Natalie said.
“And you look like you need to let off some steam.” Taylor crossed the room with the kind of swagger that made Natalie instantly wet. “I mean, you also look hot, really hot, but I think you’re going to look even hotter in a few minutes when you come on my fingers.” Her hand was already snaking beneath Natalie’s robe.
“No time,” Natalie gasped, although her hips had automatically arched toward Taylor’s touch, a warm ache growing between her thighs. She really did need to let off some steam, but Rey would be here any minute with her dress.
“I’ll be quick.” Taylor slid Natalie’s underwear down her legs, letting out a little growl of approval when her fingers met the wetness already waiting for her.
“Very quick. Oh.” Natalie gripped her shoulders, wishing she could kiss her. She longed to sink her hands into Taylor’s hair and muss her up, but they hadn’t both endured hours getting their hair and makeup done to ruin any of it now. Like it or not, Natalie was on a tight schedule for the rest of the day, no time for do-overs.
Taylor already knew this, though. She didn’t touch Natalie anywhere it would show, her fingers slipping and swirling, rapidly working Natalie to the quick release she’d promised. Indeed, Natalie was climbing fast, her breaths coming in shallow pants while the tension in her core built. She was so close, so close . . .
Her hips moved frantically against Taylor’s hand as she tipped toward the edge.
“Knock, knock!” Rey called from the other side of the door.
Natalie froze, her body seizing up. Fuck. She pushed ineffectively at Taylor’s shoulders, her clit aching from her near orgasm but entirely too tense for it to happen now. Going through the rest of Oscars prep with all this unspent energy would be worse than if Taylor had never started her seduction. She wanted to scream in frustration. Instead, she cleared her throat. “Just a minute,” she called. “I’m coming.”
“Not yet, but you’re about to,” Taylor whispered in her ear, fingers resuming their mission with a vengeance.
“I can’t. Not with Rey . . .” Natalie’s muscles were so tight now, it actually hurt when Taylor touched her. Her body felt like a bowstring pulled taut, ready to snap. She pushed Taylor’s hand away.
“Come here.” Taylor tugged her into the en suite and closed the door, adding an extra barrier between them and Rey. “Rey can wait a damn minute while we finish what we started, because I’m sure as hell not leaving you hanging like this. Now, close your eyes.”
Natalie did, but her mind was still preoccupied with Rey and the rest of their team outside the bedroom door. “I can’t.”
“Focus on me,” Taylor whispered, her voice close to Natalie’s ear. “For this moment, nothing else exists. Just you and me. Empty your mind and feel me, right here. You’re mine. You hear me? You’re mine, and I’m going to make you feel so fucking good.”
Natalie whimpered, her arousal roaring back to life at Taylor’s rough, possessive tone. “Please,” she gasped.
“You love this, don’t you?” Taylor’s voice was a low growl, and it sent a rush of wetness between Natalie’s thighs, that orgasm again lurking on the horizon. Taylor’s fingers rubbed hard and fast, moving over Natalie’s clit just the way she liked.
“Yes,” she responded, hips rocking to Taylor’s rhythm. Her knees started to shake.
“I’m going to make you come so hard.” Taylor picked up her pace, fingers sliding over Natalie’s slick skin. “Ready?”
“Yes, God . . . oh.” She was coming, pleasure sweeping through her body, unclenching the tension in her muscles, cleansing stress with endorphins. God, it felt good. So good. She was breathing hard, eyes shut tight, luxuriating in every moment of pleasure.
Finally, she opened her eyes, giving Taylor a languid smile.
“That’s my girl.” Taylor gave her a quick peck on the lips, her eyes revealing just how much she wished they had time for more, how much she wanted to kiss Natalie properly, makeup be damned. Then she went into the bedroom, returning a moment later with Natalie’s discarded underwear, which she tucked into Natalie’s trembling hand. “Now, you get cleaned up while I let Rey start setting up in the bedroom.”
She left the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. Natalie exhaled, feeling a hundred times calmer than she had a few minutes ago. Tonight would still be stressful as hell, but for now, she had a smile on her face, and it was all thanks to Taylor.

Cameras blazed like fireworks before Natalie’s eyes as she rested one hand on her hip and smiled. She wore a floor-length burgundy crushed-velvet dress with a plunging back, a classy but understated look for the evening. She didn’t want to draw undue attention to herself, not with the media still greedy for a sound bite about Becker’s release.
So far, she’d successfully dodged those questions, but the night was young. Despite Taylor’s efforts, Natalie’s stress level tonight was high. Her pulse had been racing frantically since she stepped out of the limo an hour ago.
“Where’s your girlfriend tonight, Natalie?” someone shouted.
Natalie nodded toward where Taylor stood at the end of the carpet, wearing a sharp black suit nearly identical to the one that had first caught Natalie’s eye back when she was Eden Sands’s bodyguard. Natalie was so going to enjoy taking her out of that suit later tonight.
“Do you think John Becker will show up now that he’s out of prison? It’s not hard to guess where you are tonight, after all.” A male reporter asked the question. Natalie’s stomach clenched painfully as he verbalized her worst nightmare as if it were just another question to check off his list. Becker had checked in with his new parole officer in Carson City yesterday, and she wasn’t going to waste a single moment tonight thinking about him. He was part of her past, and she was determined to leave him there.
It was time for a new chapter in Natalie’s life. She ignored the reporter, turning to the left in response to someone who had asked for a side shot of her dress. She kept moving, posing, smiling, dodging questions, until she’d reached Taylor at the end of the carpet.
