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            Chapter One

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I hate turbulence.

      My stomach clenches as we fly through a rocky patch that makes me want to hurl my lunch on the seat in front of me. Sucking in a deep breath, I close my eyes. This isn’t the end of the world. We will safely land in Los Angeles soon.

      I hope.

      Weston Burke, my boss, clutches my arm. “It’s okay, Willow. Calm down.”

      Yeah, right, I want to say but hold my tongue. Flying is my least favorite mode of transportation. When you combine the tight spaces with a lack of control, it makes me uneasy. Control-freaks hate losing control, and I have none.

      The speakers make a crunching sound, and then the pilot’s voice booms through the cabin. He tells us we’re experiencing some turbulence, as if that weren’t already obvious.

      Thanks for the update, Cap.

      Burke hands me a glass of scotch, and I glance at him like he’s transformed into an alien. He wants me to drink straight from his glass. We’re not cool like that. Most of the time, we barely speak unless we’re working on a project together.

      He’s not exactly warm and fuzzy, but that’s also what makes him the best talent agent in Hollywood. His tenacity and relentless fight for his clients has earned him a harsh but well-deserved reputation.

      He tips his head. “Drink. It will help your nerves.”

      I gulp down the remaining scotch in his glass.

      Working with the legendary Weston Burke affords me a lot of opportunities. He’s signed most of the top actors, producers, directors, screenwriters, and even professional athletes in the country. There’s no area out of his reach, which makes Brenton-Lake the perfect place for me to learn and grow into a full-fledged agent.

      “You did good back there,” Burke says, referring to our meeting.

      We flew from Los Angeles this morning to New York to sign a megastar. Singer and songwriter Carrie Le Blanc is the hottest act since Madonna. She even sounds like her. Her songs are so moving I get tingles down my arms when I listen to her sing. I dream of signing someone like her. I just need to find someone worthy of Brenton-Lake.

      A compliment from Mr. Burke brings a smile to my face. He rarely gives me a pat on the back.

      “Thanks, Mr. Burke. I thought the meeting went well.”

      He fixes the gold cufflink on his left wrist and gives me a closed-mouth smile. “Carrie likes you. I think you might be my secret weapon.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” I say to be coy. “But I appreciate you saying so.”

      Okay, maybe I rocked that meeting with Carrie. We hit it off instantly. Burke might be the best in the business, but a young girl like Carrie sees him as another suit trying to make money from her. With me, she saw me as an equal.

      “Tiana Banks is considering leaving MTA. I’d like you to set up a meeting with her.”

      My mouth opens slightly in shock, but then I snap it back into place. I sit up straight and go into Agent Mode. I’ve waited years for the opportunity to approach potential clients alone.

      “I’ll reach out to her when I get back to the office.”

      Burke nods in approval, his lips pursed. I wait for him to add to the conversation. He usually gives me further instructions with clients. Instead, he turns away from me and removes a folded copy of The New York Times from his briefcase. He pretends as if I’m not even here, which is fine with me. This is how our relationship usually works. He barks a few orders, tells me to make him look good, and then I go on my merry way.

      A message from Ash Riley pops up in the corner of my computer. I lean my head back against the leather chair and angle the screen away from Burke. He’s busy flipping through the stock pages, oblivious to the world.

      
        
        Ash Riley: Nico Chase is up for grabs.

      

      

      Her words send a jolt of energy through my body. Ash works for Vinnie Sax, a partner at Brenton-Lake. Until today, Nico Chase was one of Vinnie’s top clients.

      Landing a movie star like Nico would be better than Tiana Banks. She’s a talented singer with a big career ahead of her, but Nico was one of the most sought-after action stars a few years ago. There’s something about Nico Chase that’s so undeniably sexy. When I watch his adrenaline-packed movies, my heart pounds the entire time. And the romantic scenes with his counterparts are off-the-charts. I have rewound his steamy scenes several times just to see him in action again.

      
        
        Willow: Why is he a free-agent?

      

      

      A voice sounds over the speakers to alert us to turn off and stow our devices. Not a chance.

      
        
        Ash: Vinnie’s letting him go.

      

      

      I’m about to type out a response when a woman says, “Excuse me, miss.”

      Ignoring her, I continue to type my message. Nico Chase is back on the market, and I have to know why.

      
        
        Willow: What did he do?

      

      

      For once, I know before the media gets a hold of the story. If I’m the first person to approach Nico after a devastating loss, it might help him make a quicker decision.

      
        
        Ash: We’ve had a lot of problems with him lately.

        Willow: Such as?

      

      

      The flight attendant snaps her fingers at me. I hold up my hand and tell her to give me another minute. We’re still thirty minutes away from LAX, according to the pilot’s last announcement.

      
        
        Ash: I’ll tell you in person.

      

      

      The flight attendant taps her heel hard on the floor to get my attention.

      I hold up my index finger. “One more second. This is important.”

      
        
        Willow: I’m on my way back to LA. Meet me for coffee.

      

      

      She clears her throat, shooting daggers in my direction. “The captain announced that we were making our descent ten minutes ago. Please turn off your electronic devices, move your seat back into the upright position, and stow your laptop bag under the seat in front of you.”

      
        
        Ash: The Starbucks around the corner from your house around six? I have to finish up a few things for Vinnie before I can leave.

        Willow: Perfect. See you then.

      

      

      I turn off my laptop to satisfy the annoying stewardess giving me the evil eye, and then she storms down the aisle. No one can ruin my mood, not with Nico Chase back on the market. He could be my ticket to the big leagues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      A loud dinging wakes me from a drunken sleep. One eye open, I lift my head from the pillow and glance over at my cell phone that’s buzzing across the bedside table. It’s nine o’clock in the morning. Who the hell calls this early on a Sunday morning? At least, I think it’s Sunday. The days have blurred together ever since I wrapped up with Flashbang seven months ago.

      The woman next to me rolls over in bed. “Are you going to answer that?”

      I can’t remember her name or how I ended up at her place.

      I grab my phone and then lean against the headboard. My heart beats faster when I see Vinnie Sax’s name on the screen. He’s probably calling with more terrible news. That’s all he gives me anymore. When I first signed with him, I’d only lived in Los Angeles for a few years, taking any role I could get. He spotted me at a party in Hollywood and said I had the look.

      Every dream I had as a kid, he made a reality. From an early age, I wanted to be an actor. I started with small productions in middle school, and I was a damn good Johnny in my high school’s rendition of The Outsiders. But my career has plummeted over the last few years, slow and painful torture.

      Fame is a game. You either have it, or you don’t.

      I hold the phone to my ear. “Hey, Vin.”

      My hand is shaking so badly it’s hard to believe I have the nerves of steel required for live-action films. I’ve jumped from cliffs and driven into walls, all for the sake of my art. But the feeling in the pit of my stomach right now doesn’t compare. When I’m on set, I’m hopped up on adrenaline, the electricity coursing through my veins. I feel alive and free. It’s a high unlike any drug, a high I chase so much that it has taken its toll on me.

      “Hey, Nico,” he says. “Look, we need to talk.”

      He never says things like this. I’ve had plenty of women use those words on me. But never Vinnie. He’s a straight shooter.

      I sit up straight, my heart pounding out of my chest. “So talk.”

      I rack my brain about last night and come up empty. Where did I go after the club? I was out with a few friends at Chrome, getting bottle service in the VIP area, when a group of women approached us.

      “You’ve got a lot of talent,” he says.

      “Don’t bullshit me, Vin.”

      He sighs into the phone. “We’ve had a good run. You were the best.”

      “Were? I still am,” I challenge.

      “Not anymore. You’re losing your edge. Your last two movies bombed at the box office. I can’t get a single studio to work with you—”

      “We can get through this. Give it time.”

      “There’s an ebb and flow to this business,” he says, his tone serious. “One minute you’re at the top, and the next minute, a new kid comes along to replace you. I’ve been in show business long enough to know how it works. I hate making this decision. You’re like a son to me.”

      “A father wouldn’t throw his son out like trash,” I spit back, my mouth twisted in disgust. “Not after everything we’ve been through, not after all the money I’ve made you.”

      “The tide is turning,” he says, unaffected. “I have to ride the next wave before someone else does.”

      “So, that’s it? After all these years…”

      “Sorry.” He breathes into the phone. “But this isn’t working out anymore.”

      I glance over at the girl next to me, who looks like she’s hanging onto every word. Shit, I wasn’t even thinking about her. She heard the entire conversation.

      Vinnie is letting me go. Since there’s nothing more to say, I click the end call button. I slide off the bed, searching for my clothes scattered across the carpet.

      “Hey,” the girl says from behind me.

      I pick up my shirt and throw it on. “How did I get here?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      Her voice is soft and playful.

      “Nope. Nada.”

      “You were practically fucking me on the dance floor at Chrome.”

      I slip into my jeans and check my pockets for my wallet and keys. You never know with crazy fans. I’ve had plenty of rough nights and one too many stalkers. The super fans have gone as far as breaking into my house to steal my boxers.

      “Where am I?”

      “Studio City. But you don’t have to go.”

      “Did I drive here?”

      She shakes her head. “No, you left your car at the club. We took an Uber to my apartment.”

      “Fuck,” I groan.

      She bites down on her bottom lip and pushes a few strands of hair behind her ears. “Stay. I’ll make you breakfast.”

      “No, sorry. I have to go.”

      Still naked, she crosses her arms beneath her breasts and scowls. She’s so damn tempting, but I have more important things to do—like find another agent. My career will be over if I can’t replace Vinnie soon.

      Before I leave her apartment, I open the Uber app and schedule my ride. She lives fifteen minutes from my house in Beverly Hills.

      Outside, I raise my hand to my forehead to block the sun from my eyes. My head and body are throbbing from the hangover fully setting in.

      How much did I drink last night?

      Maybe I am losing my edge. Vinnie has been trying to tell me for a while now that I need to get my act together.

      A few minutes later, my driver double parks at the curb. I hop into the car, thankful to be away from the public eye. He drives toward my house. The local news plays through the speakers. I listen carefully to see if anyone has heard about my breakup with Vinnie yet.

      A few minutes before we reach my house, my cell phone rings. This time, it’s my publicist, Danika Kane. She’s the best of the best and the reason I still have a career.

      “Tell me something good,” I say.

      “I wish I could,” she says in a severe tone. “I heard about Vinnie.”

      “News travels fast in this city.”

      “Yeah. But that’s not why I’m calling. Have you read Variety yet?”

      My heart sinks into my stomach. “Ugh, no…”

      “The advance reviews for Flashbang are… How do I say this?”

      She pauses, and I finish for her, “Bad.”

      “Worse than bad. They’re fucking terrible. If anyone pays to see this movie, it will be a miracle.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I challenge.

      She laughs. “I’ll have my assistant send you a copy. It’s Fantastic Four bad. No wonder why Vinnie dropped you like a hot potato.”

      “And what about you? You going to leave me, too?”

      A long silence passes between us before she sighs into the phone. “No, I’ll stick it out with you. But you have to promise to get your shit together.”

      “Fine,” I agree. “Whatever you want. Just help me fix this.”

      “You need to take a long, hard look at your life, Nico. There’s a reason your life is falling apart. You’re a talented actor. You used to be one of the best, and that’s why I know you can get back to where you need to be. Something has to change. Figure out what’s holding you back so we can get back to business. There’s only so much I can do for you.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I mutter. “So, what are we going to do about my agent?”

      “You will find another one,” she says, stressing her words. “It’s not my job to find your representation. Call around. I’m sure a few of the agencies will take a meeting with you.”

      “Couldn’t you do that for me? Set up a few meetings.”

      “Nico,” she booms. “I’m not your secretary or your manager.”

      “My manager quit months ago.”

      Danika groans. “Find a new one. Pick up the phone. It wouldn’t kill you.”

      Staring out the window, I sigh. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Sure,” she says in her singsong voice. “Let me know how you make out.”

      I’ve never felt so deflated as the driver pulls up to the gate in front of the mansion. If I don’t find another job, I won’t be able to afford this place much longer.

      I can’t be jobless and homeless. Been there, done that. There’s no way I’m going back to my old life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Ash is sitting at the sidewalk café with two cups in front of her. I drape my bag over the back of the chair and take a seat across from Ash.

      She slides a latte across the table in front of me with a warm smile. “Two Splenda, extra foam, just the way you like it.”

      I beam with delight. “Thanks, babe. I need this after that long plane ride home.”

      “Yeah, so how did that go?”

      “I hit it off with Carrie Le Blanc. She hasn’t signed with us yet, but I think she will after another meeting.” I sip from my cup and let out a soft moan from the goodness exploding on my tongue. “It went so well Burke is letting me work directly with clients.”

      She cups the latte between both hands and gives me a grim look. “That’s awesome, girl. Maybe one day you’ll be my agent.”

      “Finish a screenplay and we’ll talk.”

      Ash flashes a smile that slips after a few seconds. “I feel bad for Vinnie. He asked me to cancel his afternoon and slammed his door. I can’t remember the last time he was this upset over a client.”

      “Why did he let Nico go? Spill it, woman.”

      “Same as before. No studio will work with him. He’s been partying a lot. And you’ve seen all the drama online and his bouts of public drunkenness. He’s not the same. After his role in Twelve Steps, he fell apart.”

      “If I approach him, what am I getting myself into?”

      “It will be a challenge to repair his relationships with the studios.”

      “Yeah, but what did he do to cause these issues?”

      “Showing up late, drunk, or hungover, or just having to do too many reshoots. There was an issue where he got injured—”

      “I remember reading about that,” I interject. “Nico cut his thigh while filming a car chase for Off-road.”

      “Yeah, that was the movie. The studio made Nico take a drug test. He swore he wasn’t on anything... and the results came back negative.”

      “The director threatened to quit. It was a real fiasco. Vinnie had to smooth it over.”

      “What do you think? Is Nico worth my time?”

      “I don’t know,” she admits. “Flashbang has horrible reviews. Variety ripped it apart today. They said it’s the worst movie of the year. It has an eighteen percent rating on Rotten Tomatoes.”

      “If I could help Nico, this could get me a promotion. I could become an actual agent. I could have a client list instead of following Burke around everywhere.”

      “Yeah, but you’d be taking a big chance on Nico. He could also ruin your career.”

      I stare out at the street as I drink from my latte. People are bustling past us, the city crowded and humming with life. I moved to Los Angeles for college and never wanted to return to the East Coast after soaking up the California sun.

      “I can approach Nico and see what he’s like.”

      “I wouldn’t rule him out completely. Nico used to pull in fifteen million dollars per movie. Not so much anymore.”

      “What did he make on Flashbang?”

      “Because the studio considered him a high risk, they were only willing to pay two million.”

      “That’s a huge pay cut.”

      She nods.

      “So, what have you been up to?” I ask her to change the subject.

      “You know Vinnie,” she groans. “He keeps me busy. We have a fashion model who wants to act. She’s a real diva. She calls every day to talk to Vinnie.”

      “Oh, yeah? Which model?”

      “Bianca Sanders.”

      “The new Victoria’s Secret model?”

      She nods. “She’s a royal pain in my ass. Bianca thinks Vinnie can throw her into any movie because she’s pretty. But she can’t act worth a damn.”

      I laugh. “We have a few clients like that.”

      Ash fixes her eyes on me. “We haven’t talked in weeks. Anyone new in your life?”

      “Yeah, right? Like I have the time. Burke keeps me at the office sometimes until ten o’clock at night. Most days, I eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner at my desk. Between the office and travel, I’m hardly ever home.”

      “You love Tinder. You should find yourself a man for the night.”

      I laugh at her comment. “I don’t love Tinder. I’ve yet to find a single match on there.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I get too many unsolicited dick pics from Tinder dudes. No, thanks. I’ll pass. Not like I have room for men in my life. All of my time and energy go into work.”

      “I know what you mean. I’ll be Vin’s secretary forever.”

      “No, you won’t. Talk to him. Get him to move you around.”

      “No way! Vinnie relies on me too much. He won’t let me go unless I quit, and I don’t want to do that.”

      “You don’t want to be a personal assistant forever,” I point out.

      “No,” she counters. “But I’m hoping at some point I can use Vinnie’s connections.” Ash glances down at her phone. “I hate to cut our coffee date short, but Dylan is picking me up.”

      I get up from the table to throw out my cup, and when I turn back around, Ash is behind me.

      She wraps her arms around me. “Call me and let me know how you make out with Nico.”

      I hug her back, and her sweet perfume fills my nostrils. “Wish me luck.”

      She taps my shoulder. “You’ll need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I’m officially a stalker. Yep, that’s me—big fat stalker. For the past three days, I’ve practically camped in front of Nico’s Beverly Hills estate. Not a single car has passed through the tall, wrought-iron gates in the past seventy-two hours. He’s holed up inside his mansion, living the life of a famous movie star.

      What does that even look like? My life is far from glamorous. I couldn’t even afford to rent a room inside his house.

      A few paparazzi have shown up occasionally, hoping to snap a picture of Nico. He’s the talk of the town. With his movie premiere in a few days and the news about his agent spreading like wildfire, everyone is dying to interview him. And me, I’m worrying about him.

      What if he took the breakup with Vinnie harder than anyone thought? Nico is from a small town in upstate New York. He doesn’t have any family that lives in Los Angeles. No one will notice if he goes off the grid.

      My pulse races when the gates open toward me, and a black Mercedes emerges. Nico is alone, with aviator sunglasses covering his eyes and a Dodgers ball cap on his thick, unruly black hair. He makes a left out of the driveway, forcing me to duck down in my seat.

      Did he see me? I hope not.

      It’s bad enough I’m stalking him. Assuming he’s gone, I let out a sigh of relief. But I have the worst luck on the planet.

      As I sit upright, Nico throws a soda at the driver’s side window and yells, “Get lost!”

      He peels off down the street without looking over at me. So, at least there’s that. I fan myself with my hand, still in shock by our brief encounter. And then, I remember… I’m supposed to be following him. Yeah, that will not happen in my ten-year-old Toyota Corolla.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I panic for a few seconds and then get myself together. Maybe he’s stuck at a red light. This part of town is a nightmare on the weekend. It took me thirty minutes to get through all the traffic earlier, and it was only nine o’clock. If I’m lucky, I can catch up to him. I whip through Nico’s neighborhood with a purpose. Even though there’s no sign of him anywhere, I’m determined.

      When I’m down the street from The Beverly Center, I hear tires screech on the asphalt. I glance over, and my blood pumps harder at the sight of Nico’s car. But the second the light turns green, he’s gone. Like I imagined him next to me. I weave in and out of traffic, hoping to catch up to him. He drives like he’s on the Autobahn. I bet he’s used to avoiding tails from paparazzi. Some of those guys are relentless, known for causing accidents in their pursuit of a celebrity.

      He turns off the street. I trail behind him as he valet parks his car at the La Cienega Blvd. entrance. Somehow, I’ve kept up with him. I dig through my purse as I wait for a valet attendant. It’s twelve dollars to park my damn car.