Natalie’s legs felt like jelly, and her palm was damp as it slid into Taylor’s.
“He’s not here. You know that, right?” Taylor’s eyes were intense, more gold than green in the late-afternoon sun. “He’s at his new warehouse job in Carson City right now.”
Natalie nodded, her throat too dry to speak.
“You’re safe,” Taylor reiterated, squeezing Natalie’s hand. “I’m here, and so is Tommy.”
As if on cue, Tommy fell into step behind them. Jeremy joined the group, and the four of them walked into the Dolby Theatre, through an entrance adorned with sweeping gold curtains and flanked by life-size golden statues representing the award she might win tonight.
An Oscar. Her stomach tingled and fizzed. She hadn’t been this nervous since her very first awards show, when she was just a bright-eyed ingenue, a wholly naive young actress who didn’t yet know how it felt to sit with a polite smile while the camera filmed her reaction as the winner’s name was read.
Inside, they made their way through the crowded lobby.
“Natalie,” a familiar voice called, and she turned to see Noelle Dara walking toward her in a burgundy dress, a tall Black man on her arm.
“Noelle.” She leaned in for a delicate hug.
“This is my friend Derek.” Noelle placed a hand on his shoulder, and Derek greeted Natalie and Taylor with polite handshakes. “Nice dress, by the way.”
Natalie looked down at her dress, which was a similar style and color to Noelle’s, and laughed. “We’re dress twins.”
“This calls for a photo for your social media,” Jeremy said. “We’ll share a laugh about it before the tabloids can say you two refused to be seen together because of the mishap.”
“Perfect,” Noelle agreed, moving to stand beside Natalie.
Jeremy snapped several photos, and they both peered over his shoulder as he typed up a tongue-in-cheek quip about their similar dresses and posted it. Natalie loved the way it turned out. She might even frame that photo for her office at home.
“Good luck tonight,” Natalie told Noelle. “You deserve this award.”
Noelle’s smile said she knew it, but not in a smug way, just the smile of a confident woman who’d delivered an Oscar-worthy performance. “I think there’s an excellent chance one of us will leave with that statue tonight. And I’ve already got one, so . . .” She winked.
Natalie shrugged politely. This was a situation where it was an honor just to be nominated, and yet . . .
She said goodbye to Noelle and Derek, and she and Taylor made their way to their seats in the fifth row. Already, the venue was about half-full, and as the lights flashed a five-minute warning, more people streamed into the theater. Natalie and Taylor took their seats, exchanging polite greetings with the people around them until the live broadcast began.
The Academy Awards were known for their excruciatingly long ceremonies, and it felt even longer tonight, with her category coming near the end. Natalie sat serenely in her seat, grateful for years of experience that allowed her to appear outwardly calm when inside, she was a neurotic mess.
Noelle’s words played on repeat in her head. What if Natalie actually won? She’d been somewhat of a long shot at the Golden Globes too. In fact, she’d been so sure she wasn’t going to win, she hadn’t even written a speech.
Maybe it was time to stop underestimating herself, time to stop living in fear. Maybe it was time to own her worth, both here at the Oscars and in her personal life. Maybe she ought to embrace her fledgling relationship with Taylor and hold on for the ride. Take a chance for once, push herself outside her comfort zone . . .
Maybe if she won this award, she’d find the courage to ask Taylor to stay.
“Is the ceremony always this long?” Taylor murmured in her ear during one of the commercial breaks.
Natalie chuckled. “Yes.”
Taylor grinned at her. “Saving the best for last. I just wanted you to know that, whatever happens tonight, I’m so proud of you. A Case for Love is an amazing, important film, and your performance is one hundred percent deserving of an Oscar.”
“Thank you.” Natalie’s heart fluttered in her chest. It must have beat at least twice its normal amount today, between her nerves and the effect Taylor had on her.
“I was thinking . . . we should make champagne and cupcakes our post-award-show tradition.”
Natalie nodded. “Yeah, I like that.”
“Champagne if you win, but cupcakes either way? You should treat yourself more often. We both should.”
“Okay,” Natalie whispered, overwhelmed and not even sure why.
“You look jumpy as hell.” Taylor squeezed her hand. “Need another stress relief?”
Natalie thanked her genes for not blushing. “I wish, but that’s definitely off the menu until we get home. I was sitting here priding myself on no one being able to tell I was nervous, though.”
“No one would ever know,” Taylor assured her. “No one but me.”
Natalie smiled. She’d always depended on her ability to keep her emotions to herself, but now she loved that Taylor could read her so well. It felt good for someone to know her, really know her. Maybe she’d been waiting her whole life for this. That was something to contemplate later at home.
The show returned from commercial break to another comedy bit from the host, which Natalie was too nervous to appreciate. The Best Actor category was next. And after yet another commercial, it was finally Natalie’s turn.
Her heart was beating so hard, she was sure anyone looking at her would be able to see it shake her dress. A camera operator crouched in front of her, aiming the camera in her face. Natalie sat with her legs crossed, one hand clasped in Taylor’s, a polite smile on her face, as the list of nominees was read.
She watched the little clip of herself from one of the showstopping courtroom scenes near the end of the film, and pride filled her chest. She’d really given her all to that scene, and Taylor was right. This was an important film.
“And the winner is . . .”
Natalie’s skin flushed hot. It hit her in that moment just how much she wanted this award, how much she needed a win tonight.
“Noelle Dara for Alice, Again!”
Internally, Natalie wilted, but her smile never wavered. And behind the sting of defeat, she was happy for Noelle. She deserved this award. She truly did. Natalie stood to hug Noelle as she passed, whispering a quick “Congratulations” in her ear.
Noelle gave a powerful speech, looking as poised and impressive as ever. After Noelle left the stage, Natalie retreated inward, lost in her thoughts as the ceremony went on. She roused herself when the nominees for Best Picture—including A Case for Love—were read, but again, her film lost.
A Case for Love wouldn’t be taking home a single Academy Award, which felt like a failure for the film . . . and for her. She’d gotten her hopes up, let herself fantasize about a happy ending, both at the Oscars and with Taylor, and Natalie almost never let herself hope. Now she felt doomed on both fronts, and she knew she was overly emotional right now. She knew it was irrational to draw any correlation between this loss and her relationship with Taylor, but in this moment, sitting empty handed in the audience, Natalie was trapped in an increasingly dismal thought spiral.
After what felt like an eternity, the ceremony finally ended. Natalie and Taylor made a quick, discreet exit out the side door where Tommy and Jeremy waited, both of them expressing their disappointment at her loss.
She just shrugged, but she had the distinct feeling she might need a private place to shed a few tears later. Unfortunately, she’d kept her promise to Jeremy and committed herself to attending an after-party tonight, having anticipated being in the mood to celebrate.
“The car’s just up here.” Tommy guided her toward one of the many black SUVs lined up at the curb, glistening beneath the powerful lights set up to illuminate the pickup area. It was nearly midnight.
“This party’s going to be lit,” Jeremy exclaimed, looking at his phone as it started to ring. “Oh, hang on, I need to take this.”
He stepped to the side, and Tommy walked farther up the street to intercept a couple of fans who were calling Natalie’s name. She waved with a bright smile that in no way reflected how she felt inside.
“Taylor!” Jeremy called, waving her over.
Natalie seized the opportunity for a moment alone to compose herself and darted toward the car. She’d just opened the back door when someone slammed into her. “What—”
The rest of her question was lost in a whoosh of breath as she smashed face first into the upholstery, a large body pinning her to the seat. She tried to inhale, but the person on top of her was too heavy. The scent of body odor stung her nostrils, and her eyes watered with terrified tears, because this person felt bigger than Taylor or Tommy, and if it wasn’t one of her bodyguards . . .
Her skin crawled. Her heart kicked against her ribs. Her limbs felt oddly numb. No. This is not happening. Not again.
A hand gripped her shoulder, yanking her up, breaking her from her trance. Natalie got her knees under herself, scrambling wildly against the leather upholstery as she spun to face her attacker. Her hands were in front of her face, fear morphing into rage. She wouldn’t be helpless, not this time. She struck out, aiming for his eyes with her freshly manicured nails.
At the same time, her brain registered his face . . . a face she’d never seen before. Not John Becker. Just some random, average-looking white man with brown hair and stubbly cheeks. He blocked her hands as his face twisted with fury.
“What the fuck!” He shouted as her fingernails bit into his arms. “Who the fuck are you?”



Chapter Twenty-Six
The man came out of nowhere, racing down the street to slam into Natalie, crushing her beneath him in the back of the car. The world warped around Taylor as she processed what she was seeing, but her feet were already moving, running, propelling her toward the car.
She grabbed the man’s shirt, hauling him backward. He was yelling, kicking, one of his hands fisted in the front of Natalie’s dress, which gave with a loud rip.
“Get off me!” he yelled. “This is all a mistake! Let me go!”
He turned his head. Taylor met the man’s wild gaze, somewhat relieved she’d never laid eyes on him before. Not John Becker. He was still half covering Natalie’s body with his own, his legs sticking out of the car. Natalie was on her back, her head pressed awkwardly against the door. The front of her dress was torn, and her eyes gleamed with the kind of terror Taylor had never wanted to see there again.
“Get off her,” Taylor growled as she gripped the back of his shirt and dragged him the rest of the way out of the vehicle.
He stood and rounded on her, face red with rage, fists raised defensively in front of himself. “This is all a fucking mistake. Back off!”
In the next moment, Tommy had him face down on the pavement, hands twisted behind his back. People on the sidewalk were screaming, even as they crowded closer, holding up their cell phones to catch it all on video. It was chaos. Then another voice boomed, “Police. Nobody move!”
Two LAPD officers were on the scene now. As Tommy showed his ID and began to explain what had happened, Taylor turned to the car.
Natalie was sitting up now, one hand holding together the ripped front of her dress. Her hair was disheveled, and her face was alarmingly pale. It was over. She was safe. But God knew how traumatized she was from being attacked a second time.
Taylor slid onto the seat beside her. “He’s in police custody. It’s over.”
Natalie nodded, staring at her knees. Her bottom lip shook, but she was otherwise composed . . . on the outside, at least. Taylor could sense the hysteria bubbling beneath the surface.
She wasn’t feeling very calm either. Now that the immediate danger was over, her stomach was sour. Her heart was a jackhammer in her chest. When she saw that man tackle Natalie, she felt a kind of fear she’d never experienced before.
She’d promised to keep Natalie safe tonight, and she’d failed to uphold that promise. Shame flooded her, along with an overwhelming urge to hold Natalie tight and never let her go. She couldn’t even fathom losing her.
One of Natalie’s hands was still clenched around the ripped fabric of her dress, holding it together. Taylor unbuttoned her suit jacket and offered it to her. “It wasn’t Becker.”