      Ugh, I’m not prepared for this.

      I have a five-dollar bill, a few rolled-up ones shoved into the pocket of my purse, and the spare coins in the ashtray. By the time the attendant opens my door, I blush ten shades of red.

      “Welcome to The Beverly Center,” he says, holding the door open for me.

      Using the bottom of my shirt to hold the change, I get out of the car. He gives me a strange look that makes me uncomfortable. He tears off a ticket I stuff in my pocket, and then he looks down at the change in my hands. He holds open his palms, and I dump my sad collection of change into his hands. A few of the quarters and dimes fall onto the ground. One even runs under my car.

      Oh, my God. Someone, please help me.

      I could die from embarrassment right now. Hey, I’m no stranger to weird, shame-inducing encounters. But this incident just moved to the top of my list. As if I’m not humiliated enough, I still have Nico’s soda running down my window. Streaks of brown cover the parts of my window where the tint is peeling.

      Yeah, it’s a real shit show, and I’m the mayor of the freak town. I look like a weirdo driving my rusty, crusty shit mobile to this fancy pants mall.

      I crawl halfway under the car, my ass sticking up in the air. When a car horn blares from behind me, I jump and almost hit my head on the undercarriage. I push myself up from the ground and give the attendant the rest of the change, apologizing profusely. A line of cars forms behind me, people are angry they have to wait for me.

      Annoyed, the attendant takes the key from my hand, his lips pressed together. He holds up a ticket between his fingers. I grab it from him and stuff it inside my pocket. We passed awkward a few minutes ago, and I’m late for my stalking appointment. If I’m lucky, I can still track Nico down.

      He slides into the driver’s seat.

      All Aboard The Hot Mess Express.

      “Take excellent care of my baby,” I quip, but he doesn’t even crack a smile.

      Once inside the building, I look in every store window. I spot a few guys wearing the same Dodgers baseball cap. None of them are Nico. As time ticks down, I wonder if he’s even in the mall. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he lured me in here just to ditch me.

      By the time I reach the seventh floor, I’m sure he led me down a path to nowhere. And then I see him through the window at the Apple Store. Of all the places, I would have thought he would avoid a place this crowded. No one notices him.

      Head down, his eyes are on the iPad in his hand. He’s dressed in dark jeans that mold to his muscular thighs. A black hoodie covers most of his Dodgers hat. The person before me doesn’t look like a movie star. He looks like a regular guy who wants to buy an iPad. No one around him pays any mind to him. Still, to be on the safe side, he turns away from the surrounding people. His fingers scroll down the screen.

      I stare at him, like a celebrity crazed idiot, and wonder what he’s doing. Why would he choose this store? It seems like an odd choice for someone who’s been in the headlines for days. With only a few more days until the Flashbang premiere, this is the last place I expected him to go. Stars usually have interviews and more critical things to do in the days leading up to events. And Nico is casually looking at an iPad without a care in the world. He could be anyone right now.

      Occasionally, he peeks up from the screen to see if anyone has noticed him. He looks relieved as he goes back to his business. It must suck to have people follow you wherever you go. A part of you belongs to the public.

      I consider heading back to my car when Nico sets down the iPad. He glances over each of his shoulders and then exits the store. Our eyes meet for a split second. Nervous energy shoots throughout my body, making my skin tingle.

      I blow out a deep breath as he approaches me.

      Nico’s mouth twists in disgust. “Why are you following me?”

      “I want to talk to you.”

      “I don’t know you, so stay the hell away from me. Don’t come back to my house. And don’t follow me again.”

      “I work for Weston Burke,” I say. “I’m an agent at Brenton-Lake.”

      I remove a business card from my purse and give it to him. He glances down at my hand like I have a disease and then takes it from me. Nico studies my card for a few seconds and then looks up at me.

      “What do you want?”

      “A meeting.”

      “And why would I want to work with you?”

      “Because I’m willing to take a chance on you, and you don’t have many options.”

      He snorts. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, sweetheart.”

      “The name is Willow—not sweetheart.”

      “Whatever.” He shoves the card into my hand. “I’m not interested.”

      He walks away, leaving me with sweaty palms and my heart ready to jump out of my chest. Burke says that it takes a few times to woo a celebrity. Nico Chase will need a lot of wooing if I want him to become my first client.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      I kick up my foot on the coffee table and pound half of my beer. The cold craft brew tastes amazing as it slides down my throat. For days, I hid inside my house, attempting to drink away my problems. I waited for Vinnie to call and apologize. But his call never came. Without him, I don’t know where I stand or if I still have a career.

      On the day I leave the house, I find out I have another stalker, Willow Duvall. If she works with Weston Burke, why doesn’t she approach me like a professional? Instead, she followed me around like some fangirl who wanted an autograph. I feel like shit leaving the way I did, but you have to be careful in this business. Over the years, I’ve had my fair share of lunatics approach me.

      The front gate alarm buzzes, ringing throughout the house. I lift my cell phone from the couch and open the security system app. A black stretch limousine drives through the gates.

      Steven Marx owns this house. I haven’t seen him since the day he agreed to rent to me.

      I meet Steven at the front door.

      “Nico,” he says with concern furrowing his brows. “We have a problem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You haven’t paid your rent.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “My accountant handles all of my expenses.”

      Steven is a businessman who bought this house in the seventies as an investment. It’s worth a fortune now. Most of the year, he lives overseas, only stopping in the United States on business. He had no interest in renting his house, but he’s a big fan of my work.

      “The last check bounced,” Steven says, his words hitting me like a punch to the gut. “My business manager deposited the check twice before he asked me what’s going on with you. And since I’m in town for a few days, I figured I’d stop by.”

      Translation: You’re homeless if you don’t pay me.

      “There must be some kind of mistake.” I hold up my finger and reach into my pocket for my cell phone. “Give me a second to call my accountant. He’ll clear this up.”

      “Go ahead.” Steven waves his hand dismissively and then wanders over to the bar on the right side of the living room. “I’ll fix myself a drink.”

      He sits on one of the leather bar stools, making himself at home, his back to me as I dial my accountant. I speak to Josh’s secretary first, and then she patches me through to him. He’s been my money manager since I signed my first movie contract.

      Josh answers on the second ring. “Nico,” he says with a sigh. “I’m glad you called. We need to talk.”

      “I’ll say,” I shoot back. “Steven Marx is at the house claiming the rent check bounced.”

      He blows a deep breath into the phone. “It did. I was about to call you.”

      I step out of the room, pacing in the foyer. “What’s going on? Why did the check bounce?”

      “There’s no good way to say this, so I’m just going to rip the Band-Aid off. You’re broke, Nico.”

      My chest collapses from his words, sucking every ounce of air from them. “No… That’s not possible. I’ve made millions of dollars over the years.”

      “You haven’t had a hit movie in about four years. Your paychecks keep getting smaller, and yet you spend money like you’re still in your prime.”

      “I am in my prime,” I snap.

      “You know what I mean,” he challenges. “You’re not raking in the big bucks anymore. If you were smart, you would have listened to my advice and moved out of Beverly Hills.”

      “I like this house.”

      “You don’t need that much space. No one does. You can live in a nice single house in The Hills for a lot less money.”

      “I can’t be broke,” I say in a hushed tone as I walk onto the balcony overlooking the pool. “That’s not possible.”

      “It’s basic math,” Josh says. “You spent more than you made. Simple.”

      “How much longer do I have until the money runs out?”

      “You can’t live in that house,” he says.

      “Fine,” I groan. “I’ll get a different place. How much time do I have?”

      “You can afford an apartment in Hollywood for about six months. But the car needs to go. I suggest ending the lease on the Maserati before they repossess it.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose between my fingers, fighting the tears welling in my bottom lids. For months, I’ve been in denial. Josh tried to tell me the truth, and I was too stubborn to listen. He kept harping on my spending habits. At one point, he even canceled one of my credit cards to get me to stop using it. We fought over it and our friendship suffered. Now, I wish I hadn’t been such an asshole. If I had listened to him, I could have prevented this from happening.

      “I lost Vinnie this week,” I confess. “Now, this…”

      “Sorry, Nico. I don’t know what to say. I know this sucks. You need another job. That will get you back on your feet.”

      “I need an agent to get another job,” I point out.

      My manager quit months ago when I tried to renegotiate his contract. He walked away, taking his contacts with him.

      “A woman has been following me around. She’s a junior agent at Brenton-Lake.”

      “Talk to her. She could help you get another role.”

      “I blew her off earlier.”

      “Call and apologize,” he says, sounding somewhat distracted.

      “I gave the business card back to her.”

      He laughs. “Your attitude has a lot to do with why this is happening to you.”

      “I don’t have an attitude,” I challenge.

      “Yes, you do, and you damn well know it. You’ve had a chip on your shoulder ever since Sony paid you fifteen million for Legendary.”

      Silence passes between us as I consider his words.

      “I have made little since,” I admit.

      “Because the fame went to your head.”

      Josh is more than my accountant. He gives it to me straight, whether I want to listen to him. Most of the time, I ignore him. He likes to lecture me like I’m a child too incompetent to understand the value of money. Maybe I need his counsel more than I realize. If I had taken his warnings seriously, I might have been able to prevent this.

      “I have to talk to Marx,” I say. “I’ll call you back when he’s gone.”

      “Call the agent instead. She can help you a lot more than I can.”

      He’s right. I’m broke, jobless, and about to become homeless. Willow Duvall is my last hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Screaming parents cram into the packed gymnasium. I’m the crazy aunt who cups her hands around her mouth, yelling like a madwoman as I cheer for my nephew. He plays youth basketball for his middle school team. After her divorce, my sister followed me out here.

      When Savanna has to work, I take Ethan to his games. It’s the one non-negotiable in my life. Even if Brenton-Lake was on fire and we lost all of our clients, I would still sit in the stands at his game. Burke knows not to bother on game nights. I even turn off my cell phone so I can be one hundred percent present for Ethan.

      As the buzzer sounds, a group of boys runs over to the bench. They high-five each other, which is so damn cute it brings a smile to my face. The coach bends down with a clipboard and marker in hand as the boys crowd around him.

      Another buzzer blares through the gymnasium. Ethan takes a seat on the bench. The coach raises his hand, calling out to the next set of boys who take their places on the court. Ethan glances over his shoulder to look for me, and a smile stretches across his face. He always checks to make sure I’m still here. Poor kid is so used to everyone leaving him. But Aunt Willow will always be there.

      I raise my hand and give him a thumbs up. His grin is so wide it reaches up to his deep brown irises. He has my mother’s eyes, one of the few traits he got from my family. With his cropped blond hair and olive skin, he looks like his father’s son. Even the crease in his left cheek is in the same place as his dad. The cheating asshole left my sister to deal with a child alone while pretending he was single. Some men are not father or husband material, and Greg is one of them.

      After the game ends, Ethan stuffs his towel into his bag and slings it over his shoulder. He peeks up at me, and I pat the top of his sweaty head.

      “Ready to go, Little Man?”

      He beams with excitement. “Can we have ice cream when we get home?”

      “You’re coming to my house until your mom gets off work.”

      “You have ice cream, don’t you? Everyone has ice cream.”

      I laugh at his comment. “You’re in luck, kid. I have a gallon of chocolate ice cream with your name on it.”

      His eyes light up, and then he lets out a high-pitched squeal that hurts my ear.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I park in the driveway of my best friend’s house. Harley moved to Philadelphia to marry her childhood friend, and she’s letting me live here until I find something better. Not like I can afford anything better in this city.

      Ethan tumbles out of the car, slamming the door behind him as he dribbles a basketball on the pavement.

      “Did you see me hit a jump shot, Aunt Willow?”

      I lock the car and look for the house key in the darkness. “I saw every second of the game. You were amazing, buddy. Keep it up, and you’ll be as good as Steph Curry someday.”

      “Willow,” a man says from a few feet behind me.

      I jump, instinctively pushing Ethan behind me.

      “Nico Chase,” Ethan mutters in disbelief.

      My expression mirrors his as I look at the tall and gorgeous man standing a few feet in front of me. Nico Chase is at my house, of all places. What is he doing here?

      “It’s Nico Chase!”

      Ethan tugs on my shirt and repeats the same words as if I hadn’t heard him the first time.

      I rub a hand down the back of his basketball jersey. “Yeah, I know.”

      “This is so cool,” Ethan shouts.

      Nico gives Ethan a quick nod. Then, he raises his hand to his face and scratches the corner of his jaw. Unlike the other day, he looks like a movie star with his black hair that’s gelled and styled to perfection. The gray fitted shirt that molds to his muscular arms and broad shoulders makes me drool. I like this shirt. It’s gives me a delightful view of his toned body. I’ve seen it dozens of times on my television, but nothing compares to seeing Nico in person.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He shoves his hands into his jean pockets and shrugs. “I was a jerk.”

      “And you came over here to tell me that?”

      “I want to work together.”

      “Oh,” I say, somewhat surprised. “What’s with the change of heart?”

      He was so rude the other day I considered him a lost cause.

      “I need a job,” Nico says. “It’s been eight months since I worked, and no one will talk to me without an agent.”

      “I’m with my nephew. I have to get him in the shower before his mom comes to pick him up.”

      “Aunt Willow,” Ethan groans, as if I’m embarrassing him. He taps me on the side and points a finger up at Nico.

      “Ethan is a big fan,” I admit. “Would you mind signing something for him?”

      His handsome face brightens, and he bends down to Ethan’s height. “How would you like to come to a movie premiere?”

      Ethan’s eyes bug out of his head. “Really? Are you serious?”

      Nico nods. “Do you think Aunt Willow will want to come, too?”

      He peeks up at me and winks.

      “Yes!” Ethan pulls on my shirt. “Can we go? Please, please.”

      Nico looks up and into my eyes, and I practically melt under his gaze. Those eyes, that sexy grin, and pretty much everything about him makes it hard for me to focus. Why does he have to look at me like… that?

      “We can go,” I tell Ethan. “But we need another ticket for your mom.”

      Ethan wraps his arms around my stomach and hugs me.

      “Thank you. You’ve made his year.”

      And possibly mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I’m at the premiere of Flashbang. My inner fangirl is cheering like a crazy lady, though I’m doing my best to hide my giddiness. A rush of emotions floods through me, making it impossible to contain my excitement. But I have to act like a professional. I’ve attended events with Burke over the past five years, but never as an agent.

      My family dressed up for the occasion. Ethan is wearing an adorable tuxedo my sister rented. He plays with the baby blue bow tie like he wants to rip it off. Every time Ethan spots another movie star, he points and screams their name.

      “It’s Tony Pirelli.” Ethan tugs on my arm. “Can we meet him?”

      “I don’t know him,” I admit. “But we can try to talk to him.”

      Tony is a live-action star who played Nico’s younger brother in Off-road. The advance reviews were brutal. They said Tony’s performance was superior to Nico’s.

      “When can we see Nico?” Ethan asks.

      “He should be here any minute, Little Man.”

      “I’m dying to meet him,” Savanna says, her eyes fixed on the red carpet. “He’s so hot.”

      “Hot doesn’t even do Nico justice,” I whisper.

      Savanna chuckles.

      Bright lights flash all around us. The long red carpet spans the length of the sidewalk in front of the Chinese theater. Camera crews and paparazzi surround us, snapping one picture after the other. Fans and tourists are on the opposite side of the street, screaming every time another celebrity appears.

      As one limo disappears, another replaces it. Dozens of movie stars, models, and singers are in attendance. The crowd is electric, their energy so intense you can feel it dance along your skin.

      Savanna clings to my side, her fingers threaded between mine and Ethan’s, with a wide grin plastered on her face. She looks like she wants to jump out of my skin. This is her first movie premiere.

      My older sister chose a gorgeous silky red gown that flows down to her ankles. Her long, blonde hair is curled at the ends, spilling over her shoulders. The diamond earrings her ex-husband bought for her sparkle when the light hits them. She looks like a million bucks. Before her divorce, Savanna was a pampered housewife. Now, she has to work two jobs to pay the bills.

      “He’s here! He’s here!” Ethan chants the words as he jumps up and down.

      Savanna clutches his shoulder to calm him down.

      I wait with my family on the other side of the ropes. Nervous energy shoots through my body as the driver opens Nico’s door. A few seconds pass, and I wonder what’s up with Nico. I hope he doesn’t tumble out of the limo drunk. My stomach clenches at the thought.

      And when a beautiful woman slides out of the car, I hold my breath. He’s with a woman. That must have caused the delay.

      When she turns her head, I get a better look at her face. It’s Eve Fairchild, the female lead in Flashbang. She played Nico’s love interest in the film. His character, a retired CIA operative, had to save her from a terrorist organization.

      Nico climbs out of the car behind her, hooking his arm through hers. They look good together, like a real-life celebrity couple. Even and Nico pose for pictures, all fake smiles and waves as they soak up their moment in the spotlight. I stand on the sidelines and absorb every second.

      After Nico and Eva finish with interviews and pictures, Nico strolls over to me. His cocky grin has a strange effect on me. He looks incredible in a navy suit that fits his muscular body like it’s sewn onto him. For a big guy, he moves with grace, as if every step he takes is more effortless than the last.

      “You came,” he says before slipping under the ropes in front of me.

      I grin. “You found me.”

      “Nico,” Ethan says.

      “Hey, kiddo.” Nico holds out his palm, and Ethan slaps his hand. “Looking sharp.” He touches Ethan’s crooked bow tie and then moves it back into place. “Nice touch.”

      “My mom made me wear it.”

      Nico chuckles. “Your mom has excellent taste.”

      “I’m the mom.” Savanna extends her hand to Nico. “Savanna Duvall.”

      They shake hands, and then Nico raises my sister’s hand to his mouth to press a kiss to her skin. I can see her shiver from his touch. A bright smile turns up the corners of her mouth. I guarantee Savanna will talk about this for the next year. She’ll probably tell me she can’t wash her hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” Savanna coos.

      She covers her face as if she’s embarrassed by the effect he has on her.

      “The pleasure is all mine.”

      Nico shifts his gaze to me. “Are you waiting for me?”

      “I wasn’t sure where we should go. And we wanted to see you arrive.”

      “I’m glad you did.” Nico dips his head down to speak into my ear. “Because I have a surprise for you.”

      My body hums with electricity. I’ve never been this close to a movie star before. Burke slowly introduced me to his clients, though he still keeps me at a distance.

      Nico slides his arm behind my back, his fingers digging into my hip as he steers me toward the red carpet. Dozens of flashes go off at once. My eyes burn from all the lights. I couldn’t imagine enduring this all the time. Being famous has its perks, but this is not one of them.

      “Who’s the girl?”

      A male photographer snaps our picture.

      “Is this your girlfriend?”

      Another man raises his camera in front of his face.