Natalie let out a rough sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob as she slipped into Taylor’s jacket, covering her ripped dress. “I sure do attract them, don’t I?”
“I’m sorry. I turned my back. I let you down.”
“You can’t watch me every second. I—” Natalie cut herself off, her eyes wide and glassy. Her pupils were so dilated her irises looked black.
Taylor rested a hand on her thigh. “Are you okay?”
Natalie turned those big, terrified eyes on Taylor. “No, I’m not. I am definitely not okay.”

It was nearly three in the morning by the time they got home from the police station. Natalie was still in her ripped dress, feeling somewhat delirious as she stumbled into her house. Her hands were so unsteady that she fumbled the alarm code, and its shrill scream tore through the house. Luna and Orion paused their happy dance, hackles going up.
Taylor reached around her and entered the code correctly, and the house fell silent. “How do you feel about a hot bath, and then maybe some dinner?”
Natalie shrugged. Her insides felt like ice, like if she reached into her chest and touched her heart, it would be cold and clammy. It quivered against her ribs. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She wanted to squeeze her eyes shut and pretend this entire day had never happened. Instead, she was trapped in a waking nightmare, the realization that she would never be safe. There would always be another man to take Becker’s place.
She’d kept herself together at the police station by thinking about how much she wanted to get home, but now that she was here? Her skin crawled. She didn’t want to be here either. She didn’t want to be anywhere. She didn’t even want to be herself right now.
The man who’d attacked her tonight, Simon Tolliver, had mistaken her for Noelle Dara when he saw her from behind on the sidewalk. He’d apparently fancied himself in love with Noelle, and Natalie didn’t know whether to be grateful Noelle had been spared the trauma or cry that she’d been on the receiving end of it. Their dress-twin situation had taken a dark turn.
“Come on.” Taylor’s warm hand was in hers, leading her toward the stairs.
Natalie followed. Maybe a hot bath would help her stop shaking. At least she could rinse off the nervous sweat and all this fucking makeup. The award ceremony felt like a distant memory.
She was standing in the master bathroom now, hardly remembering how she’d gotten here. While Taylor started a bath, Natalie walked to the vanity and reached for a makeup-removal cloth. She scrubbed her face until it was pink.
Her dress gaped open in the front, revealing several red marks on her skin where he had clawed at her while Taylor dragged him out of the car. She ran a hand absently over them, wondering why they didn’t hurt.
“I’ll put some cream on those scratches after your bath.” Taylor stepped behind her, wrapping her arms around Natalie. “Do you want me to join you in the tub?”
Natalie didn’t answer. She didn’t know. She couldn’t seem to think in a straight line. Her brain was a kaleidoscope of jumbled images, like it had taken the events of the day and shuffled them into the world’s worst slideshow.
Taylor helped her out of her dress, but as Natalie stepped into the tub, she found that she couldn’t let go of her. Her hands clung to Taylor’s arm, and at Taylor’s questioning gaze, she nodded, inviting Taylor to join her.
Natalie sank into the hot water, and a few moments later, Taylor slid in behind her, drawing Natalie against her bare chest. There, Natalie closed her eyes, concentrating on the rise and fall of Taylor’s chest beneath her. Her steady presence calmed Natalie, the way it always did.
The tub was still filling, hot water swirling around her body. It slowly rose to cover her, thawing the glacier in her chest. Everything that had been numb started coming back to life, but it wasn’t a good feeling. It hurt. Her skin stung where he’d scratched her, but that wasn’t the worst of it.
Her heart was in agony. Fury that she’d been made to feel helpless again swelled in her chest. It wasn’t fair. And—
“You’re having a whole battle in there, aren’t you?” Taylor traced a finger over Natalie’s forehead, reminding her that she hadn’t spoken since they’d gotten home. “I know you like to internalize things before you talk about them, but maybe share a little of what you’re feeling?”
Natalie lurched upright in the tub, sloshing water onto the floor. She turned awkwardly to face Taylor, curling her feet beneath her. “You want to know how I’m feeling? I’m furious, Taylor. I’m so mad, and I’m . . . I’m scared. And I’m so fucking tired of being scared!”
Taylor nodded. “I’m right there with you.”
“Please. Nothing scares you! I wish I was as strong or as brave as you are, but I . . . I’m not. I’m a mess, as always, and I just hate everything right now.” She clenched her hands into fists, pressing them into her thighs.
Taylor’s nostrils flared, her eyes alarmingly glossy. “You think nothing scares me? I was terrified when I saw that man jump you tonight. The thought of losing you? I can’t even process it. And I was furious with myself for letting it happen in the first place. I let you down tonight, Nat. I might never forgive myself for that.”
Natalie stared at her for a few beats, surprised to see the shame in Taylor’s eyes. “No. That’s bullshit. You were right there, and you had him off me in no time, but I . . .” She shook her head. Her chest was too tight. “I don’t even know. I’m just so sick of being a victim. It never ends. There will always be a man out there, lurking in the shadows. I’m going to live like a caged animal forever, and I hate it so fucking much!” Her voice shook, and her throat hurt. Her vision blurred, and then she was crying . . . sobbing so hard she could barely breathe.
Taylor drew her against her chest, stroking a soothing hand through her hair. “Let it out. Shh, I’ve got you. Just let it all out.”
Suddenly, Natalie was too hot. She was sweating in this bath. It was suffocating her. She rose with a splash and stepped out of the tub, getting more water on the floor. She toweled off, still crying, still so angry she wanted to scream. There was her robe where she’d left it that afternoon after Taylor had taken her right here in the bathroom while Rey waited outside. That memory felt so discordant with her current reality.
Natalie wrapped herself in the robe and stormed into her bedroom. Luna and Orion watched from the doorway, their ears pinned back, uncharacteristically subdued by her outburst. Cassie was nowhere to be seen.
Taylor followed her into the bedroom, wearing Natalie’s spare robe. “Tonight was a freak occurrence, Nat. He mistook you for someone else.”
Natalie scoffed. “I’m glad Noelle was spared, but God, this is just par for the course in my fucking life. I’ll never be safe, and I . . . I did all this for nothing. I hired you to pose as my girlfriend to keep the press from realizing Becker was out, and they found out anyway. And then, even with you and Tommy right there, that creep got into the car with me, and—”
The scream that had been building for hours finally escaped. She screamed until her throat was raw and her chest hurt. At some point, she’d flung herself on the bed, her fists pounding into the mattress until her rage was spent.
“Feel better?” Taylor asked, her fingers stroking Natalie’s hair.
“No,” she moaned, but maybe she did. The pressure in her chest had eased, like she’d taken the lid off a teapot and let all the steam come rushing out. Now she felt like a limp noodle. An exhausted, sore limp noodle that had been overcooked until it was a soggy mess. She rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling.
“I need to say a few things now,” Taylor said.
“Fine.”
“When Becker abducted you eight years ago, you lived in a house with minimal security. You had no way to protect yourself.”
“Thanks for reiterating that for me,” Natalie said bitterly, glaring at her ceiling fan.
“You’re not the same woman now. You learned from that event and made yourself stronger. You hired a bodyguard and built this house that’s honestly a marvel of modern security. You learned self-defense. You took control of the situation, Nat. And tonight, when the unthinkable happened, you were ready. You fought back, and Tommy and I were right there to finish the job. You aren’t helpless anymore.”
“Sure felt like it,” she retorted, annoyed to feel fresh tears leak from her eyes.
“No one is one hundred percent safe. That’s not real life. We take our lives in our hands every time we leave the house. I mean, my dad was just out for a walk when a falling tree branch nearly killed him. Hell, this is America. We risk being shot literally everywhere we go.”
“This is supposed to make me feel better?” Natalie squinted at her out of swollen eyes.
“I’m just trying to remind you that nothing in life is certain, but what Becker did to you? That will never happen again. You’ve got all these tools to protect yourself with now.”
“Well, I don’t feel safe anymore.” Natalie sat up, resisting the urge to claw at her skin. She could still feel his body on hers, pressing her into the leather. “Next week, you’ll be gone, and what will happen to me then?”
Taylor stared at her for a moment, jaw clenched. “You want me to leave?”
“Your contract is almost over. You’ve fulfilled your duties. And I’ll still be here, too afraid to leave my damn house. I’ll be trapped here forever, and I just . . . I don’t even know what to think right now.” She heard the hysteria in her voice, and she hated it.
Taylor was silent, not meeting her eyes. Natalie had hurt her, and she hated that, too, but she didn’t know how to stop. This was how she ruined all her relationships. Her emotions were out of control. She was spiraling, and she just . . . couldn’t stop.
Natalie wanted to be better than this. She really did, but right now, she felt like a raw wound. Her emotions were bleeding out of her, and if Taylor stayed, Natalie would only hurt her more. She wrapped her arms around her knees. “I think I need to be alone tonight.”
Taylor nodded as she rose from the bed. “I’ll be across the hall.”

Taylor sat stiffly across from Javi. She’d barely slept after the way she’d left things with Natalie last night. Everything had gone horribly wrong, and she didn’t know how to make it right. Sometime before dawn, she’d jolted awake to the alarm on her phone and watched on the security feed as Natalie walked to her observatory with the dogs. She’d been there ever since.
Now, the sun had risen, Taylor’s boss was here, and he had the most recent report from her doctor, which showed that the bulging disc in her back hadn’t gotten any better, despite her increased PT regimen. Javi’s expression was grim.
“Dr. Shi tells me that if you don’t make some lifestyle changes, you’re risking permanent damage to your back.”
“He also said it’s too soon to tell for sure if the PT is working. I can still do my job, Javi, I promise. I love this job. Please don’t take me off active assignment.” She hated the pleading tone in her voice.
“No one wants to pull you off active assignment less than me, Taylor. You’re one of the best we have.” His expression was apologetic.
Her heart sank. “Then don’t do it.”
He grinned then, which seemed so wrong for the moment that she flinched. “Oh, I’m doing it, but I think you’re going to like the reason why.”
“What?” After the past twenty-four hours, she had no patience left for whatever game he was playing. Her nerves were so raw her whole body hurt.
“You’ve been such an asset to me at the office these last six months or so, ever since your surgery. I’ve come to count on you like a right-hand man, and that’s what I’d like to make you. I’d like you to join me in management, be my second-in-command. You can help train new recruits. In fact, I hear you’ve been doing some of that already on Ms. Keane’s film set. I’d like you to meet with prospective clients to ascertain their needs, maybe even work some local security gigs without taking on the physical demand of a full-time protection assignment. The company is growing, and I can’t handle it all on my own anymore.”
Taylor ran a hand through her hair. Javi wanted her to move into management? That was . . . unexpected. And right now, her focus was too scattered to know how she felt about it. “That’s . . . wow. Thank you.”
He gave her a hopeful look. “What do you say?”
“Can I think about it? I just . . . it’s been a rough twenty-four hours here with Natalie. Let me finish this assignment, and then I’ll give you an answer.”