      I blink a few times to clear my vision. I’m seeing stars from all the blinding lights. Thankfully, Nico holds onto me, leading the way. I can’t see three feet in front of me. If I tried to navigate the carpet alone, I would probably fall flat on my face.

      A blonde woman in her twenties holds out an audio recorder. “Nico, who’s the girl?”

      Nico pulls me closer and leans forward, his eyes fixed on the reporters in front of us. “This is Willow Duvall,” he says in a deep tone that is music to my ears. “She’s my new agent.”

      The crowd explodes with questions. Reporters buzz around us, begging for another word. Some of them ask about Vinnie Sax, where others want to know where I work.

      No one knows me. I’m the equivalent of a paper pusher at Brenton-Lake, and yet I’m being swept away by one of the hottest actors in Hollywood. Correction, one of the former hottest actors. But that’s about to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I slink past Burke’s office. His assistant peeks up from her computer screen, and when she sees me, she flags me down. I was hoping to make it through my second cup of coffee before getting a lecture from my boss. Nico’s big announcement at the premiere last night has been the talk of the office.

      “Willow,” Burke yells. “Get in here!”

      “Good luck,” Cindy says to me under her breath.

      Judging by the angry scowl on his face, I will need a lot of luck.

      “Yes, Mr. Burke,” I say, my voice wavering.

      He points at a chair in front of his desk. “Sit. We need to talk about Nico Chase.”

      “Coffee,” he shouts at Cindy. “Now!”

      He’s in rare form this morning. Lucky me.

      “What’s this I hear about Nico Chase announcing you as his agent last night?”

      “It was unexpected.” I fold my hands on my lap to steady my nerves. “He invited me to his premiere. I didn’t want to be rude and say no.”

      “You work for me,” he snaps.

      His withered skin turns a bright shade of pink as his cheeks puff out. He looks like a kettle ready to blow.

      “All decisions about clients are at my discretion.” He leans back in his chair, somewhat more relaxed than before. “You think a junior agent no one has ever heard of can fix Nico’s career?”

      I clear my throat and sit up straighter. “I’d like the chance to try.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, regarding me like gum under his shoe. Burke is a tough cookie to crack, but I can see his expression softening. He will let me work with Nico. What does he have to lose?

      “I’ll give you three months,” he says with a hint of irritation in his tone. “If you can’t line up a decent studio deal in that timeframe, then we’re cutting Nico loose. Understand?”

      On the inside, I’m beaming with delight, but I put on a straight face and nod. “That’s more than fair. Thank you for the opportunity, Mr. Burke.”

      “I’m not in the mood for ass-kissing.” He points at the door as his secretary shuffles into the room with two cups of coffee. “Go get that contract signed.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I rush out of his office, through the busy hallways, and back to my desk.

      Ash steps into my cubicle, scaring the hell out of me.

      “Oh, my God.” I hold my hand over my heart and sigh. “You got to stop sneaking up on people.”

      She tilts her head back and chuckles. “Sorry, babe.” Ash sits on the edge of my desk. “Are you fired?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. Burke gave me the go-ahead to pursue Nico.”

      She raises her hand to give me a high-five.

      “Was everyone watching?”

      She nods.

      “Burke’s giving me three months with Nico Chase.”

      “And then what? Will you get fired if it doesn’t work out?”

      I press my lips together, thinking over her question. “Honestly, I don’t know. He said I get three months. I didn’t even think he meant…” I let out a deep breath. “What if…?”

      Ash gives my shoulder a comforting squeeze. “Don’t stress over it. You got this, woman.”

      “Everyone deserves a second chance, right?”

      “Oh, girl…” She sighs.

      “Nico gets three months to prove he’s changed.”

      “But has he?”

      I roll my shoulders against the chair. “Perception is everything. It doesn’t have to be true. Nico just needs to make people believe it.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Not a clue,” I admit, and she howls with laughter. “But I’ll figure it out.”

      I always do.
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        * * *

      

      I pull up in front of the wrought-iron gates that wrap around Nico’s property. The last time I was here, I parked to the left of the tall hedges, eating snack-sized bags of chips and drinking warm cans of Coke. Now, I’m a guest. None of this feels real. One minute I’m shadowing Burke, and the next, I have my first client.

      I push the button on the metal box, and a buzzing sound floats through the speakers. The massive gates that stretch above the bushes slowly creep open as I drive through them.

      Nico insisted I meet him at his house. Stars expect everything how they want it and when they want it. And I’m not in the position to tell Nico no. I have to prove Burke wrong. Nico can flip the script on his career. We just need to write a different story.

      I park in the circular driveway out front of the largest house I’ve ever seen. A garage is on the left side of the property, with Nico’s Maserati parked in front of it.

      I gather my purse and the folder on the passenger seat. When I turn around, my hands full, Nico’s long legs are blocking the door.

      He extends his hand to me. “Need some help?”

      I don’t want to be rude and say no, so I give him the folder containing the documents he needs to sign. Nico shoves the folder under his arm and then helps me out of the car with the other. I glance up at the house, and my mouth drops open.

      Nico laughs. “The look on your face is priceless.”

      “So is this house,” I say in disbelief. “This place is incredible.”

      “It’s not mine,” he shoots back without hesitation. “I’m moving next week.”

      “I didn’t even know you could rent a mansion.”

      I laugh so hard I accidentally snort. Yeah, that’s not at all cute. Way to make an ass of yourself in front of one of your favorite actors.

      “It’s more common than you think,” Nico says, shutting my car door. “C’mon, I’ll give you the tour.”

      I bite my lip, still staring up at the house in awe. “I’d love one.”

      Nico grips my wrist and leads me toward the door, snapping my attention back to him. He looks gorgeous, his messy black hair gelled into place. His skin has a more olive tone than the other day. A tiny smile tugs at his mouth, and there’s a twinkle to his blue irises.

      Nico shows me the living room first. The walls are slate gray, with a modern and airy feel. For a man, his house is unusually clean. I was expecting a frat house with women’s panties draped over chandeliers like The Playboy Mansion. But like most bachelor pads, he has a massive flat-screen television, complete with a surround sound system and a sectional couch that takes up much of the room.

      In the dining room, there’s a table large enough to host The Last Supper with scripts scattered across it. Why does a single man need this much space to eat dinner?

      I lift a screenplay from the top of the stack. “The writing in this one is good.”

      “I’ve read it twice.”

      “Do you want me to talk to the studio?”

      He looks away and then shakes his head. “They already passed.”

      “Their loss.” I drop the heavy paper into the pile. “I’ll find you something better.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me. “You think so? Because Vinnie has had little luck.”

      I throw my hands onto my hips. “Well, I’m not Vinnie.”

      His eyes travel down the front of my body. A smirk turns up the corner of his mouth, and a cute dimple creases his left cheek. “No, you’re not.”

      Am I hallucinating the way Nico is looking at me? Maybe. There’s no other explanation for it. He would never be interested in someone like me.

      And hello, he’s your client. So, yeah, he wasn’t checking you out. You made that shit up.

      “I think we should skip the rest of the tour,” I say once we enter the kitchen.

      Where would he take me next? His bedroom? Nope, not going to happen. That would be way too unprofessional. And I’m supposed to be acting like one.

      Nico opens a cabinet that has a refrigerator inside. All the appliances blend in with the rest of the wall. Rich people are weird. They’re so fancy they can’t let people see they have a refrigerator or a dishwasher? That’s just crazy.

      “What can I get you? Beer, wine, water, soda…”

      “Water is good.”

      Nico hands me a bottle of Perrier. I stifle my laughter as I twist the cap on the sparkling water. My mom would laugh her ass off if she were here. She would say, “Tap water is the same as bottled water, only it’s free. And if it’s free, it’s for me.”

      Nico fixes his eyes on me from across the kitchen island. “What’s the plan?”

      “We have to repair your image,” I confess, wishing there was a better way to say it. He nods, and I continue, “Some studios think you’re a drunk or on drugs.”

      “I’m not,” he groans. I give him a hard look, and he adds, “I promise. There were a few times when I showed up after a late night, but I’m not an addict.”

      I hate being the bearer of unpleasant news. So, it’s better if I just rip off the Band-Aid and give it to him straight.

      “I think we should start with a minor part in a big film and work our way up.”

      He studies my face, his expression unreadable. Either he’s a better actor than I give him credit, or the idea dumbfounds him. My throat is suddenly dry, and I take a sip of the fancy bubble water. It tastes weird as it slides down my throat.

      “That’s our best course of action.”

      Nico cracks open a can of Dr. Pepper and takes a big gulp. He licks the soda from his lips, which is way sexier than it should be. But this is Nico Chase we’re talking about. Everything he does is sexy.

      “I’ve been the lead in every movie for the last five years,” he says in a hushed tone. “It’s come to this?”

      “Afraid so. I put out some feelers. I’m waiting to hear from a few studios.”

      I hand Nico the contract. “I need you to sign this. To make it official. Then we can get to work.”

      Nico signs on the line, and I follow suit. I have my first A list client. Holy crap! I want to do cartwheels through his massive house. But I’m an adult. And a professional.

      “How about a celebratory party?” Nico’s voice is deep and husky.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “That’s unnecessary.”

      “Not for you,” he points out. “I’m moving next week. And I’m having one last party before I go.”

      “Oh… Um…”

      Say yes, you idiot.

      “Sure, I guess. It’s just—”

      “You’re worried about what people will think?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t. If I cared about what everyone said about me, I would never leave the house.” He comes around to my side of the counter, so close I can feel his breath on my lips. “Stop thinking so hard, agent girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      I push my way through the crowded bar, keeping my head down. The ball cap helps to obscure my face, but with dozens of people in attendance, it’s only a matter of time before someone recognizes me.

      Lately, I have been finding more clever ways to hide in public. Despite being hounded by paparazzi, I’m sick of sitting inside the house. So, when Aaron asked me to meet him at a bar in Studio City, I said, I can always use a drink.

      Aaron was my driver and bodyguard for a few years, but after he met his wife, my lifestyle caused nothing but drama for him. Like everyone else in my life, he moved on.

      A blonde woman throws back her head and laughs, her long curls smacking my cheek as I pass by a group of young women. For a split second, I swear she looked in my direction. Maybe I’m just growing more paranoid.

      A dark-haired man with broad shoulders, dressed in a Lakers jersey and jeans, punches the air when our home team scores. He high-fives his friend, accidentally slamming his elbow into my arm. I shake off the pain spreading up my bicep and lift my head higher to look for Aaron.

      He stands up from a booth in the back of the bar and waves his hand to get my attention. Thankfully, the high wooden walls around our table will provide us with some form of privacy.

      I slip into the booth, careful to keep my face hidden.

      Aaron gives me a double take and shakes his head. “When was the last time you slept?”

      I roll my eyes, sick of getting lectures about my behavior. “This morning. But thanks for asking, Dad.”

      He tips a bottle of beer to his lips and ignores my comment.

      “I need a favor,” I say as he slides a beer in front of me.

      I down half of my beer, glaring across the table at him. After everything I did for Aaron, he’s not in the position to deny me.

      “I’m getting kicked out of my house. I need somewhere to crash for a few days.”

      His right eyebrow raises. “What did you do?”

      “I can’t pay the rent.”

      Shock scrolls across his face. “How is that possible? You’re one of the highest-paid actors in Hollywood.”

      “I was the highest-paid.” I drink the rest of my beer in one gulp and set it on the table. “Those paychecks are long gone.”

      Anymore, I feel like all I do is drink away my problems, moving from one hangover to the next. What else is there for an unemployable actor to do in this city other than a party?

      He shakes his head. “I don’t see how you could have spent that much money in the last few years.”

      “Josh says I’m broke.”

      “You own your cars, right?”

      I nod.

      “Sell them until you find another job.”

      “First, Vinnie dropped me. Then, I get evicted from my house.” I tug at the ends of my hair and let out a frustrated groan. “I’m not selling my cars. They’re all that I have left.”

      “How did you blow all of that money?”

      I roll my shoulders against the leather bench. “Because I’m an idiot who never listened to his financial advisor.”

      Aaron took all the money I paid him and invested it in a mixture of stocks, bonds, and real estate. He was smart. I was stupid.

      Aaron tips his head at my empty bottle. “You want another?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “You need to stop drinking. It’s the reason you’re losing everything.”

      Aaron flags down a waitress in her early twenties. She has short blonde hair that’s tucked behind her ears and cheeks dusted with freckles. A bright smile tugs at the corners of her mouth as she approaches our table. I remove my cell phone from my pocket and flip through dozens of missed calls and text messages.

      “Four Guinness,” Aaron says before she can open her mouth.

      He knows the drill. When he’s with me, Aaron does all the talking. She mutters a quick ‘Be right back’, and then she takes off toward the bar.

      “Do you remember the days when we could act like normal people?” Aaron looks across the table at me, his arms folded across his thick chest. “I miss those days.”

      “I landed my first role when I was nineteen. My life hasn’t been the same since.”

      “And now look at you, ten years later, and one of the world’s biggest stars.”

      “More like the world’s biggest failure,” I choke out.

      “Look at Robert Downey, Jr. No one would work with him for years. And now he’s Iron Man. He pulled in like eighty million dollars for the last Avengers movie.”

      “This town is unforgiving.”

      “They will forgive you,” he says with a stern look on his face. “Stop fucking around. No more drunken escapades captured on film. If you want redemption, earn it. Work for it.”

      The waitress appears a few seconds later, leaving our bottles on the table. I take a few swigs of mine, and then I tap my bottle against Aaron’s.

      “Can I crash at your house for a few days?”

      “Claire won’t put up with binge drinking. And I can’t have the kids seeing you drunk and whacked out of your skull.”

      “It’s just a few days,” I promise. “You won’t even notice I’m there.”

      “I’ll talk to Claire. But I wouldn’t count on her saying yes. She hates you after the scene you made at Jace’s party.”

      “I fucked up,” I admit.

      “That’s an understatement.” He groans. “I hope your new agent can get your career back on track.”

      I take a long sip of my beer and lick the foam from my lips. “She doesn’t have any big names on her client list. So, I’m not getting my hopes up.”

      “She’s taking just as much of a risk on you as you are with her,” he points out.

      “Yeah, I guess. But she has nothing to lose.”

      “Neither do you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I hang up with another studio, depleted after hearing no so many times in a row. Everyone warned me about signing Nico Chase as my first client. They said it would be impossible to get him an acting job. But the word impossible has never been in my vocabulary, and I’m determined to turn Nico’s career around.

      Ash walks into my cubicle as I’m biting on my nail. I do that when I’m nervous, which I know is a disgusting habit—because Harley yells at me all the time for it. With my best friend and former roommate living in Philly, I don’t have anyone to stop me from acting like a total train wreck. But when I see the disapproving look on Ash’s face, I expect the get a Harley-level pep talk.

      “Girl, you look a mess,” Ash says, shaking her head. She swipes her hand at mine, knocking my finger from my mouth. “And stop biting your nails. That’s gross.”

      “I’m so stressed,” I admit. “You were right about Nico. No one wants to work with him. Burke thinks he’ll ruin my career before it even begins. I can’t mess this up.”

      Ash leans against the cubicle wall with her arms crossed over her chest. “The few times I went over to his house, he was drunk and even had the nerve to hit on me in front of Dylan.”

      I laugh. “I bet Dylan loved that.”

      “Yeah, definitely not.”

      I rest my arm on my desk and look up at Ash. “Did I make a mistake? Because so far, this is looking like the worst decision I’ve ever made. Burke will fire me if this doesn’t work out.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “In so many words.”

      She bites her cheek, staring down at my messy desk that has random papers on every surface. My office is like an extension of my car, which represents my scatterbrain thoughts right now.

      Ash lifts a script from my desk and flips through a few of the pages. “I liked this one for Nico, but the director didn’t want to work with Nico.”

      “His assistant told me that an hour ago.” I lift another screenplay from my desk and hand it to Ash. “War of the Gods is perfect for Nico.”

      “I considered pitching it to Nico until Dylan told me how much it sucks.”

      “Ha! What does he know about this business? I think Nico would make an exceptional Hades.”

      “That’s what I said,” Ash coos. “But you know Dylan, he read two pages and threw the script on the coffee table before he kissed me.”

      “You guys are so grossly cute I want to throw up,” I joke.

      Ash sticks her tongue out at me.

      “Anyway, I left a message for the studio an hour ago.”

      “Firehouse Films bought this one, right?”

      I nod. “I think we’ll have a better shot with an indie studio. Nico made a lot of mistakes in the past few years. He has to work his way back to the top.”

      “It’s crazy how far he’s fallen,” Ash says in a hushed tone. “When people look at movie stars like Nico, they assume they have it all figured out.”

      “Method actors take their craft a little too far. In Nico’s case, it’s like he’s still living the life of his character from Twelve Steps.”

      “He was amazing in that movie,” Ash says with a smile. “Nico nailed homeless, strung-out junkie. His performance was reminiscent of Leonardo DiCaprio in The Basketball Diaries.”

      “Awesome movie. But I love Leo in pretty much anything.”

      Ash taps my shoulder. “I only have thirty minutes for lunch. Wanna grab a burrito with me?”

      “Do you ever get sick of burritos?”

      She rolls her shoulders. “I hear they’re one of the major food groups.”

      Laughter shakes through me as I glance at the clock. “I don’t know if I have time. I’m still waiting on a few calls back about Nico.”

      Ash tugs on my arm. “Take a break. You look like you haven’t slept in a month.”

      I recheck my phone for messages for what feels like the hundredth time. “What if someone calls?”

      “You need to eat,” she points out. “And working yourself to death won’t help you or Nico.”

      “One condition,” I say with a grin. “Come with me tonight to Nico’s party.”

      Ash bites her lip. “Um… I don’t know how Dylan will feel about that. He’s not exactly one of Nico’s biggest fans.”

      “Bring him with you. Nico said I could invite friends, and since he already knows both of you, I don’t see the problem.”

      Ash fishes her cell phone from her pocket and types furiously on the keypad. “Dylan hates when I rearrange our plans.”

      “He’s such a control-freak.”

      She chuckles. “But I don’t hate that side of him in the bedroom.”

      “I bet,” I say with laughter in my voice.

      Ash makes a face when her phone rings. She sighs, her fingers gliding across the keys as she gets into what looks like a heated debate with Dylan. He’s hard to know. His need for control over everything would drive me crazy. They are complete opposites in every way, but their differences seem to balance out the other.

      “Okay,” Ash says as she shoves her phone into her pocket. “All good.”

      “He’s mad, isn’t he?”

      She holds up her hands and shrugs. “He’ll get over it.”

      “You guys just got back together a few months ago. I don’t want to come between you.”

      She waves her hand to dismiss my concern. “Dylan’s going out with Sloan tonight. He’s just bummed that I’m not going with them to the party.”

      “For Date Crashers?”

      “It’s a Hollywood party. He said something about mingling with people in the business. I told Dylan he could pick me up from Nico’s house afterward.”

      I check my phone again for messages and sigh.

      Ash extends her hand and helps me up from the chair. “I’m getting worried about you, woman. You look like a desperate woman waiting for a one-night stand to call.”

      I laugh at her silliness. “I’m not that bad.”

      “You’re getting there,” she says, leading me out of my cubicle. “Were you ever afraid to leave the table at a restaurant if your food comes, and then the second you get up to go to the bathroom, your waiter appears?”

      “Yeah. Dozens of times.”

      “Maybe the same trick will work on these movie studios.”

      * * *

      A few hours later, my desk phone rings. I practically jump out of my chair to answer it, my heart hammering in my chest from anticipation. All-day I have received nothing but terrible news, one disappointing phone call after the next. So, when the woman on the other end asks me to hold for Mr. Cavanaugh, I almost squeal with delight.

      “Sure, I’ll hold,” I say with a shaky tone.

      Doug Cavanaugh is the owner of Firehouse Films.

      “Miss Duvall,” a deep voice says. “I hear the role of Hades interests Nico Chase.”

      “Yes, he’s very interested. We read the script and fell in love with the new spin on an old story.”

      “I liked Nico’s earlier films,” he admits. “He’s a talented actor, but I have my reservations about his current reputation.”

      “I understand your concerns,” I assure him. “But Nico is a professional, and he’s still the same actor he was ten years ago.”

      Except now, he’s slightly unhinged and drunk most of the time, but no one’s perfect.

      He breathes into the phone. “I need to see him in person.”

      “Of course.”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” he says. “Come to the lot at one o’clock.”

      My heart is beating so fast it feels as if it could explode from my chest. “Thank you,” I say, almost out of breath. “We’ll see you then.”

      After we hang up, reality sinks in, and the weight of the world feels as if it’s resting on my shoulders. Nico is throwing a moving out party tonight at his house. There’s no way he won’t be drunk. And now, I will have to convince my movie star client to behave himself.

      Yeah, this should be fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      Aaron opens the refrigerator and sets a handful of bottles on the kitchen island. He flips the tops off on the edge of the counter and passes beers around the room. For my last night in the house, I’m partying my ass off with imported beer and top-shelf liquor. If I’m going out, it might as well be with a bang.

      Music cranks through the speakers, a new pop beat that has the girls grinding on each other. A brunette pushes Aaron out of the way to sit on the stool across from me. She raises a beer to her pouty, pink lips, fixing her eyes on me.

      I invited all of my old friends, but Aaron is the only one who still puts up with my shit. We’ve been friends for so many years, I think he stays out of obligation. Most of the women in the house want to fuck me just to say they were with Nico Chase. They don’t care about me. None of these people do. The few celebs who dared to show their faces are here to see what I will do next.

      Hollywood is a weird place. When you make it, you’re on top of the world. But one mistake and you fall flat on your face. Everyone is by your side on your rise to fame. Women will do unspeakable things to get close to you, and men will sell their souls to be in your inner circle. I’m the last man standing out of the actors from my circles.

      Aaron slides his arm along the back of my neck. His cold beer touches my skin, and a chill rolls down my arm. “How does your last night of freedom feel?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’ve never felt freer.”

      “You know what I mean. Claire doesn’t mind if you stay with us for a few days as long as you don’t drink. She’s worried about the kids seeing Uncle Nico wasted again.”

      “That was one time,” I snap. “And it was an accident.”

      “You always have an excuse,” he counters.

      “Is this your way of drying me out? Because I’m not going to fucking rehab. I don’t need it.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Really? Because from where I’m sitting, it sure looks like you could use some help, but you’re too stubborn to take it.”

      “I’m an emotional drinker,” I shoot back. “I can stop whenever I want.”

      “Then, do it.” He fists the bottom of my beer, and I pull it away from him. “That’s what I thought.”

      “This is my last night,” I promise.

      He nods in acknowledgment.

      “I only need a few days to a week to sort this shit out.”

      “Did your agent find you a job yet?”

      “She’s working on it.”

      I glance at the clock on the wall above the stove. Where the hell is Willow? She said she was coming tonight. When I remove my cell phone from my pocket, I scroll through a bunch of text messages and miss calls. None of them are from Willow.

      A brunette in a black bandage dress attaches herself to my arm. I shake her off and walk into the living room, plopping down on the sectional couch next to Carrie Le Blanc. She’s a singer-songwriter and one of my few friends in this business.

      Most of my so-called friends disappeared after Sony released me from my contract. Another wave followed suit after TMZ exposed one of my highlight reels of drunkenness, causing me to lose all of my endorsements.

      Carrie pats my forearm and smiles, her lips full and smothered in pink gloss. “I was wondering where you got off to.”

      I raise my beer and tip the bottle to my lips.

      “I have to leave soon,” she says.

      I force a grin, watching the girls dance with each other in front of me. Like Aaron, Carrie is also here out of obligation. They’re good friends, and I love them for supporting me through the worst time of my life. But I hate the feeling stirring in the pit of my stomach. If I don’t find a job soon, will I have any friends? Will I have to move back home with my tail tucked between my legs?

      I polish off my beer, and Aaron, the best wingman ever, hands me another bottle. I haven’t gone without a drink all night.

      The room is spinning nicely, my mind drifting to a better place, one where I’m not losing everything. I need this distraction. Maybe if I concentrate hard enough, I’ll wake up from this horrible nightmare. Resting my head back against the cushion, I take a swig of my beer.

      When I look up, a woman is blocking my view of the girls dancing on the table. Her dark hair falls down her shoulders, stopping just above her nice rack. A tight red dress hugs her curvy body, and I suddenly get the urge to touch her… until I get a better look at her face.

      “Hey,” Willow says.

      I stare at her, more like through her.

      She waves her hand. “You okay, Nico? You don’t look so hot.”

      I nod, one eye open.

      “We started drinking after lunch,” Aaron says.

      “You said it was okay to bring a friend,” Willow says, somewhat nervously. She tips her head toward the girl on her right. “You remember Ash?”

      I look at the curvy girl who works for Vinnie. She has a big ass and nice tits I may have fantasized about once or twice. It’s hard not to notice Ash. Since she started working at Brenton- Lake, I have hit on her dozens, and she ignored my advances every time. She kept showing up at my house with boxes of scripts and the Date Crashers guy on her arm.

      “Welcome, ladies.” I slur my words.

      I tap the cushion next to me, and Willow makes herself comfortable, though she looks on edge.

      “Do I know you?” Carrie peeks up at Ash. “You look familiar.”

      “I’m Dylan’s girlfriend,” Ash says.

      Carrie makes a face like she’s thinking over the name. “Oh, right? Date Crashers. I’m obsessed with his app. Your man is a genius.”

      Ash taps me on the shoulder. “Make some room.”

      I slide to my right, and Willow moves along with me, our thighs inches apart. Her mouth widens, and then she lowers her head. Tugging on the end of her dress that leaves little to my dirty mind, she glances at the crowded living room.

      Ash sits next to Carrie, talking to her as if they are old friends. Because of Carrie’s videos and Instagram stories, Date Crashers blew up overnight. They talk about Dylan Banks and his anti-dating app, while I stare at Willow, watching her as she watches other people.

      “What are you drinking?” I ask her.

      She turns her head until her eyes meet mine. “Water.”

      I snort with laughter. “I’m fresh out.”

      I wave my hand to get Aaron’s attention, motioning him to slide a few beers down the table in front of us. Willow takes the beer from my hand, and our fingers touch.

      “How much did you drink?” Willow asks after she takes a sip from her beer.

      “A shit-ton,” I mutter.

      She sucks in a deep breath and lets it out. “I need to talk to you.”

      “So talk.”

      “Can we go somewhere more private?”

      I trace my finger down the length of her bare arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps. “You look hot in this dress,” I say as I play with the strap.

      She scowls. “Nico, I’m your agent. And I need to talk to you. It’s important.”

      “We can go upstairs.”

      She presses her lips together, smearing her red lipstick. “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Nico Chase is driving me insane. Ash warned me about his drinking. He lied right to my face when he signed the contract. Maybe I should have listened when she issued the warning. We strolled into the kitchen to find girls snorting lines of coke off the counter. Beer bottles and plastic cups littered the space. In the living room, we had to watch a bunch of topless girls dance on the coffee table in front of Nico and his friends.

      Nico staggers through the house. When we reach the stairs, I slide my arm behind his back and help him upstairs. I drag him down the hall, his massive body weighing down on me, and he leads me toward the master bedroom. The second floor has more doors than I can count.

      He’s well over two hundred pounds of solid muscle, hanging on me like a warm, heavy blanket. Nico is sweating through his shirt. He drank way too much alcohol.

      I steer him toward the large, four-poster bed, and Nico nestles his face against my neck. Nico sinks to the mattress, taking me down with him. His large, muscular body partially covers mine, making it near impossible to get out from under him. He sensually runs his hand down my arm.

      Even in his drunken state, he’s well aware of the effect he has on me. A man with his experience knows what women want. He can sense my desire. Everywhere our skin meets, a wave of heat spreads down my arms and legs, his carefully placed touches making my toes curl.

      “I need to talk to you, Nico.”

      He tugs at my clothes. “And here I thought ‘We need to talk’ was code for fuck.”

      “Nico,” I warn.

      “I know.” He swats his hand. “You’re my agent. Whatever.” He rolls his head to the side. “Chill. I won’t hit on you again.”

      I suck in a deep breath. “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      He chuckles. “You don’t have to be so uptight.”

      Shocked by his words, I gasp.

      “What? It’s true. When was the last time you had fun… or got laid?”

      It’s sad how long I have to think about this. “I don’t know. That’s not important. Anyway, I have news.”

      He props himself up on his elbow, his gaze fixed on me. “You got me a movie?”

      “I got you a meeting,” I say, unable to contain my excitement.

      “With whom?”

      “Firehouse Films.”

      “Which movie?”

      “War of the Gods. It’s about demigods who have to fight their godly parents, set in a fictional fantasy world based on Ancient Rome.”

      “I liked that script,” he admits. “So, what’s the part?”

      “You would play Hades.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose between his fingers and sighs. “I was hoping to play Zeus.”

      “They already cast Zane Anders as Zeus.” A beat passes before I continue, “This is just a meeting. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

      He rolls onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “How did I end up here?”

      “You walked. But not well, I might add.”

      “No.” Nico groans. “I mean, how did I get to this place in my career? I was pulling in fifteen million dollars for a movie, and now…” He closes his eyes and shakes his head.

      “You will get past this, Nico.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I believe in you.”

      We share a moment where I wonder if I said too much. Nico presses his palm to my cheek. I hold his gaze for a second before he drops his hand and looks away from me. After a while, Nico gives me a closed-mouth smile and brushes my hair behind my ear. The movement is way too sensual.

      A few minutes later, he’s snoring in my ear, with his hand rested on my stomach. What do I do? I lift his hand and set it on the bed between us. He rolls onto his side, falling into an even deeper sleep.

      We have a meeting with a studio, and I have to make sure he gets there on time. So, I guess I’m sleeping over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      When I wake up, my head is throbbing. It feels like someone is crushing my skull with their car. I’m ashamed that this is becoming a regular part of my morning routine. As usual, a woman in a black dress is lying next to me in bed. She’s curled up on her side, her firm ass pressed against me.

      I have to stop drinking. It was just one more, and by the fifteenth beer, I’d lost count.

      I tap the woman next to me on the shoulder. She shakes me off of her as she gets comfortable.

      “I’m not ready,” she whispers.

      What is she talking about?

      Wait, why do I recognize her voice? No… It can’t be Willow. I sit up, just enough to lean over to get a good look at her face. Shit, what is she doing in my bed? I look down at my rumpled clothes. I’m still wearing the same jeans and tee. And I slept in my sneakers. Okay, so we didn’t have sex. But what happened?

      I lean against the headboard and stare down at her, trying to figure out what to do. My last agent left me because of my bullshit. I need Willow. I hope for both of our sakes I did nothing stupid last night.

      I kick my shoes onto the floor and folding my legs into my chest. “Time to get up.”

      She rolls over to face me, her eyes closed. “Mmm…” She looks cute when she’s sleeping, so peaceful and happy.

      I shake her shoulder. “Get up, sleepyhead.”

      Willow rolls onto her back, looking over at me with one eye open. She groans and then blinks a few times before she sits up.

      She rubs her eyes and yawns. “What’s going on?”

      “You tell me. I woke up with you in my bed.”

      “Nothing happened.”

      “How did we end up here?”

      “Do you remember anything from last night?”

      I shake my head.

      She sighs. “Look, we need to talk.”

      “Those are the last words any man wants to hear in the morning.”

      Willow brushes her hair behind her ears and chuckles. “That’s why we came upstairs. I wanted to tell you about the meeting with Firehouse Films, but you fell asleep.”

      I narrow my eyes, thinking over last night. Glimpses flash into my mind. “It’s for War of the Gods, right?”

      “Yeah. The studio is expecting us at one o’clock.”

      Panicked, I glance over at the clock on my bedside table and slide off the bed like it’s on fire. “Well, what are you doing? Get ready.”

      She crawls across my bed, on her knees in front of me. “Calm down, Nico. We have plenty of time.”

      “I know, but…” I tug at the end of my shirt and groan. “I look like shit. I smell like a brewery.”

      She slips her fingers between mine, surprising me by the sudden contact. “Let me help you. I will get you through this. Remember, you got this. And I got you, okay?”

      There’s so much power behind her words that a tremor rocks through my body. Everywhere our skin meets sends a volt of electricity up my arms.

      “Take a shower,” she says with laughter in her tone. “You stink.”
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        * * *

      

      My hands stick to the steering wheel as I drive onto the Firehouse Films lot. It’s been awhile since my last meeting with a studio head. No one wants to work with the bad boy of Hollywood, though I’m not as bad as the picture they paint in the media. I’ll admit the TMZ videos showed me at my lowest point. But since then, I have stayed out of the spotlight.

      “No matter what happens,” Willow says. “This is just the first of many meetings. If you don’t get this role, I have hundreds of scripts to read.” I can feel her eyes on me as she moves her arm to the console between us. “I will find you a job even if it kills me.”

      “How are you so confident?”

      “Because I know you can turn your life around. You were one of the highest-paid actors in Hollywood, and you can do it again.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I challenge. “How do you know I won’t disappoint you like I did Vinnie?”

      She shrugs against the leather seat. “That’s why they call it a leap of faith.”

      “You’re putting your faith in the wrong person,” I assure her.

      “I tied your future to mine when you signed the contract.”

      She points to the left. “Over there. His office in building K.”

      I turn toward the gray one-story building with a giant K scrawled on the side in white paint. “What did you mean, you tied your future to mine?”

      She bites the inside of her cheek and turns her head to stare out the window. “I told Burke he could fire me if I’m not successful.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I believe in you. And if I can’t take a once successful star and turn his career around, what could I do for a new actor?”

      “You’re crazy, woman.” I shake my head as I park in front of the building. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      She turns to look at me. “Why not?”

      “No offense, but if Vinnie couldn’t get me a job, what chance do you have?”

      “I got you this meeting,” she points out. “Vinnie couldn’t even get you that, not even with all of his connections.”

      She has a good point.

      After Flashbang wrapped, I thought I was at the top of my game. But as the months passed, and Vinnie grew more irritated with me, I let all the comments online get to my head. I spent hours, sometimes days, consuming articles and social media posts. This business requires a certain mental toughness no one tells you about before deciding to follow your passion across the country. At one time, I had the confidence to take on the world. But now, it’s as if the scared method actor from Rochester, New York, resurfaces with each failure.

      Willow claps her fingers around my wrist, a determined expression on her face. “You can do this, Nico.”

      No one has believed in me this much in a long time.

      My friends look at me with pity. Even my family feels sorry for me, though I know my cousins talk shit about my back to make a few bucks. Willow is the only person who’s not here out of loyalty or service.

      For the first time, in a very long time, someone wants to help me. Willow put her career on the line for me. So, at the very least, I can knock this meeting out of the park—because we both could use a win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      My hands are still sweating, my stomach twisted into knots as I exit Building K with Nico at my side. Now that I’m out of that room, I can breathe easier.

      “I think it went well,” I lie as Nico opens the passenger door for me.

      He leans over me, his fingers gripping the top of the door. His skin smells of his spicy body wash, and with Nico this close, he’s making my head spin.

      “You think so?”

      “He didn’t say no,” I point out. “So, I’d say you have a shot at the part.”

      I hate lying to Nico. While I don’t know for sure, my gut tells me that Doug Cavanaugh brought Nico into his office to see what he was like in person. He seemed somewhat impressed, but I couldn’t help but notice how hard he was staring at him the entire time, as if he was waiting for him to screw up. They film the War of the Gods in two weeks, so I find it hard to believe they don’t already have an actor in mind for Hades’ role.

      “I’m freaking out,” Nico admits before he shuts my door. He gets into the car and continues, “I haven’t been this nervous about a meeting since I was going on auditions without an agent.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “I’m not that old.”

      “No, you started young.”

      “I lucked out,” he says with a pained smile. “I was only in LA for eight months before I met Vinnie.”

      “Vinnie Sax has a gift for finding talent. He wasn’t wrong about you, Nico. You’re a talented actor, but you need to get back to the person you used to be if you want to move your career forward. No more drinking away your problems. Deal with the mess you made head-on.”

      Nico glances over at me as I pull on my seat belt. His eyes fall to my chest for a split second, and then he turns his head to back out of the parking space.

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” he says after a long pause. “Everyone thinks I am.”

      “Every time Ash came to your house to help you, she said you were drinking. She had a hard time reaching you by phone. My boss didn’t even want to keep you at Brenton-Lake. I fought for you. Whether you believe you have a problem is irrelevant. I need you sober and level-headed. No more parties or scandalous videos, okay?”

      He lets out an exaggerated breath. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you say, boss lady.”

      “I’m not your boss, Nico. I’m your agent. This is a partnership. We are a team. If you don’t work, I don’t get paid. No one wants you to find you a job more than I do.”

      Nico drives off the Firehouse Films lot.

      “No drinking,” he says under his breath. “I’ll do my best.”

      “The next time you think about drinking, I want you to remember the damage alcohol has caused you. I want you to remember the house you had to leave behind, all the friends and jobs you lost.”

      “Damn, agent girl.” He groans. “You know how to gut a man.”

      “I want to build you up, not break you down. You can’t solve a problem without removing the obstacle. For you, that’s your drinking. We need to rebuild your persona in the media.”

      “You want me to do photo-ops?”

      “No, nothing too drastic. It’s not like you’re not running for public office. But I have some ideas.”

      He turns his head, one eyebrow raised. “You going to share this master plan with me?”

      “Start with your old acting group,” I suggest. “That’s where you got your start in this business.”

      “You want me to start from the beginning?”