“Fair enough. I’ll see you in the office next Monday. You can give me your decision then.” He stood. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you this would come with a nice pay raise, and it would also free up your schedule for . . . whatever you’ve got going on here.” He nodded in the direction of the observatory.
Taylor’s cheeks heated. Of course he knew. Nothing got past Javi. “Noted.”
“All right. See you Monday, then.”
He let himself out, and Taylor secured the door behind him. She stood there for a moment, breathing hard. Management. Would that be a good fit for her? It was definitely worth thinking about. Since she’d dragged Simon Tolliver off Natalie last night, the tingling sensation in her right leg had returned. If she didn’t make a change, she might wind up in a much worse physical state, as hard as that was to imagine.
But first . . .
Taylor strode toward the back door, headed to the observatory. Natalie had had long enough to stew on her own. It was time for them to talk. If she wanted to throw in the towel, Taylor would accept it, but they needed to hash it out in the light of day. They needed to have a real conversation, maybe a real fight. Last night, emotions had been high . . . too high. Natalie had been traumatized. Taylor had been reeling and in physical pain from her back.
She reached the observatory and heard a bark from inside, the dogs letting Natalie know she was here. “Can I come in?” Taylor called.
“Yes.” Natalie’s reply was so quiet, Taylor barely heard it.
She opened the door and stepped inside, finding Natalie on the bench along the back wall, arms wrapped around her knees, blinking groggily at her as if she’d just woken up. Was that why she’d been out here so long? Taylor had been imagining worst-case scenarios, and perhaps Natalie had been getting some much-needed sleep.
Taylor sat beside her, staring up at the sliver of bright-blue sky visible overhead.
“What time is it?” Natalie asked.
“Almost nine.”
Natalie sighed. Taylor looked at her then, noticing the smudges of exhaustion under her eyes, which were bleary and bloodshot. For a long moment, neither of them said anything. Natalie’s gaze held Taylor’s as she took several deep breaths. Meanwhile, Taylor felt like she’d stopped breathing, her body frozen as she waited to hear what Natalie would say.
“I’m sorry,” Natalie said finally. “I was upset and irrational last night.”
Taylor exhaled in relief. “You had every right to be, but I felt like you took it out on me, and then you pushed me away when I most wanted to be there for you.”
Natalie’s gaze dropped to her knees. “I’m sure you’re right. I . . . I’m not used to having someone like you in my life. I don’t usually even let myself get upset like that around anyone else. I would have usually just kept it bottled up until I was alone, but you were there, trying to help, and I ended up venting all over you, which wasn’t fair. I . . . I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Taylor let that confession sink in. When she’d first met Natalie, she’d thought her to be one of the most tightly guarded people she’d ever known. Her walls were impenetrably high, her emotions hidden behind so many layers that nothing vulnerable ever leaked through. Bit by bit over the last few months, those walls had crumbled. Taylor had seen parts of Natalie few people had . . . even the ugly parts, because Natalie was really awful at communicating sometimes.
“I don’t know what I’m doing either,” Taylor admitted. “The last time I was in love, things ended badly . . . probably because Sonja and I sucked at communicating, which has been a problem for you and me too. We were both upset last night, but that wasn’t the first time you’ve shut me out.”
“When else did I do it?” Natalie asked, blinking at her out of wide eyes that were entirely unguarded, allowing Taylor to see all her fears and insecurities.
“The morning after we first had sex. We’d already agreed it would only be one night, so there was no reason for you to be cold and distant the next morning. You could barely even look at me, but then when I hurt my back on the trail a few hours later, you were all warm and attentive, putting on a show for the cameras. That hurt.” It felt good to finally get that off her chest.
But Natalie was shaking her head. “No, no, no . . . I wasn’t putting on a show for the cameras. I was caring for you in spite of the cameras, Taylor. I was so worried about you, so caught up in the moment, I forgot they were there. I forgot to be scared that I was out there without protection. I guess caring for you gave me the strength to put my fears aside for a few minutes. I know I was awful when I first woke up that morning. I was panicking. I was feeling too much, falling too fast, and it made me defensive. I . . . apparently, that’s a bad habit of mine.”
Taylor closed her mouth, which had fallen slightly open in surprise. “I didn’t know.”
Natalie sat forward, tucking her feet under herself so she could take Taylor’s hands in hers. “I was awake almost all night, thinking . . . you know how I like to think things to death.” She let out a harsh laugh. “I know I messed up with you last night, that I keep messing up with you. I’ve been alone a very long time, and the few relationships I’ve had weren’t healthy. I’m not good at opening up . . . but I want to try, Taylor. I want to be better.”
Taylor looked down at their joined hands, then back at Natalie. “Really?”
She nodded, tears brimming in her eyes. “It’s time for me to deal with what Becker did to me. You aren’t the only one who’s suggested recently that I need therapy.”
“Only if that feels right to you,” Taylor said. “But I think it could help.”
“I grew up in a house where no one mentioned therapy or mental health. My aunt and uncle were the ‘suck it up and pretend everything’s fine’ type, and I guess they rubbed off on me. I got so good at faking my happy face for the world that it stuck.”
“That’s heartbreaking,” Taylor whispered.
“I’ve been stuck for so long, and I’m . . . I’m terrified of trapping you here with me. You’re so bold and adventurous. You could never live under lock and key the way I do, not for the long term. And what if I can’t get past my fears? What if I always live this way?” Her bottom lip trembled as tears splashed over her cheeks. “I don’t want to tie you down or clip your wings, Taylor. I would never do that to you.”