      I nod. “If you were an entrepreneur and lost everything, you would have to work your way up from the bottom. You wouldn’t get a free pass because you tried and failed.”

      “Is this some kind of psychological exercise? Making me feel like shit won’t brainwash me into reverting to my former self.”

      I shake my head. “No, not at all. Think of all the people’s lives you could touch just by showing up for an improv night. You’ll get free publicity from the group, and over time, it could help your image.”

      “Next, you’ll tell me to move into the shitty studio apartment I lived in when I was eighteen.”

      “When do you move out of your house?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Where are you going to live?”

      “Aaron’s house for a few days, I guess. He’s the only genuine friend I have left. No one else would let me crash.”

      “You don’t want to live with Aaron, do you?”

      He laughs. “Not really. His wife hates me. She doesn’t want me to drink at her house. When I’m there, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells. She follows me around like I will break something. It’s uncomfortable.”

      “You can stay with me,” I blurt out.

      What did I just do? What am I even saying?

      I can’t live with my client. If anyone were to find out, my career would be over before it’s began. Burke would have a damn stroke.

      Nico stops at the red light and glances over at me. He studies my face, and I feel like I will melt under his intense gaze.

      “You would do that for me?”

      I didn’t think he would be interested. And now, what do I say? He can sleep in Harley’s old bedroom.

      “Yes.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “In Holmby Hills.”

      “I dated a girl who lived there,” he says as he turns onto Wilshire. “She was a pain in my ass. High-maintenance and always wanted to come with me to Hollywood parties to meet people in the biz.” Nico clutches the steering wheel with one hand, checking his mirrors as he changes lanes.

      “It’s not my house,” I admit. “My friend owns the place.”

      “She won’t mind if I crash for a while?”

      “I have to call her.”

      Nico hits a button on the remote attached to his visor, and the doors to his mansion open inward, allowing him to drive onto the property.

      “This feels weird,” he whispers. “I’ve lived here for five years.”

      “My mom always says that one door closes so another can open. This might feel like the end of the world to you, but I promise we will turn this around. You’ll be back to living like the Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous in no time.”

      “I don’t care about the money,” he says without hesitation. “I never did this to get rich or famous.”

      “Going back to basics will be good for you. You’ll see. This is rock bottom, Nico. Don’t take it for granted.”

      * * *

      After I drive off Nico’s property, I call Harley, who answers on the third ring.

      “Hey,” Harley says. “You miss me yet?”

      I laugh. “You know, I do. I miss the shit out of your face. The house gives me the creeps when I’m alone.”

      “They’re settling creaks,” Harley says for what feels like the hundredth time. “Just ignore them.”

      “How’s everything going in Philly?”

      “Nate has been so amazing since I got back. He’s making up for the time we were apart.”

      I groan. “Don’t rub it in that you’re getting more sex than me.”

      Harley chuckles. “I didn’t mean sex, but yeah, Nate is making up for that too.”

      “Lucky bitch,” I quip. “Now that I have Nico Chase as a client, I probably won’t have sex for another year.”

      “You knew he would be a challenge.”

      “Actually, Nico is the reason I’m calling. I mean, I wanted to talk to you and see how you’re doing, but I also have to ask you something.”

      “Shoot,” she says.

      “Nico needs a place to stay temporarily. I accidentally blurted out that he could live with me. I wasn’t thinking, babe. And I didn’t think he would even take me up on the offer. I told him I have to talk to you first.”

      “Nico Chase,” she says in disbelief. “Wait until I tell Nate I have a movie star living in my house. He’s a big fan of Nico. Think you can get him to sign something for him?”

      “Sure. So, you’re cool with this?”

      “As long as he doesn’t hurt you, I’m good. But if he pulls any of his shit, I’ll fly out there and kick his ass.”

      I laugh so hard a tear slides down my cheek. “And you’ll have my permission to do just that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      I stare up at the mansion as I slam the trunk of my car closed. Even though I don’t own this place, it sure as hell felt like mine while I lived here. Checking my watch, I sigh when I realize I’m running late. I told Willow I would be at her house at noon, and I’m already proving I’m unreliable.

      I climb into the car and drive off the property, leaving my past behind. Holmby Hills is a quick drive from my old house in Beverly Hills. At least I don’t have to travel far. It surprised me when Willow said she lived in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in Los Angeles. Junior agents make little money, even those who work for a big agency like Brenton-Lake. And until she gets me a job, we’re both screwed.

      I park behind a beat-up Toyota in the driveway. Willow is waiting for me on the front steps, wearing black sunglasses that obscure most of her face. She’s dressed in jeans and a purple tank top, digging her elbows into her thighs as she watches me get out of my car.

      I move toward her, and she waves, a smile stretching the corners of her mouth.

      “When is the moving company coming?”

      “They’re not.”

      She gives me a confused look. “Then, how are you getting your stuff here?”

      “I have a few boxes in my car.”

      She attempts to get up from the steps, and I extend my hand to her. When her fingers slip between mine, a rush of electricity shoots up my arm. I release my grip on her, running my hand down my jeans to get rid of the strange feeling.

      “What about your furniture?”

      “The owner rented the house turnkey.”

      “What about books or pictures?”

      “I’m a minimalist,” I confess. “I only buy what I can carry. And I’m not a sentimental person.”

      “What kind of minimalist lives in a Beverly Hills mansion by themselves and owns three luxury cars?”

      She has me there.

      “I like cars and houses. I care little for personal possessions.”

      “How come?”

      I consider her question for a second and tell her something few people know. “When I was ten years old, my house caught on fire. We lost everything but the clothes on our backs. It taught me a valuable lesson.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Material possessions are pointless. My parents didn’t have enough money to replace my video games and comic books, and I got along fine without them.”

      She gives me a mischievous look. “You read comic books?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “You look more like the captain of the football team, not the president of the chess club.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Willow pushes open the front door and invites me inside.

      She leads me down a long hallway and stops in front of the second door on our right. “This is your room.”
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        * * *

      

      After I dump my boxes into the bedroom, I sit on the edge of the bed, wondering how the fuck I ended up here. I had one of the most promising careers in Hollywood until a few years ago.

      What went wrong?

      I had the house, the cars, the smoking hot actress girlfriend, millions of adoring fans, and studios throwing money at me left and right. And now, I’m living in a guest bedroom in my agent’s house. This is officially the dumbest thing I have done.

      Willow pops her head into my room, a smile in place. “I’m ordering pizza. You cool with that?”

      “Yeah, sounds good. I like pepperoni, extra cheese.”

      I close the distance between us, and Willow sucks in a deep breath. She feels that connection between us, palpable energy that hangs in the air, thick like fog.

      Willow is gorgeous, with a smoking body that could get me into trouble. She’s bossy and demanding, not afraid to call me out on my shit. I like that about her. She seems to know what she wants when I can barely get out of bed in the morning. And she’s the only person willing to risk their future to save mine.

      I can’t be the Nico everyone thinks I am.

      “Sit with me,” Willow says as she walks out of my bedroom. I catch up with her in the hallway, and she adds, “We can get to know each other better while we wait for the pizza. I want to know everything that makes Nico Chase tick.”

      I move into the living room and sit at the farthest end of the couch from her. I don’t want to open up to a stranger. My friends don’t even know the reasons for my slow decline. Some movies make a career, while others can destroy it.

      Willow crosses her legs, drawing my attention to the skirt riding up her long, lean thighs. Her fingers move across the keypad of her phone, and then she drops it onto the coffee table.

      “The pizza will be here within the hour. So, let’s chat. What projects do you want to pursue?”

      “I just want to work again,” I confess. “I miss acting.”

      “Start with your old theater group. It’s a step in the right direction.”

      I shove a hand through my messy hair that I hadn’t bothered to comb before moving out of my house. “This is humiliating.”

      She slides across the couch cushion, though, keeping her distance. “Everyone has to start somewhere.”

      “I already paid my dues.”

      “People in this town are harsh but not unforgiving. So, tell me something about yourself, something no one knows.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “When did you drink all the time?”

      “Before we wrapped on Twelve Steps.”

      “You took the role too far,” she hedges. “A lot of method actors go the distance for a character. But they rarely assume that role for years after the movie wraps. Is your drinking a problem we need to address?”

      I consider her question for a long, hard moment. Most mornings, I wake with the stale taste of scotch on my breath with a migraine pounding at the base of my skull. Do I have a problem?

      “No… I don’t know. I can stop drinking.”

      She sits up straight, her eyes on me. “Why do you drink?”

      “Because it tastes good.”

      She shakes her head. “No, the truth.”

      “To numb the pain of reality,” I confess. “Sometimes, out of boredom and habit.”

      “Starting today, you’re as sober as a monk. Think you can handle it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m in the middle of reading scripts with fantasy and superhero elements, some thrillers, and others action. It would help if I knew where you want to start.”

      “I’d love to be part of a superhero franchise.”

      “Baby steps,” she countered. “We have a better chance of getting a meeting with a smaller studio. Sony, Disney, and the big names are out of the question for now. They wouldn’t even talk to Vinnie about you.”

      “What are my options?”

      “The meeting with Firehouse was a good start. If someone like Doug Cavanaugh will take a meeting with you, other studio execs will follow suit.”

      “You’re that confident?”

      “Nico,” she groans. “I know you’re used to hearing no. But you have to put the past behind you. We’re building something new together. Forget about how much money you made from previous movies. Ignore the media, the paparazzi, and all the assholes online.” She leans forward, moving her hand back and forth between us. “You and me, Nico. We’re both starting from scratch.”

      “Okay.” I sigh. “Everything is changing so fast. It’s fucking freaking me out.”

      “I can see that. This transition won’t be easy for either of us. But I want you to promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When you go to that sombre place, where you tell yourself that you’re not good enough or unworthy, I need you to remember that I got you. We can do this together. But I need you to have my back.”

      “How?”

      “No drinking or partying. Go back to your acting group and get back into the groove while I handle the business side of things.”

      “Anything else?”

      “It would help if you read some scripts.”

      “I can do that.”

      My previous agent either read the scripts for me or had his assistant do it. Not until we’d had a firm meeting with a studio did I ever bother to read a screenplay. Back then, I only cared about the money because I tied the dollar figure to my ego. I was lazy in the past, too self-absorbed, and arrogant to see the error in my ways.

      “I pulled all the indie scripts.” She points her finger at the dining room, where she stacked the screenplays on the table. “You only have to nail one role, but we have to pick the right one. Remember, this is a slow climb, not a race to the finish line.”

      The doorbell rings. I push myself up from the couch, moving past Willow toward the front door. She’s at my side, two twenty-dollar bills clutched between her fingers. Beating her to the punch, I remove cash from my back pocket and box her out of the way as I open the front door.

      The delivery man’s eyes widen as he looks at me. I hand him the money and take the pizza boxes, thanking him as I close the door.

      “I wanted to pay,” Willow says.

      “Not while I live here.”

      “But,” she protests. “This is our first client dinner.”

      She’s so cute that it brings a smile to my lips. “I’ve milked Vinnie for plenty of dinners over the years. We’re doing things differently this time, right?”

      She bobs her head.

      “We can make our own rules.”

      Willow flips open the pizza box, smiling as she raises the slice to her mouth. “Yeah. I like the sound of that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I roll on to my back. A sliver of light creeps through the blinds, the sun getting ready to set. I tossed and turned all night, lucky to get a few hours of sleep. I slide my legs off the mattress, my head foggy as I open the door and walk down the hall to the bathroom. An alarm blares from the last door on the right—Willow’s bedroom. She starts work at seven o’clock. I don’t miss the early mornings on the set, but I miss acting regularly.

      I close the bathroom door and do my business before standing in front of the mirror and splashing water on my face. The skin beneath my eyes is dark and bruised, as if someone punched me in the face. When was the last time I had a good night’s sleep? Too long.

      A loud bang on the door snaps me out of my self-loathing. I dry my face and hands with a towel and swing the door open. Willow stands in the hallway, dressed in a knee-length terrycloth robe with no makeup on her face, and her hair slung over her shoulder.

      “Morning. How did you sleep?”

      I roll my shoulders. “As expected, I guess.”

      “I need to shower.”

      I’m not used to sharing bathrooms. The house I rented in Beverly Hills had ten bedrooms and seven bathrooms.

      Willow moves to the side, giving me enough room to exit the bathroom.

      “Do you like pancakes?” I ask her.

      Her face beams with delight. “I love them.”

      “I’ll be in the kitchen,” I say before I walk away.

      Willow clears her throat behind me, and then she whispers something under her breath. I stop and glance over my shoulder, but when our eyes meet, she smiles and rushes into the bathroom like the hallway is on fire.

      In the kitchen, I open cabinets until I find a few frying pans and set them on the stove. I haven’t cooked for a woman in years, but it’s the least I can do since Willow is cool with me staying here until I find a place to live. I remove bacon from the refrigerator and grab a box of pancake mix from the cabinet.

      I get to work mixing pancake batter in a bowl, adding the perfectly blended mix to a hot pan. Standing in front of the stove, I flip the golden pancakes and turning over the slices of bacon frying in the pan.

      Willow strolls into the kitchen with her wet hair hanging over her shoulder. Her face is free of makeup, though she doesn’t need it. She’s wearing a black dress with a belt that wraps around her slim waist, highlighting her gorgeous curves.

      Willow tips her nose in the air. “The bacon smells amazing.” She grabs her laptop and sits at the kitchen counter, flipping open the lid. “I like mine extra crispy.”

      “You got it, boss,” I say with a wink.

      She giggles, her eyes pointed down at the screen. Her fingers move across the keys quickly, though I don’t miss the concern on her face.

      I add three pancakes to her plate and slices of burnt bacon and slide it in front of her. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah…” She closes her laptop and moves it to the side, pulling her plate toward her. “The usual work emails. Nothing to worry about.”

      Liar. She fidgets on the barstool, biting her cheek.

      “You can tell me.” I take the seat next to her and dig into my breakfast. “Give it to me straight. I’m used to the rejection at this point.”

      She cuts into her pancake stack and sighs. “It’s nothing. Just a few more form letter responses about the movies I inquired about.”

      “For me?”

      She nods and then shoves the food into her mouth.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve heard the word no in my career?”

      Willow wipes her mouth with a napkin, her eyes on me. “How many?”

      “One thousand two hundred twenty-three.”

      Her blue eyes widen. “You’re joking me.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. I keep track of every time someone turns me down for a role.”

      She gives me a confused look. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “Because success requires failure. No one walks into any business and becomes an overnight success. I mean, sure, there are a few exceptions to that rule, but most people have to grind for years before they make anything of themselves.”

      “This week alone, I’ve been told no eight times. You can add those to your list.”

      She gives me a cheeky grin, her expression contagious.

      We eat our breakfast, the silence between us thick in the air. I’m not used to spending time around people. Alone in my mansion, I hid behind the stone walls and drank myself into oblivion. It was nice to have my sanctuary from the world, where no one could hurt me. But now, I’m sharing a part of myself with Willow. She’s allowed me into her home and her world, and I feel the need to reciprocate. She should know what she’s gotten herself into by agreeing to work with me.

      Willow slides off the stool, plate in hand, and swipes mine from the counter before she places the dishes in the sink and runs water over them.

      “If you’re cool with cooking, I’ll handle the cleaning and other household stuff.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “Sounds good. I’m not a gourmet chef, but I can make simple stuff. You like Mac and cheese?”

      She laughs. “Who doesn’t?”

      “Get ready to eat the best three-cheese mac and cheese on the planet.”

      “You’re not what I expected,” she says in a hushed tone.

      I wiggle my eyebrows, giving her a sly grin. “I plan to exceed your expectations.”

      “Happy to hear it.”

      “I emailed Shay to let her know we’re coming tonight. I haven’t heard from her.”

      Shay Marshall is my first and only acting coach and a legend in this business. She’s why I made it this far in my career, like a mother who pushed me in the right direction.

      “How long has it been since you saw her?”

      “Too long,” I admit.

      “I have to finish getting ready for work.”

      I wave my hand. “Go ahead. I’ll take care of the dishes.”

      She smiles. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      As she leaves the kitchen, my cock jerks at the sight of her tight ass in that dress. Willow has legs for days and a body I would love to run my hands over. But she’s my agent… and so off-limits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Nico grips the steering wheel, biting his cheek as he pulls into the parking lot attached to the playhouse. We haven’t spoken a word since we left the house.

      He shifts the car into park and turns to me. “I’m nervous. Why the fuck am I nervous? I feel like I will crawl out of my skin.”

      “Because you’re worried about what people will think of you.”

      He sighs, his eyes downcast. “Yeah, I guess. It’s been over a year since I showed my face here. What if everyone hates me?”

      “You don’t know what you don’t know,” I say with a smile.

      Nico bobs his head.

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I’m here for you.” I cup his shoulder with my hand, and our eyes meet. “Starting over is hard for everyone.”

      “I’m acting like a pussy.” He groans, opening his car door. “Just ignore me.”

      I get out of the car, my laughter shaking through me. “Dramatic much?”

      Nico rolls his eyes, a smile playing on his lips.

      “Creative people are insecure by nature. You put so much of yourself out into the world for public consumption. It goes with the territory to think you’re not good enough. But you know what? You’re not the only one. Every actor, writer, musician, and painter struggles with the same issues.”

      “Shay never answered my email,” he says in his defense. “She probably doesn’t want me showing up uninvited. I haven’t spoken to her in years.”

      Shay Marshall is an iconic coach who has shaped the careers of dozens of famous actors.

      “Don’t jump to conclusions.” I push my hand into his back, forcing him to move toward the brick building. “She’s a busy woman.”

      Nico opens the door for me, stepping to the side to allow me to pass. We walk down a long hallway, the walls and floors lined with red carpet, which reminds me of a movie theater. A concession stand is on my right, where a few people are chatting. Heads turn, their eyes wide as they stare at Nico, who attracts more attention with each step we take.

      Once inside the theater, we stroll down a long aisle set between two rows of seats. Shay Marshall, a woman in her late sixties with short white hair and sharpness to her tone, stands in front of the stage. She gives orders to the men moving armchairs across the floor, organizing them to look like a makeshift living room.

      Nico shoots me a pained look, though I think he’s worried over nothing. He’s made a lot of mistakes in the past few years, but nothing he can’t overcome with a little patience and a lot of hard work.

      A woman whispers, “Is that Nico Chase?”

      Another woman says, “Oh, my God. What is he doing here?”

      “You can’t miss a face like that,” someone adds.

      “He’s so fucking hot,” says another woman.

      “He doesn’t look like a drunk,” says a young man sitting in a row to my left with the women.

      Nico visibly shudders at my side, his face twisted with emotions, but he keeps his eyes on the front of the room. I would hate to have people talk about me like I’m not a real person. Like my feelings don’t matter, and my life is open for comment.

      I hook my arm through Nico’s as we pass them. “Don’t listen to them,” I say under my breath. “They don’t know you. Their opinion doesn’t matter.”

      Nico taps Shay on the shoulder, leaning into her ear to whisper something I can’t hear. She spins around and wraps her arms around him. He hugs her back, his face buried in her neck as he lifts the petite woman off the floor. They look more like a mother and son engaged in a warm embrace than old friends.

      I thought it would help if Nico went back to basics, back to the woman who first believed in him. He’d mentioned her in previous interviews, even brought her to a few red carpets earlier in his career. Shay had more to do with Nico’s success than Vinnie Sax.

      My insides turn to mush when he smacks a kiss on her cheek. If only people could see this side of Nico Chase. He’s not the asshole drunk everyone makes him out to be. After a few days of living together, I have seen a side of him I wish the world could know firsthand.

      “Nico, my boy,” Shay says as he releases her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Didn’t you get my emails?”

      She gives him a confused look. “No. I only check my Gmail account when my daughter sends me pictures of my grandkids.”

      “I tried calling, even sent you a few text messages.”

      “I got rid of that gadget, couldn’t stand it. Next time you want to get a hold of me, leave a message with someone at the playhouse. Or call the house.”

      “You still have a landline?”

      “I’m as you say, old school.”

      She winks at Nico, and he smiles in response.

      “So, what brings you here?”

      Nico angles his body, extending his hand to me. “I have a new agent. This is Willow Duvall. She’s helping me get back on track.”

      Shay steps forward and gives me a warm hug. She smells like vanilla and menthol, a strange mixture that makes my nose tingle.

      “Nice to meet you, Willow. You’re doing something right if Nico is visiting me after all these years.”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I say as I step out of her arms. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “All good things, I hope.”

      “You’re the Movie Star Whisperer,” I joke.

      She laughs. “No one’s called me that in years.”

      “It’s true,” Nico chimes. “Shay’s made more careers than any acting coach in Hollywood.”

      Shay’s cheeks flush crimson. “Stop flattering me.”

      “I was hoping to join the group tonight,” Nico admits.

      Shay’s gaze travels around the room. The surprised faces in the crowd show they are equally excited about Nico’s presence.

      Shay grabs his hand. “It’s improv night. Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

      I take a seat a few rows back and dig my cell phone from my purse. A few emails require my attention. Burke wants me to call Carrie Le Blanc in the morning because she has answered none of his calls. We had a successful trip to New York, and Carrie seemed interested in switching from JTA to Brenton-Lake. But maybe, in this case, Carrie just needs a woman’s touch to seal the deal.

      I type back a response to Burke and get his Out of Office message. A mid-sized studio sent me a form response email thanking me for my interest in one of their movies. I won’t even bother telling Nico about that. Rejecting Nico by fucking email is harsh. Jerks.

      On stage with Nico, Shay announces the first improvisation topic—Boys in Blue. Nico and a redheaded woman have to play good cop-bad cop and interrogate a man suspected of stealing women’s underwear from Victoria’s Secret. It’s a ridiculous but funny scene where Nico shines as an actor. Nico plays the bad cop, getting in the suspect’s face.

      I sink back in my chair, laughing along with the people sitting in the first few rows, awaiting their turn. Maybe I’ll find some talent among the group of eager actors. Vinnie Sax discovered Nico at one of Shay’s famous theater nights.

      My cell phone buzzes in my purse, and my pulse pounds when I see Firehouse Films flashing on the screen. Nico is in the middle of an improv skit, busy with his acting group. I sneak along the row and rush up the center aisle toward the back of the room and answer the call.

      “We’re passing on Nico,” Doug Cavanaugh says. “I thought you should hear it from me instead of my assistant.”

      My heart sinks into my stomach. Nico is making progress, one step at a time, and this could crush him.

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “I still have my reservations about Nico,” he admits. “But I might have something for him in a few months. The project shoots in New Zealand.”

      “We would love to work with you.”

      “I’m looking at other actors at the moment. But if they don’t pan out, we’re interested in Nico.”

      “That would be great. Thank you, Mr. Cavanaugh.”

      He mutters a quick goodbye, and then the call ends. I stare at the screen, still in disbelief. In a short time, I’m making headway with Nico’s career. Sure, he didn’t get the part in War of the Gods, but at least I have one studio that’s not repulsed by him. Vinnie Sax’s mistake was focusing on big studios, while I’m going the independent route.

      I stroll into the theater where Nico and his group are now gathering in front of the stage. People circle Nico, so enamored by him. It brings a smile to my face. He was so worried about getting rejected before we walked into the theater.

      I shove my phone into my purse and watch Nico in action. He’s so charismatic and full of energy. Ash had complained about his drinking and disheveled appearance, but since Nico lives with me, it’s as if he’s a different person.

      Nico finishes up with his new friends and eventually strolls up the aisle to meet me, greeting me with one of his movie stars smiles. “I guess you can say, I told you so.”

      I shake my head. “Nah. I’m happy for you, Nico. I knew they would welcome you back.”

      “You never seem to doubt me.”

      “I think you’ve read too many negative comments online, and all of that noise has gotten to your head. Their negative energy could be the reason your career started slipping. You’re not allowed to read Variety, or Google yourself, or do any of the harmful, self-destructive things you’ve done in the past. And stay off social media. Understand?”

      He gives me a sexy look I want to slap from his face. “Yes, agent girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      After two weeks into our living situation, we find a groove that works for us. Nico does the food shopping and cooking, and I clean and maintain the house. Our unconventional relationship is feeling like we’ve been friends for years. Nico stands in front of the stove, dressed in basketball shorts that hang low on his narrow hips. He doesn’t seem to enjoy wearing shirts in the house. It’s as if he can’t stand to have the fabric touch his skin. The man never wears a damn shirt, which is frustrating.

      On the plus side, he’s trying and hasn’t touched a drink since he moved in with me. Not like I would supply him with alcohol, anyway. We made a deal, and he’s following through with the plan.

      “Do you want cheese on your burger?” Nico asks me with his back to me.

      And what a nice back. He’s ripped with muscle, tanned and without an ounce of fat on his body.

      “Extra cheese,” I tell him.

      “You got it.” He flips a burger in a frying pan and then reaches for two slices of cheddar cheese. “Do you want your bun toasted?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I lean forward on the counter, my elbows digging into the marble, and watch this gorgeous man make me dinner. He sways his hips to a pop tune belting out from the speaker on his cell phone. Nico sometimes sings and dances when he cooks. The first time I caught him, we both laughed it off, but now, he does it to entertain me. And torture. I mean, seriously, this man is doing things to my lady parts that should be illegal. I push the dirty thoughts down because he’s my client in need of my help.

      My work cell phone buzzes across the countertop with a call from a local 213 area code I don’t recognize. I raise the phone to my ear, and a man on the other end shouts into the speaker.

      Loud noise pierces my eardrum, which sounds like the rotary blades of a helicopter in the background.

      “Hello,” I shout. “I’m having trouble hearing you.”

      Nico turns around with two plates in his hand, looking like the sexiest cook in history. The only thing hotter would be him naked underneath a Kiss the Cook apron. A girl can dream, right?

      “Miss Duvall,” the man says, now moving away from the chopper. “It’s Dean Patterson from Liberty Productions. Look, I’m about to take off and won’t be back in town for a few days, but I’d like to work with Nico Chase on The Fallen.”

      “We’re looking forward to working with you.”

      Nico gives me a curious look as he sets our burgers on the counter and comes around to my side to take the barstool next to me at the kitchen island. I hold up my finger and give Nico a smile that probably shows every tooth in my mouth. I’m so damn happy I have to strangle my inner cheerleader, who’s ready to scream.

      “Karl Blake just dropped out of the role of Lord Marlon for personal reasons. It’s a small part if he’s interested. We film next week. Do you think Nico could get up to speed by then?”

      “Yes. Where are you filming?”

      “At our studio in LA.”

      We discuss the details about the role. Nico won’t make as much money as he would have earned five years ago, but this is the start of something better.

      “Can you have your assistant send over the script?”

      “Will do,” she says, now fighting the loud noise in the background. “My assistant will be in touch, Miss Duvall.”

      The line goes dead, and my mouth is hanging open wide enough to throw popcorn into it. I drop the phone onto the counter, shocked by the sudden turn of events.

      “You won’t believe this,” I say to Nico. “Karl Blake bailed on The Fallen. That was Dean Patterson, studio head at Liberty Productions. He wants you to take Karl’s place as Lord Marlon.”

      “So, I’d be what, a knight?”

      I nod. “We should hear from his assistant soon. I can help you run lines if you need me… or maybe someone from your acting group can run through lines with you.”

      Nico throws his arms around me, lifting me off the bar stool as he squeezes the life from my tired body. He kisses the top of my head, his grip so strong I can hardly breathe.

      “Thank you,” he whispers.

      “It’s not a starring role,” I point out.

      “No, it’s a second chance.” He releases me from his grip and settles onto his stool, lifting the burger from his plate. “We should celebrate this week.”

      “How about dinner?”

      He sinks his teeth into his burger, speaking between bites. “Deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      Adrenaline courses through my veins as I mess up my line for the fifth time in a row. Combined with my rapid heartbeat and the nerves shaking through my limbs, I can hardly focus.

      “I’m sorry,” I say to Willow for what feels like the hundredth time. “I thought I had it.” Shaking my head, I turn away from her and grab the script from the coffee table. “I’m a little out of practice.”

      “It’s okay, Nico,” Willow says in a singsong tone. “Practice makes perfect. It’s just you and me. No one is here to judge you.”

      Willow gets me on a deeper level, as if she understands all of my insecurities and welcomes them. She never judges me or makes me feel like an asshole. Even when I screw up, she’s there to coax me through the darkness that often consumes me when I get down on myself.

      I sink to the couch, script in hand, and read through the scene once more. Willow drops to the cushion next to me, her silence somewhat comforting. I like that she gives me room to breathe and never pushes me too far. She’s starting to grow on me.

      I look over at Willow, who’s staring out the window that overlooks the yard.

      “You ready?” I ask her.

      She cocks her head at me. “Start again from the top?”

      I nod, and then we hop off the couch to get into position again. With the script behind Willow’s back, she stands tall, looking at me with those eyes that slice through me every time. Her full, pink lips part slightly, and she sucks in a deep breath. I have dreamed about tasting those lips for the past week. Every time she bats her eyelashes and gives me one of those dreamy fangirl looks, I want to kiss her until my lips hurt.

      Willow waves her hand in front of my face. “You in there, Nico?”

      “Um… Yeah, I was thinking about the scene.”

      I slide my hand behind her back, pulling her into my chest. “I can’t fight it anymore, Princess Alora.”

      She slips her arms around my neck and melts into me. “Then don’t,” she whispers.

      I dip my head down, my lips inches from hers.

      “Nico, we can’t,” she breathes.

      “It’s part of the script.”

      Willow takes a step back and throws her hands onto her hips. “I’m your agent.”

      “The knight kisses the queen in this scene.”

      She blushes. “I’m sure you’ve kissed enough women. You don’t need the practice.”

      “I’m nervous about this scene. It would help if we walked through it together.”

      “It’s so…” She turns her head away. “I shouldn’t. Maybe you should ask someone from Shay’s acting group.”

      “I need you, Willow.”

      Why is she so worried about a kiss? I’ve had to kiss dozens of women on camera, most of which did nothing for me. I only dated one of my costars after an intimate scene, and that ended almost as abruptly as it began.

      Her eyes meet mine, her chest rising and falling with each breath. “Okay,” she says in a hushed tone. “But this stays between us. It’s for the movie, nothing more.”

      “You got it, agent girl. Noting more.” I cock an eyebrow at her. “Let’s take it from the top.”

      We repeat the same lines, my fingers digging into her hip, and she trembles in my arms. I can see the hesitation on her face, though there’s the desire in her eyes. Her words say one thing, but her body says another. My lips crash into hers, my tongue sweeping into her mouth. She slides her hands up my chest and links her fingers together, holding me in place.

      Gripping her chin, I deepen the kiss, pinning her against my chest with another kiss that drains the air from my lungs. She moans when I suck her bottom lip into my mouth, soft and playful. We paw at each other’s clothes, and the kiss goes beyond what I had imagined.

      In the movie, Lord Marlon scoops the queen into his arms and lays her on the bed. Willow doesn’t protest when I lift her off her feet, moving her to the couch with our lips melded.

      I climb on top of her, rubbing the pad of my thumb along her cheek. She wants this as much as I do. But what am I doing? This beautiful woman is my agent, my shot at a second chance.

      Our lips separate for a second. Willow stares at me, her chest rising and falling with each breath. I slip my fingers through her hair, and she leans into me, desperate for more. When our tongues collide, I kiss her like I need the air from her lungs to survive. She wraps her legs around my back. Her thighs squeeze me so tightly I have to remind myself that we’re rehearsing a scene.

      The kiss is fake. So why does the swirl of emotions ripping through me feel so real?

      When our lips separate, Willow’s eyes flicker with acknowledgment. She takes slow, shallow breaths, unable to meet my gaze.

      “It’s okay,” I promise. “Things got carried away.”

      “Yeah,” she whispers. “That felt a little too…”

      “Real?”

      She nods.

      “I can’t help you with this scene anymore,” she says in a firm tone. “We just crossed the line, something I never thought I would do with a client.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows and give her one of my best boyish grins. “It’s our little secret. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “I think you’re ready for tomorrow. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Do you have any free time this week?”

      She bites her lip, considering my question.

      “I could use a cheerleader if you can make it to the set.”

      She giggles. “You only think you need someone to cheer you on. But sure, I’ll make time this week.” She shoves her palms into my chest. “So, make sure you bring your A-game, Chase.”

      I slide off the couch and extend my hand to her. “Thanks to you, I’m bringing it.”

      She winks, and I return the gesture. Then, she saunters down the hall, leaving me with blue balls and a lot to think about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      As I flip through the channels, Nico walks into the living room without a shirt, a pair of black basketball shorts hanging low on his narrow hips. Nico plops down on the couch next to me, tugging at the hem of his shorts with a solemn look on his handsome face. We’ve only known each other for a few weeks, and my walls are already lowering around him. I can sense when he’s in a lousy mood and fighting his need for a drink, or anything that can quiet his nerves.

      I drop the remote on the coffee table. “You can talk to me. I’m a good listener.”

      He blows out a deep breath. “I’m fucking nervous.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “I don’t know if I’m doing a good job.”

      “If you weren’t, I would have heard from the studio.”

      “The other day,” he says with his eyes downcast. “When we kissed… I’ve been off ever since.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      He turns his head away. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m too much in my head. I haven’t played a secondary character in a movie in close to a decade.”

      “Starting over is hard.” I cover his hand with mine. “It will be okay, Nico. You’ve already hit rock bottom, so there’s no place for you to go but up.”

      I scoot my butt across the leather couch. “I was about to watch a movie if you need a distraction.”

      “Yeah.” He smiles. “I’ll make nachos. You cool with guacamole?”

      “Does a fat kid like cake?”

      Nico chuckles. “Give me a few.”

      He gets up from the couch and runs a hand through his dark, messy hair that brushes his forehead. My eyes lift to get a good look at his abs… the perfectly sculpted V that dips beneath his shorts. I roll my tongue across my lip, imaging what I would do with Nico if I ever got my hands on his delicious body.

      So many dirty things…

      Our kiss still haunts me, my lips burning every time I touch them. Nico kissed me like he wanted to prove he’s still the same actor. Like he needed to prove to me that the risk is worth the reward. If we were acting partners, I wouldn’t have given that kiss a second thought. But the kiss complicates our relationship.

      Nico strolls into the living room with a heaping plate of nachos balanced in his palm. He sets it on the coffee table and plops down next to me on the couch. Shirtless and oozing sex appeal, Nico might as well be naked.

      “Mmm…” I lean forward to take a big whiff as he sets the plate on the table in front of us. “I bet these look as good as they taste.”

      “Dig in,” Nico says as he lifts a nacho to his mouth. “Nachos are my specialty.”

      “I can see that.”

      He layered the tortilla chips perfectly, each layer of cheese, beans, and meat arranged like an appetizer you’d get at a restaurant. I swipe a nacho from the plate, dipping it into the guacamole before stuffing the chip into my mouth. A moan escapes my throat as I chew.

      “You were right,” I say between bites. “These are amazing.”

      He flashes a quick grin and then stuffs a whole chip into his mouth. My eyes fall to his lips. I want to kiss them again. Now that I’ve had those lips on mine, I can’t stop thinking about how good they felt.

      I click the remote to start the movie. Nico curls up next to me as if we’re dating, and this is a normal thing we do. He grabs a pillow and props himself up with his elbow, leaning into his palm. The movie credits roll across the screen, and my heart hammers in my chest. Nico is too close for comfort. One of the hottest actors in the world is inches from me. His fingers graze my thigh as he readjusts his position, leaving a trail of fire on my skin.

      Nico laughs, pulling my eyes back to the screen. “I love the Wilkes brothers. They write the funniest scripts in Hollywood.”

      “Burke reps them,” I choke out. “Everyone at the office was talking about Date Fail.”

      He laughs, his eyes on the screen.

      “Have you ever thought about doing a romantic comedy?”

      Nico’s eyes meet mine. “Nah. Comedy requires too much timing. And I laugh too much.”

      “You’d make the perfect rom-com love interest.”

      He gives me one of his movie-star smiles.

      Why does he have to be so damn gorgeous?

      Be still heart…

      People are laughing on the screen, but all I can think about is how my skin tingles from his touch. Nico stretches his long legs across the couch, his face in the pillow as he stares at the flat-screen. He taps his fingers on the couch, moving to the beat of the music.

      I lean forward to grab a nacho, desperate for something to do other than think about Nico. Ash complained about his drinking, but I have a hard time believing he drank that much. Not with a body like that.

      And why isn’t he wearing a shirt?

      He moves his hand, and his fingers touch the tips of mine. A rush of electricity floods my veins. Distracted by Nico and his fingers that are still touching mine, I can’t process a single thing happening on the screen. I suck in a sharp breath. Nico shifts his weight, now on his side, as he covers my hand with his.

      His fingers weave between mine. Okay, now we’re holding hands. What the hell is he doing? It’s bad enough we crossed the line the other day.

      Does it count if it’s work-related?

      But we’re not working right now…

      Feeling his eyes on me, I glance down at our joined hands. He breathes heavier, and when I get the nerve to look at Nico, he’s watching me and my body’s response. Nico devours me with those beautiful blue eyes. His mouth grazes my knuckles, the heat from his breath, sending a chill down my spine. Men like Nico are aware of the effect they have on women. And he doesn’t miss a beat.

      “I need a drink.” I jump off the couch, instantly missing his touch. “Do you want anything?”

      He seems disappointed but quickly recovers. “Iced tea.”