Taylor’s heart broke for her. “My love for you is unconditional, Natalie. Whatever happens next, we face it together.”
“Even if I can’t go out and do the things you want to do?” Natalie was crying silently now, tears streaming down her face. “Because I . . . I can’t . . .”
“I know.” Taylor reached out to rub the tears from her cheeks, stroking a thumb over her jawline. She felt the tremor that ran through Natalie at the contact. “Just look at my parents. Adversity brought them closer together, and that’s the kind of love I believe in. I fell in love with you just the way you are, Nat, and while I’d like to help you deal with your trauma for your own benefit, I love you unconditionally regardless.”
“Are you sure?” Natalie asked, her voice tremulous.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
“I was so scared last night,” Natalie whispered. She swallowed hard. “It was like my worst nightmare brought to life. It felt like confirmation that I’ll never be safe, but I’ve thought about what you said, about how quickly we stopped this guy compared to Becker. I’m not helpless anymore. I can fight. I have tools, and I . . . I have you.”
“You do. And I’m not perfect, either, you know,” Taylor admitted. “I’ve defined myself by my job my whole life, first in the Army and then as a bodyguard, but . . . my back is failing me, Nat. I can’t keep doing what I’m doing. I’ve been feeling vulnerable about it, and I probably took some of that out on you too.”
“What will you do?” Natalie asked, eyes earnest. “And I don’t mean this from a condescending place at all, but if we’re together, money isn’t an issue. I know you’ll need to work. I totally get that, and I respect it. I’m the same way. But you’ll have everything you need. Your parents too. I have more money than I could possibly ever spend on just myself.”
Taylor pressed her lips together. “I appreciate you saying that, and I know it’s true, but I need to work, like you said. And Javi just offered me an opportunity to move into management, which would be a big adjustment, but . . .”
A radiant smile bloomed on Natalie’s face, chasing away the last remnants of her tears. “Fuck, yes. That’s perfect. You’re such a boss, Taylor. You know how much I love it when you get bossy with me.” Her tone was playful, but there was heat in her words too. “Seriously, though, I think you’re a perfect fit for management. This seems like the natural progression in your career. I’m sure you can find ways to stay active and satisfy that part of yourself too. No way you’ll ever sit in an office all day.”
“Definitely not.” Taylor tugged on Natalie’s hands, drawing her into her lap.
Natalie settled with her knees on either side of Taylor’s thighs, her hands clasped behind Taylor’s neck. “I love you,” she whispered, leaning in for a kiss.
“Love you, too, so much.” She held Natalie’s gaze. “Where does this leave us, with my contract ending on Friday?”
“I think it leaves us free to be girlfriends . . . real girlfriends,” Natalie said. “Everything’s been so hectic to this point, but now we can just relax and see what happens, right? I don’t want to rush into anything, but I also don’t want you to go. I don’t know how attached you are to your apartment, but I’d love for you to just stay here. You and Cassie both. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
Taylor’s heart picked up speed, galloping in her chest. “Really?” This was more than she’d dared hope for. “Honestly, my apartment has never been more than a place to sleep. I chose it because it was the only affordable handicap-accessible unit I could find. You know, I think I was already in love with you by the time you installed that ramp for my dad, but if I hadn’t been . . . that would have done it.”
Natalie grinned, tears glistening on her cheeks. “Then stay. Stay here with me.”
“Yes . . . a hundred times, yes.”



Epilogue
Every red carpet sounded the same. Cameras clicking. Photographers shouting. The low hum of a crowd. Natalie hooked an arm through Taylor’s as she turned toward the press. The theme for this year’s Met Gala was American Gothic, so she was dressed from head to foot in black lace. Netting covered her hair, and a black rose was pinned behind her left ear. Her makeup was dark and dramatic, and she felt just a little bit dangerous.
Beside her, Taylor wore a dark-red suit. Her hair, which she’d dyed back to its natural color last spring after their contract ended, was slicked back from her face, so dark it looked black as it glistened under the late-afternoon sun. Her expression was serious, but when her eyes met Natalie’s, they were soft and adoring.
They’d been together a little over a year now, a year that had been both wonderful and trying. While Natalie had intended to take some time off after Heart Attacked wrapped, she’d ended up jumping straight into two more movies that had both been simply too good to pass up. She’d also started therapy, which was an arduous process that often left her feeling raw, but she was beginning to see the results.
She was becoming a healthier version of herself, improving her coping and communication skills while she took the first steps toward dealing with past trauma. She’d hardly call herself a poster girl for mental health, but she was a work in progress, and that was good enough for now.
Taylor had settled into her managerial position at Sterling Protection Services, a job that allowed her to be home in time for dinner most nights . . . even if Natalie wasn’t. At least one of them had regular work hours now. It had been an adjustment, but everything seemed to be working out. Taylor had been dedicated to her PT sessions and avoiding activities that could put stress on the weakened disc. The bulge had resolved itself, and she no longer had any pain.
Last summer, they’d put in a backyard pool, both of them trading daily jogs for daily laps, which was great for Taylor’s back and a fun competitive sport as they raced each other across the pool. Since snowboarding and surfing were off the table for Taylor right now, they’d also taken up cycling. There were so many scenic trails in the Los Angeles area for them to explore together.
“Over here, Natalie!” a photographer shouted.
She cocked her hip, giving him a camera-ready smile.
“We heard you two eloped. Is that true?” someone else asked.