      Without another word, I walk out of the living room, unable to catch my breath until I’m in the kitchen. I grip the edge of the marble island. What the hell is going on with me? My pulse pounds like a jackhammer, my heart pumping so fast my ears are ringing.

      Allowing myself a few minutes to recover, I wait until my head is clear before heading back into the living room with two glasses of iced tea. I hand the cup to Nico, and his fingers brush mine. He keeps touching me, weakening my defenses.

      He’s your client! And a movie star.

      I have to keep reminding myself that Nico isn’t a normal roommate. Our situation is temporary until I find him a higher paying job. There’s one problem. I have missed Harley, now that she’s living in Philly with her husband, and I enjoy having a roommate again. It’s nice having Nico around the house. He deals with groceries and most of our meals. I love coming home to dinner on the table and a man who makes me feel safe.

      Nico sits up to sip his tea, his thigh so close to mine, his heat radiating off him. He gulps down his drink, looking at me out of the corner of his eye. We pretend to watch the movie, an impossible task with the sexual tension between us. His free hand finds my thigh, and he sets his glass on the table, testing the waters.

      My mind races with incoherent thoughts, scrambled fragments that make it hard for me to concentrate. I should put a stop to this. But as Nico’s hand slides up my thigh, I part my legs for him. He leans into me, shoving his free hand through my hair. And then he kisses me. His lips brush against mine, a small peck to tease me. To see if I will push him away.

      “You know we can’t do this.”

      “Our relationship is unconventional,” he mutters.

      “We shouldn’t have kissed.”

      His breath warms my bottom lip. “That kiss doesn’t count.”

      “You don’t have feelings for me. One kiss means nothing.”

      “I do… and it did. When I’m with you…”

      “You think you like me because I’m helping you with your career.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s more than that. You’re the first person to believe in me without expecting something in return.”

      “I expect a paycheck,” I point out.

      Nico cups the side of my face. “You took a risk on me, knowing my reputation could ruin your career.”

      “I’m not special, Nico. Plenty of agents would have done the same thing.”

      “You’re not like other agents in this town. They only care about money. But not you…”

      “Nico,” I whisper.

      My protest dies on my lips as he crushes my lips with his. He kisses me, his tongue tangling with mine as he pulls me closer to deepen the kiss. With each flick of his tongue, it’s like Nico has a direct link to my throbbing core. I should push him away. But when his hand drops to my thigh, my brain shuts down…

      I steal my lips from his, out of breath and panting when our eyes meet.

      “Nico, we can’t do this.”

      He shoves a hand through his black hair and sighs, leaning back against the couch. His emotions are out of whack. Nico only feels something for me because I’m helping him salvage his career. Once he gets back in the spotlight, he won’t want me. He will move on to a famous actress or a model, someone more in his league.

      An agent who dates her clients wouldn’t make it far in this business. No one will take me seriously if they find out we crossed the line.

      I lift the plate of nachos from the coffee table. “I have to get up early for work. I’m going to bed.”

      “Leave these.” He takes the plate from my hand and shoves a chip into his mouth, speaking between bites. “Goodnight.”

      As if nothing happened, Nico’s eyes are on the screen, devoid of emotion. He’s a talented actor, but no one is that good. How can he kiss me and then act so nonchalant?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Today is Nico’s last day of filming. He left early this morning, not long after I got out of the shower. I punched him in the arm for good luck, and he laughed it off as if he wasn’t ready to jump out of his skin. But I saw how he anxiously fiddled with the seam of his shirt, chewing on his bottom lip.

      A golf cart zooms across the blacktop in front of me, forcing me to slam on the breaks. Liberty Productions is a nightmare at this hour, with employees rushing between buildings. Delivery vans are blocking entrances to some buildings, shielding the letters on the side.

      Nico is in Building D for the duration of the film. The Fallen is a fantasy movie filled with court intrigue and mystery. He’s playing the role of King Maslan’s assassin, all while he’s falling in love with the beautiful Queen Alora. His character has to choose his love of a woman over his position at court.

      After I drove past the building twice, I find Building D and park in the last open space. I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder, coffee in hand as I get out of the car. Keeping my fingers crossed that Nico is doing okay, I head into the building where they are shooting the film. I move through the crowded hallways filled with assistants and employees talking loudly on cell phones and radio devices.

      I enter the set through the back door, careful not to make a sound as I slip inside and close the door behind me. The king and queen are in the middle of holding court, their loyal subjects gathered around them. Nico is on the opposite side of the room, next to one of his costars. A gorgeous blonde with long legs and big boobs that are falling out of her low-cut gown. She whispers something into his ear, and a smile stretches the corners of his mouth.

      After he kissed me, I couldn’t move or think for hours. I’m still not myself. And seeing Nico with another woman sends a sharp pain into my chest. It feels like someone punched me in the heart. I shouldn’t feel anything for my client. He’s my chance at getting my career off the ground. This is also the start of something new for Nico. So, why does my stupid heart wretch every time Maggie Coldwell leans into Nico’s muscular body, wrapping her tiny fingers around his thick bicep?

      The director sits in a chair beside the camera and yells commands. I cringe at the sound of his deep voice that booms throughout the room. No one seems fazed by his attitude, least of all the actors playing the king and queen. They nod and mutter a few words to acknowledge his instructions. Nico leans against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. Maggie flicks her hair over her shoulder, eyes on the actors moving across the throne room. My eyes burn a hole through Nico, and as if he senses me, his head snaps in my direction.

      He raises his hand, giving me one of his boyish grins that makes my stomach flip with excitement. My new client should not have this effect on me. Whatever girly feelings are brewing inside me need to go away. I wave, my expression mirroring his.

      A few minutes later, the scene playing out wraps, and the room erupts into chaos. Actors shuffled through the room, switching places as necessary. Some people grab a bite to eat, sinking into black chairs. Nico is up next. He moves to the set, a bedroom laden with purple fabric. This is the scene we rehearsed, the one where he kisses Queen Alora. Chunks rise in the back of my throat as I think about him kissing another woman.

      Why does it bother me so much?

      I hate that it does, but I can’t help feeling jealous, which is downright ridiculous.

      He’s not yours, Willow.

      No good can come from kissing my client.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      I sit across from Nico at Dolce, in a private booth in the back of the restaurant. A few people noticed Nico as we passed through the main dining room, but it’s like we’re in our own world back here. Our waitress appears with two wine glasses and a bottle of Merlot. Nico wanted to celebrate the last day of filming The Fallen with a meal at his favorite restaurant.

      Nico raises his glass, and I do the same, my smile mirroring his. “To us.”

      I tap his glass. “And to a long and successful partnership.”

      “I have a good feeling about us.”

      My heart pounds in response.

      “We work well together.”

      We order salads and the main course—steak and baked potatoes with steamed asparagus. The air between us has a palpable tension I can feel on my skin. There’s an awkwardness between us. After kissing Nico, I’m still jealous of his costar, even though their kiss meant nothing. Maybe it’s because our kiss meant something to me. I haven’t felt this way about someone in a long time, and Nico has to be my client.

      “What’s next for us?”

      Nico speaks of us like we’ve known each other for years, like we’re a couple. And I love it.

      “I put in a few calls to indie studios. Dean Patterson called me earlier to say he’s glad he took a chance on you. You’re welcome at Liberty Studios.”

      He smiles. “I think you’re my lucky charm.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “Vinnie’s supposed to be the best in the business, and you’ve done more than him in a short time.”

      “He focuses more on big studio productions.”

      “Maybe he didn’t give a shit about my career.”

      I roll my shoulders. “Vinnie tried to get you jobs. Even Ash made calls to studios on your behalf.”

      “You must have the magic touch.”

      “I make my own luck.”

      “How did you end up in Hollywood? You don’t seem like the type.”

      I laugh at his comment. “What’s the Hollywood type?”

      “You know, vain, superficial, full of shit.”

      “Are you all of those things?”

      He shrugs against the leather bench. “When I need to be.”

      “You know how to play the game.”

      Nico nods. “Fame is a game.”

      “How did you become an actor?”

      Nico bites his cheek and turns his head away.

      “If it’s personal… you don’t have to tell me.”

      His eyes meet mine with intensity in them. “No, it’s okay. I want to tell you.” He sighs. “My mom has issues.” He speaks as if chewing on glass, his words painful. “My dad died when I was in high school, and she kind of fell apart. I became the man of the house when I was fifteen. Few people wanted to hire a kid except for Marshall Gibbons, the owner of the playhouse in town. He gave me a job cleaning after shows. After a few months of watching the actors on stage, I repeated the words. I knew the scripts verbatim.”

      “They say most people find their passion in their pain.”

      “Yeah, sounds about right. That’s how it started for me. Pain. I love acting. When I get the chance to work through more dramatic scenes, I can connect to the characters personally.”

      “Are you still close with your mom?”

      “Not as close as we were when I lived in Rochester. But, yeah, we still talk on the phone every Sunday.” He runs his hand through his black hair, pushing it off his forehead. “She will like you.”

      “Have you told her about me?”

      “She asks me about you every time we get on the phone.”

      “Does she live in LA?”

      He shakes his head. “She hates it here.”

      “Allergic to all the sunshine,” I joke.

      He laughs. “Nah, she’s a small-town woman. The city is too much for her. Plus, she won’t leave my childhood home. She says it has too many memories of my dad for her to leave them behind.”

      “Who takes care of her with you living across the country?”

      “My mom’s much better now. After I paid off her house, she didn’t have to worry about money. That seemed to stabilize her erratic moods. She has a friend who lives down the street and takes her food shopping and eats dinner with her a few times a week.”

      “That’s nice. At least she has someone local.”

      Balancing a tray in her hand, the waitress sets our salads on the table in front of us, promising to check on us before she walks away. We dig into our food, the silence between us somewhat comforting. I’ve noticed this about Nico. I can sit in the same room with him for hours, watching television, or reading the newspaper without uttering a single word. He’s been a good roommate and has proven to be an enormous asset. I will miss having him around when he finds another place to live.

      Nico lifts his glass and takes a sip. “So, how did you end up at Brenton-Lake?”

      “It’s nothing glamorous,” I confess. “I needed a job, and Weston Burke was hiring an assistant. If you didn’t agree to be my client, I’m not so sure Burke would have given me a chance.”

      “Why not? You’re good at your job.”

      “Thanks.” I smile. “Burke is old school. He doesn’t believe women should be agents because we’re too emotional.”

      “He was wrong about you,” Nico shoots back.

      “Happy to prove him wrong,” I say with a wicked grin.

      “I’m glad I took a chance on you.”

      “I approached you too soon. You hadn’t had enough time to process Vinnie letting you go.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Everything seemed to fall apart at the same time. Losing my agent and my house. I promised myself I would never be broke again.”

      “You’re not broke,” I point out.

      “Not yet.” He groans. “I didn’t realize how much money I was spending every month until I talked to my accountant.”

      “It happens to a lot of stars.”

      “I didn’t appreciate the money. That’s not why I got into this business.”

      “You had the lottery winner mentality,” I quip.

      He smirks. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “You are friends with Carrie Le Blanc, right?”

      “Sure. We go way back,” he says with laughter in his tone.

      Carrie is at least a decade younger than Nico.

      “Would you talk to her? For me. Burke couldn’t convince her to switch to Brenton-Lake.”

      “Am I calling her for you or Burke?”

      “Me. We hit it off in New York, but Burke won’t let me talk to her now that she’s turned him down.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a conflict of interest?”

      “I want to sign her. And Burke wants her at Brenton-Lake.”

      “I’ll call her tomorrow,” he offers.

      The waitress takes our salad plates, replacing them with our steaks that smell incredible. The scent of garlic wafts off the steamed asparagus, and my stomach growls. She asks us to cut into our steaks to check the temperature. We slice into the meat, satisfied with the color.

      “This is the best steak I’ve ever tasted,” I say between bites.

      Nico winks. “Wait until you see what I have planned for dessert.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Nico

        

      

    

    
      After dinner, Willow cracks open a bottle of wine to celebrate our success. We’re an unstoppable team when we work together. Willow pours each of us a glass. The fruity liquid tastes amazing as it slides down my throat. I refill my glass and clink it against Willow’s. One drink leads to another, and before I know it, we’re emptying the bottle of Merlot.

      Buzzed from one glass, Willow giggles and slides off the kitchen counter. “You’re a terrible influence, Nico Chase.”

      I grab her hand as she attempts to walk away. She slips her fingers between mine and closes the distance between us. Our eyes meet, and it’s as if the world falls apart, just the two of us in our little bubble. She’s gorgeous, with those plump lips that are begging for a kiss. I drag my thumb along her bottom lip, and she sticks out her tongue.

      “You drive me wild,” I confess.

      “And you make me feel like I’m losing control.”

      Her lips crash against mine, her kisses eager as she slips her tongue into my mouth. I grab her ass in my hands, lifting her onto my rock-hard erection as she wraps her long legs around my back. She hooks her arms around my neck, threading her fingers together, neither of us coming up for air. I want to explore every part of her delicious body. Maybe I should take my time and savor this moment, make her beg me to come. But when I pull back, her kisses become more desperate and hungry.

      Lowering her to the floor, I spin her around and shove her against the wall. I spread her legs with my knee, massaging her breasts over the soft fabric of her dress, and she moans, the tiny buds pebbling from my touch. Holding her arms above her head, I pin her hands to the wall and kiss her neck. I feel like an animal released from his cage, fueled by my desire.

      She rubs her ass against my hard cock, rocking her hips until I’m in physical pain. Sliding her dress over her hips, I tug on her panties. The fabric rips on one side and slides down her leg, falling onto her black heels. Willow glances down, then kicks off her shoes, so she’s five inches shorter, small enough to tuck her head under my chin.

      Adrenaline rushes through my body, making my heart pound and my pulse race from the high she provides. All of those years of meaningless drinking and partying disappeared overnight. This beautiful woman is responsible for the man I’m becoming. Willow makes me feel things I haven’t felt in a long time. She makes me feel alive and whole, like I can do anything with her by my side.

      My hand travels up her thigh, feeling her soft skin as she spreads her legs wider. With no barriers between us, I slip my finger inside her wetness. She tilts her head back and moans, her lips parted with need.

      “Nico,” she groans. “Yes… keep doing that.”

      As I kiss along her neck, I withdraw my finger and add another, plunging them deep inside her.

      “More,” she demands.

      Adding a finger, I fuck her slick pussy. She presses her palm to the wall, holding herself in place as I slam into her. Screaming my name, she clamps down on my fingers, her body trembling as she hits the peak of her climax.

      After she comes down from her high, I spin her around and grip her hips. She leans forward to wiggle free from me and fails miserably with the vise grip I have on her. She tilts her head to the side, granting me access to her smooth skin, kissing along her jaw and neck.

      She yanks the dress over her head. I unhook her bra and slide the straps down her arms. Fumbling with the button of my slacks, I pop it open, pull down the zipper, and push my pants and boxers to the floor. I remove my clothes in record time.

      Willow slides her hand beneath my shirt, navigating every ridge of my muscles. She points at the kitchen island. I thread my fingers through her hair, kissing her hard as I push her into the counter.

      Breaking away from her lips, I lift my pants from the floor to grab a condom from my wallet. By the time I’ve rolled it down my length, Willow is already on the counter, her thighs spread so I can slip between them. Palming her breast in my hand, I massage the tiny bud as I bend down to kiss her neck.

      She reaches between us, rubbing the tip of my cock along her slick folds. I take over, wrapping my hand around my cock as I inch inside her. Her eyes widen, and she digs her teeth into her bottom lip. I push through her inner walls, and with each thrust, she moans louder.

      Once her body stops trembling, I grip her hips and slam into her. She hooks her arms around my neck with her legs around my back.

      “Nico,” she whispers when our eyes meet.

      I can see the apprehension on her face, but she dismisses the thought each time I rock my hips to meet hers. She wants this as much as I do, even though we both know our relationship complicates everything. She’s not like other people in this business, and she gets me on a different level. I can talk to her and feel as if I can tell her anything. The world falls away when I’m with her, swept up in the emotions swirling through me.

      Willow unravels beneath me, her orgasm washing over her in waves. I press my lips to hers, parting them with my tongue as she moans in my mouth. It doesn’t take much to lose all control, and seconds later, I come inside her. Sweaty and still coming down from my high, I collapse on top of her, kissing Willow one more time before I slide out of her.

      “That was unexpected,” I confess.

      She nods, her chest rising and falling with each breath. “You can say that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Sitting behind my desk, I scroll through emails as my phone rings with a local number. I hit the intercom button and a man’s voice booms through the speaker.

      “Willow, this is Doug Cavanaugh from Firehouse Films.”

      My heart slams into my chest, forcing me to choke out a simple hello.

      “I wanted to talk to you about Nico Chase. I’ve heard good things about Nico from Dean Patterson. I’d like to work with Nico on Savages.”

      “I read the script a few months ago,” I admit. “It was one of the best I’ve read in years.”

      “Has Nico read it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I lie. “But I can get him a copy. Which role are you looking at for Nico?”

      “Erik, the leader of the Vikings.”

      My mouth falls open in shock. “I can see Nico playing Erik. I loved his character. He has so much depth that Nico can bring to the role.”

      “I agree. We film in three weeks. But we need all the actors on location ahead of time.”

      “We could make that work.”

      “We film in New Zealand… for three months.”

      My heart sinks into my stomach, and a beat passes between us.

      “Is that a problem?”

      For me, yes. Now that I’m slowly falling for Nico, I don’t want him to leave. But who am I kidding? I knew from the start of this relationship that Nico would eventually move on to something shiny and new.

      “No, not at all,” I choke out. “But, I need to speak to Nico.”

      “I need an answer. You have until tomorrow morning.”

      We discuss a few more details about the role and Nico’s salary, and then we hang up, my stomach in knots. I remove my cell phone from my drawer and send Nico a text, telling him I’m coming home with big news. As I stuff my phone into my bag, Ash pops her head into my cubicle.

      “Hey, girl. How did your meeting go?”

      Two hours ago, I had a successful lunch with Carrie Le Blanc, and I felt like I was on top of the world. I still do, though my fear of losing Nico hampers my excitement.

      “Carrie agreed to work with me.”

      “Does Burke know?”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t had the nerve or the chance to break the news to him.”

      “He won’t be happy about losing a major client to a junior agent.”

      I snicker at her comment. “Tell me about it. Why do you think I’ve been hiding in my cubicle? I’m not ready to face him.”

      “You must tell him at some point.”

      I log off my computer and slide the keyboard back into place. “I have even bigger news,” I whisper, afraid someone will overhear our conversation. “Doug Cavanaugh just called me.”

      She gasps. “The head of Firehouse Films?”

      I nod. “He wants Nico to star in Savages.”

      Ash covers her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide. “Shut up,” she says between her fingers.

      “He’s giving me until tomorrow morning to talk to Nico.”

      “What?” Ash lowers her hand to her side. “Why didn’t you say yes on the spot?”