“False,” she replied. That was a lie, but they were keeping the truth to themselves for now. Last week, they’d been quietly married in their own backyard with a handful of family and friends in attendance, putting Natalie’s privacy fence to the ultimate test . . . a test it had apparently failed. She didn’t really care, though. They just wanted to enjoy being married for a little while before they shared their news with the world.
After a grueling year, she and Taylor would depart tomorrow for a much-needed vacation, two weeks on a private resort in Turks and Caicos. Their honeymoon. The word sounded almost as foreign as calling Taylor her wife. And she loved it so, so much.
“Look at you two!” a voice squealed nearby, and Natalie turned just in time for Ali to barrel into her. Ali wore a sleeveless princess-cut gown in emerald tulle, overlaid with white appliqué flowers, a tribute to the book Mexican Gothic, by Silvia Moreno-Garcia. Natalie knew this because Ali had told her about the dress in detail at her wedding last weekend.
Tommy was at her side in a traditional black tux, a matching white flower pinned to the lapel. They’d moved in together recently and were looking pretty smitten these days. Natalie wouldn’t be surprised if there was another wedding in her not-so-distant future. As it turned out, Heart Attacked had been Ali’s breakout movie. She’d gone on to land the lead in a hot new Netflix series and was currently filming her first leading role in a major studio film.
Natalie couldn’t be happier for her.
“This dress! You look like a more mature and glamorous Wednesday Addams,” Ali gushed, touching the lace on Natalie’s arm.
“Thanks, I think,” Natalie told her with a grin. “Yours is even more stunning than you described. Absolutely gorgeous, Ali.”
“Thank you. Look at us, both dating bodyguards—who could have imagined!” She gave Taylor a coy look. “Are you running a protection agency or a dating service?”
Taylor’s eyes widened, and then she snorted with laughter. “Javi would be mortified. I mean, he knows I’m with Natalie and Tommy’s with you, but I don’t think he’s put two and two together yet. He doesn’t really care, but I know he doesn’t want Sterling to get a bad reputation.”
“Not to worry,” Natalie assured her. “I’d say Sterling’s reputation is above reproach.”
“Ever since that video of me and Taylor tackling that guy outside the Oscars last year went viral, we’ve had more clients than we know what to do with,” Tommy said with a shrug.
Natalie flinched, but she’d seen the video, and luckily only her feet were in it. Taylor and Tommy both looked extremely badass, though. And hot. Well, Taylor did, and she knew Ali thought Tommy was pretty hot in it too.
“Exactly,” Taylor said. “Sterling has a waiting list for prospective clients right now, so we’re doing all right.”
“Oh my God,” Ali whisper-squealed. “Don’t look now, but Eden Sands is walking toward us, and she’s with Anna Moss. I’m about to fangirl so hard.”
Taylor’s expression brightened. “Oh good. I was hoping to see Eden tonight.”
“You know her?” Ali asked hopefully.
Taylor nodded. “I was her bodyguard for almost five years.”
“You’re so cool,” Ali said. “I can’t believe it took me so long to realize you were Natalie’s bodyguard. You two really had me fooled.”
Natalie grinned. They’d fooled everyone, it seemed, including themselves.
Eden and Anna joined them with hugs for Taylor and cheerful greetings for everyone else. Ali and Anna were almost immediately gushing over each other’s work. Natalie found herself standing beside Eden while she and Taylor caught up.
“I heard we aren’t the only newlyweds around here, hmm?” Eden’s blue eyes sparkled.
“And where did you hear that?” Taylor asked, her grin all but confirming their news.
“My current bodyguard, Brigid, spilled the news,” Eden told her. “I was thrilled to hear it. You pulled off the rare secret Hollywood wedding.”
“Well, I’m not sure we pulled off the secret part, since I’ve already been asked about it twice tonight, but we tried,” Natalie said. “Yours and Anna’s wedding was absolutely lovely, by the way. That was my first time attending a sapphic wedding, if you can believe it. It was a real honor to be there.” Eden and Anna had been married last fall in an extravagant ceremony in the Napa Valley, near where Anna had grown up.
“It was my first too,” Eden told her with a warm smile.
“You both need more lesbian friends,” Taylor said, drawing a laugh from the group.
The press was clamoring for photos of them all together, so they turned to face the wall of photographers, first posing for a smiling group photo before Ali and Anna suggested a fun one. They all struck ridiculous, dramatic poses, and Natalie knew without seeing it that she was going to need a copy for her living room.
Friends.
She valued them more than she could have ever anticipated.
After promising to meet up again inside, the three couples separated to make their way up the iconic stone steps leading into the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Natalie noticed the way Taylor scanned the crowd, her gaze always on high alert, even though she wasn’t working tonight. With Tommy also off duty, Natalie’s secondary bodyguard, Jill, walked a few paces behind, ready to spring into action if anything happened.
After what happened at the Oscars last year, no one on Natalie’s team still thought she was overreacting about her security requirements. She’d never wanted to be proved right, but at least people took her seriously now. And with extra precautions in place, she was going out and doing more things . . . and loving every moment.
“Remember our first red carpet?” Taylor asked, one hand in Natalie’s, the other tucked into the front pocket of her pants. With her hair slicked back like that, she looked so hot she took Natalie’s breath away. Her wife. She’d never get tired of saying it.
Natalie chuckled. “What a disaster, right? We were so awkward that night.”
“A great story to tell now, though.”
“Yes.” And they’d already told it several times, regaling their friends with tales of the faux start to their relationship. “Our cover story became a real-life headline.”
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