      “Because it’s not just my career. What if Nico doesn’t like the script as much as I do?”

      She frowns. “Girl, you know you’re stalling because you want him all to yourself.”

      I press my finger to my mouth. “Shhh…”

      Ash giggles and then playfully swats her hand at me. “Calm your tits, woman. I won’t say anything.”

      “Did you tell Dylan?”

      “I tell him everything,” she confesses. “But he won’t say anything. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “If Nico takes the role, he’ll be in New Zealand for three months.”

      “And you don’t want him to go?”

      “This movie could revitalize his career. But yeah, the selfish part of me wants to lock him in the house.” I get up from the desk and sling my bag over my shoulder. “I told Nico I’d meet him at home.”

      “At home?” Ash cocks an eyebrow at me. “You’re so screwed with him.”

      I groan. “Tell me about it.”

      Ash follows me out of my cubicle, accompanying me to the elevator bank. I hit the button on the wall, and when the doors open, Ash taps me on the ass, pushing me into the elevator.

      “Good luck,” she says with a smile as the doors close.

      * * *

      When I pull into the driveway, Nico is waiting for me on the front step, tapping his fingers on his thigh. His mouth stretches into a smile when I get out of the car. My stomach does somersaults as he appraises me.

      Nico closes the distance between us. “How was your lunch with Carrie?”

      I grin so wide my cheeks hurt. “She signed on the spot.”

      He wraps his muscular arms around me, hugging me so tight I wish he never had to let go. “I knew she would.”

      Nico holds me at arm’s length. “So, what’s the news?”

      “Doug Cavanaugh called me. He wants you to play the lead role in Savages.”

      His eyes widen. “For real?”

      I nod.

      “I thought they cast Ryan Stark for that role.”

      “They never completed the deal.”

      Nico smothers me with another bone-crushing hug. “Thank you,” he whispers into my ear. “All of this is happening because of you.”

      “It’s because of all the hard work you’ve put in lately.”

      He slides his hand beneath my chin until our eyes meet.

      “Mark needs an answer by tomorrow.”

      “Yes,” he says without hesitation. “Rick Mallory is directing the film. I haven’t worked with him in years. Everything he directs is brilliant.”

      “They shoot in New Zealand in a few weeks.”

      His mouth slams shut, a grim expression crossing his face for a split second as he realizes how this will affect our relationship.

      “You’ll be there for three months.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s okay, Nico.” My voice has a reassuring tone, even though I’m dying on the inside. “Take this role.”

      He sighs. “Come with me.”

      “I wish I could, but my job is in Los Angeles.”

      He runs the pad of his thumb along my bottom lip. “I’m so used to having my lucky charm with me.”

      “I’m a phone call away,” I promise.

      Nico leans into me, his lips so close I can feel the heat from his breath. He teases my lip with his finger, stroking it along my skin, and then he kisses me. He tastes like mint toothpaste, his spicy aftershave filling my nostrils. With each flick of his tongue, I lose myself, consumed by this gorgeous movie star who makes all of my dreams come true.

      Nothing matters when I’m in his arms. It’s like I’m outside of my body, drunk with pleasure and desperate for more. I can never get enough of Nico. I knew after our first kiss that it would never be enough, even though it should have ended there. What we are doing is crazy and reckless. We claw at each other’s clothing like two horny teenagers making out in the backseat of a car.

      From a distance, I hear a snapping sound that pulls me back to reality. Our lips separate. My body shakes when I see a man on the sidewalk with a camera in front of his face. The flash clicks one after the other, followed by his footsteps pounding across the pavement.

      “Get in the house,” Nico says to me, pushing me behind him. “I’ll deal with him.”

      “Nico,” the man says. “Is that Willow Duvall?”

      Harley owns this house, so it’s not like he would know where I live. Taking Nico’s advice, I turn on my heels and haul ass toward the front door. I open the door and stand in the entryway, leaving it open a crack to listen to their conversation.

      “Was that your agent?”

      He remembers me. The media photographed us at the Flashbang movie premier when Nico announced I’m his new agent. Burke will have my head tomorrow morning.

      “Get lost,” Nico growls at him.

      A few seconds later, Nico storms away. He pulls open the door and slams it behind him.

      “Are you okay?”

      I point my finger at my chest. “Me? What about you?”

      “I’m used to getting harassed by these assholes.”

      He cups the side of my face with his hand. “I shouldn’t have kissed you outside. I wasn’t thinking… It just felt so right. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “If that asshole sells the pictures, Burke will fire you.”

      “I know.”

      “Willow…” He caresses my skin with his fingers. “I’m sorry, baby.” His eyes fall to the floor, and he sighs. “After everything you did for me, I fucked things up for you.”

      “I’m a big girl, Nico.”

      “You should know something,” he breathes against my lips. “This is real for me. You’re not a fling or just someone to pass the time with. I care about you. A lot. More than I thought I could ever care about a woman.”

      “We haven’t known each other that long,” I point out.

      “True. But I feel like we’ve known each other for years. I can tell you anything. And you accept me no matter what. I like who I am with you. You make me want to be a better man.”

      His words bring a smile to my face. “Are you still going to like me when I’m a jobless loser?”

      Nico laughs. “You’re still my agent, no matter what happens.”

      “You think I could do it? Start a talent agency.”

      He brushes his lips against mine. “You can do anything, agent girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Willow

        

      

    

    
      The asshole paparazzi sold the images and Nico and me kissing within days of finalizing Nico’s deal for Savages. I got a phone call late last night from Burke’s assistant, telling me to be in his office at eight o’clock. Everyone in Hollywood has seen the pictures by now, maybe even the world.

      They splashed my face across social media. The press is having a field day over a Brenton-Lake agent hooking up with a client. The headlines are the worst of all, some of them so rude I cried on Nico’s shoulder for over an hour last night.

      When I stroll through the door, Ash is waiting for me in the lobby of our office building. A newspaper is in her hand, a worried look on her face.

      “Dude, you’re so screwed.” She hands me a copy of Variety, the picture of Nico and me kissing in front of my house on the front page. “You and Nico are all everyone is talking about.”

      I close my eyes for a second and sigh. “I didn’t mean for this to happen…”

      “Hey, girl. No judgment here. I dated my brother’s best friend behind his back for years. I know what it’s like to keep a massive secret.” Ash hooks her arm around my back, crushing me with a hug that I desperately need. “You’ll get through this.”

      “How?”

      She smirks. “With alcohol.”

      “I’m so fired.”

      “If people will give Nico a second chance, you’ll get one, too.”

      “I doubt that. Burke doesn’t tolerate shit like this.” I sigh. “I wasn’t thinking. When I’m around Nico, it’s like he sucks all the air from the room, and my brain stops working.”

      “Is Nico worth it?”

      “Yeah,” I say without hesitation. “There’s so much more to the man than the movie star.”

      “Then you made the right choice.” Ash hits the button on the wall to call the elevator. “Look where I was a few months ago. Evicted from my apartment without notice, forced to live with my brother and Dylan. And since then, my entire life has changed for the better.”

      The doors open for us, and we step onto the elevator. My heart pounds like a jackhammer as we ascend the floors to Brenton-Lake. Today may very well be my last day working for the agency. Weston Burke has a strict no fraternizing policy among agents, let alone the ironclad clause in my employment contract. Kissing my client is grounds for dismissal.

      The air drains from my lungs when the doors open to our floor. Assistants are shuffling about, folders in their hands, and cell phones raised to their ears—just another day at the top talent agency in Los Angeles. And soon, to be my last.

      Ash cups my shoulder for support. This time, we don’t exchange words, the sadness on her face slicing a hole in my chest. We would typically make plans for lunch, but I doubt I will make it through the morning. She turns left at the reception desk, and I go right toward my office.

      There’s nothing I can say to change my actions. The image of Nico and me in the paper haunts me, like a bad dream or a nightmare. It felt so good to kiss him and know what it felt like to have his soft lips on mine and his arms around me.

      Within seconds of dropping my purse onto my desk, Burke’s voice booms through the intercom speaker.

      “Willow, in my office! Now!”

      As I make my death-row walk down the hallway, I curse myself for ruining my career. I should have been more careful. But I don’t regret kissing Nico.

      I rub my sweaty palms down the sides of my dress. My throat is dry, my tongue as rough as sandpaper. Burke’s assistant waves me on when I enter his reception area. She purses her lips, giving me a weary look that confirms my suspicions.

      Burke is behind his desk, hands balled into fists with an angry snarl aimed at me. He grabs the paper from his desk and flings it at me. “What is this shit?”

      This morning’s copy of Variety lands on the floor a few feet in front of me.

      He points a long finger at the leather chair across from his desk. “Take a seat.”

      Ash’s question rolls around in my head. Is Nico worth it? Even though I know what’s coming, the answer is still yes. Nico showed me that imperfect people are perfect in their own ways.

      I sit in the chair across from Burke and grip the arms to keep my hands from shaking.

      “I never expected this from you,” Burke growls. “You begged me for the chance to work with Nico. I gave you a chance, and this is how you repay me? By sleeping with a client. You trashed our reputation. I had to explain to the head of Sony that this behavior is uncharacteristic for a Brenton-Lake agent. Do you have any idea what that phone call was like for me? Do you?”

      “No, sir. I’m sorry about the trouble I’ve caused. I never meant—”

      “You didn’t think, Willow. Nico Chase is a liability. I tried to tell you that from the start.”

      Burke has yet to look me directly in the eyes. He folds his arms over his chest, staring up at the ceiling as he sinks into the leather chair.

      “I’m sorry,” I say in a hushed voice. “I was only trying to help Nico.”

      “How did this start?”

      “We were rehearsing his lines. The scene required a kiss. And things just spiraled out of control from there.”

      “You violated the terms of your contract,” he snapped.

      Pushing down my tears, I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to lose this job, Mr. Burke. Please. Brenton-Lake means everything to me.”

      “This is an unforgivable offense.”

      “Please. I will do whatever it takes.”

      He shakes his head. “Unfortunately, we have to end your contract.”

      “But I signed Nico and Carrie Le Blanc. They’re my clients.”

      “No, they’re clients of Brenton-Lake.”

      What’s the point in pleading with someone who’s already decided my fate? He knew before I walked into his office that he was letting me go.

      Burke pushes out his hand in front of him to silence me. “I don’t want to hear another word. As per the terms of the agreement, you will give up your commission for Nico’s contracts.”

      “But…”

      “You can fight if you wish, but you won’t win in court.”

      Bile rises from the back of my throat, choking me. “So, that’s it?”

      He tips his head toward the door. “Pack your shit. I want you out within the hour.”

      I’m leaving Brenton-Lake, but Nico and Carrie are coming with me.
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          Nico

        

      

    

    
      I’m leaving in the morning. It took me all of twenty minutes to pack, but I can’t bring the only thing I want to take to New Zealand. Willow lost her job because of my stupidity. And now, she’s stuck in Los Angeles, forced to deal with hateful press and paparazzi that have camped out on her lawn for days.

      Willow stands in front of the mirror with a towel wrapped around her waist.

      I come up from behind her and grip her hips. “I will miss this view,” I say against the shell of her ear.

      She giggles. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

      I brush her hair off her shoulder as I bend down to plant soft kisses along her skin. “I’ll miss this, too.”

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      I blow out a deep breath. “As ready as I will be.”

      “You can do this, Nico. Stop worrying.”

      “I’m not,” I lie.

      She smirks at me in the mirror. “Please. I can see it on your face. You’ve been brooding around the house for the last few days.”

      I snort with laughter. “I don’t brood.”

      “Yes, you do. But at least you’re cute when you do it.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at her. “Cute?”

      “Hot. Sexy.” She smiles. “Devilishly handsome. But still broody.”

      I tug on her towel, and it falls to the floor, revealing her perfect body. The intoxicating scent of her fruity body wash hangs in the air like smoke.

      I will miss everything about Willow—from the smell of her skin to the sounds she makes when I kiss her. But most of all, I will miss waking up with her in my arms. She’s been my biggest fan, my lucky charm from the moment we met. And I’m not sure I can do this without her by my side. I’m fucking nervous about living in New Zealand. A lot can change in three months, and I hope that what I have with Willow isn’t one of those things.

      “Nico,” she moans when I reach between her thighs.

      She leans back as my fingers slip inside her soaking wet pussy. I watch her reaction in the mirror, studying every curve of her body. Willow’s eyes slam shut as I push another finger inside her. I love seeing her unravel like this, whimpering and trembling from the slightest touch. She moans, my name on the tip of her tongue.

      “I want you inside me,” she whispers.

      I bend her forward, and Willow grips the edge of the vanity, her reflection staring back at me through the glass. Her nipples harden to peaks that are begging me to touch. My cock is throbbing. The need to be inside her too intense to ignore. I quickly strip out of my clothes, sliding a condom down my shaft before replacing my fingers with my cock.

      Screams of pleasure escape her lips. I rock into her, going slower than before, wishing this moment could last forever. Burying myself inside her, we become one, her body molding to mine. I chase the high I want, desperate for release, but I’m not ready to lose control.

      I pull out of Willow and then lift her into my arms, kissing her softly as I lower her to the mattress. She spreads her thighs for me, wrapping them around me as I rock into her once more.

      “Oh, God,” she moans. “Yes, yes…”

      Willow tightens her hold on me, squeezing my cock as her orgasm rocks through her body. She trembles beneath me, her pleasure hitting her in waves. My cock pulses inside her. The peak of my orgasm hits me like a hurricane.

      I pull out of her, and she curls up at my side, her head resting on my sweaty chest.

      “Again,” she whispers, out of breath. “We have to make up for three sexless months.”

      I roll onto my side and thread my fingers through her hair, giving her a quick peck on the lips. “We can have phone sex.”

      She chuckles. “It’s not as good as the real thing.”

      “I’ve never had a long-distance relationship before, but we’ll figure this out.”

      “Have you ever had a relationship? Like one that lasted for more than a few months.”

      I shake my head.

      She sighs. “Now, do you see why I’m freaking out about us being apart?”

      “Actresses and models are different animals,” I admit.

      She groans. “Thanks. So what are you saying? I’m just some regular girl?”

      “No.” I brush my fingers along her cheek. “You’re my girl.”

      With that, she smiles. “This is new for me.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Remember when you told me you got me?”

      She nods.

      “I got you, too. Don’t worry your pretty little head over things that don’t matter.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to seeing my boyfriend kiss other women.”

      I curl my arm around her, pulling her into my chest. “It means nothing. You’re the only woman I want to kiss. I’m coming home to you, Willow. No one else.”

      “I know.” She sighs. “Sorry. I’m just freaking out, I guess.”

      “So am I. But this is a good thing for both of us.”

      “Do you ever feel something for your costars, or are you able to separate the movie from reality?”

      “I dated a few of my costars, but you already know that.”

      “Yeah. I’m being stupid.” She shoves her face into the pillow. “Ignore me.”

      She’s reading too much into the situation. My girl overthinks everything, so I need to distract her from her thoughts. Gripping Willow’s shoulder, I flatten her onto her back and move between her legs. She widens her thighs for me, a look of pure ecstasy spreading across her beautiful face.

      If this is our last night together for months, I need to make it one she will never forget.
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          Willow

        

      

    

    
      Six months later

      Nico groans as I push my palms down on his chest. I lift my hips and push him inside me, and he makes a hissing sound.

      “Fuck, baby. You feel good. I’m sick of missing you. You’re coming with me next time.”

      Since Nico filmed Savages, I have had dozens of phone calls from studio executives about upcoming projects. In less than a year, he’s replaced his bad-boy image, slowly restoring his former fame.

      I rock my hips to meet his. “You know I can’t.”

      He grips my hips, his fingers digging into my skin. “It’s only a few weeks. You can work from the road.”

      I moan as I slide him in and out of me, so painfully slow that a wave of heat rolls down my arms.

      “Stop talking and fuck me.”

      He takes that as his cue to let the animal come out to play, thrusting into me so deep I can feel him everywhere. We work in perfect harmony together, our bodies so in sync. Fire spreads beneath my skin, and my entire body tingles and shakes from the orgasm brewing within. Nico rolls the pad of his thumb over my clit, pumping so fast that I come apart at the seams.

      I lean down to kiss his mouth, sucking on his bottom lip. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, our tongues tangling as if they’re fighting for control. After two weeks apart, we’re desperate to chase our next high, needing to be close to one another. I’ve missed him so damn much.

      Nico massages my breast, pinching my nipple between his fingers. He hits all the right spots at once, and it doesn’t take long before a wave of pleasure hits me again, stealing another orgasm from me. After Nico comes inside me, he leaves a trail of sweaty kisses on my chest and neck, making his way to my lips.

      He shoves his hand through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “I love you,” he whispers.

      I brush his lips with mine. “I love you, too.”

      I roll off him and onto my side of the mattress, starting up at the ceiling as I give myself a second to recover. Sex with Nico is like an experience. Until I met him, I did not understand what I was missing.

      Nico snuggles up next to me and points at the nightstand. “Open the top drawer.”

      I blow out a deep breath. “I’m not ready yet. Give me a minute.”

      “I got you something. Reach in and grab it for me.”

      I lean over the side of the bed and open the top drawer of my nightstand. My mouth falls open in shock when I see the robin’s egg blue box. He got me an engagement ring. I grab the box and hand it to Nico.

      “Is this what I think it is?”

      He nods and then sits up, and I follow suit, sitting cross-legged in front of him. Nico opens the Tiffany box, revealing a princess-cut diamond ring with a platinum band. I fan myself with my hand, and the room suddenly feels drained of air.

      “Willow, you changed my life the day you took a chance on me.” His hand trembles as he holds the diamond in front of me. “From the start, you whipped my ass into shape and changed my life for the better. Because of you, I’m a better man. Will you marry me?”

      I cover my pounding heart with my hand as tears of joy slide down my cheek. “Yes, a thousand times, yes.”

      Nico laughs as he slides the ring onto my finger. He raises my hand to his mouth to kiss my skin, sending a shiver down my arm.

      “Now, will you consider coming with me to London?”

      I hold up my hand to examine the ring, considering his question. “I guess I can work in the hotel room for two weeks.”

      He pulls me on top of him, kissing me with so much passion my head spins. “I’ll make it the best two weeks of your life.”

      “We have the rest of our lives together,” I say against his lips.

      Nico kisses me again. “I thought we could get married at the Beverly Wilshire.”

      “Really?”

      His forehead brushes mine as he nods. “That’s what you’ve always wanted, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say, with laughter in my tone. “But I never thought I could afford it.”

      “Your entire life is changing, Willow.”

      I pinch the skin on my arm and Nico’s nose wrinkles.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure this isn’t a dream.”

      He laughs. “This is very real.”
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      Jillian Quinn is an international bestselling author of contemporary romance. Her books are light and funny but also on the steamy side. So, don’t be surprised if you have to fan yourself with your Kindle.
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