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  CHAPTER 1  





        REESE  


“OH, GOD! HARPER!”
Reese Simmons loved women. Savored women. Ate, slept and breathed women. There were few exceptions—one of which was staring longingly into her eyes from a few inches away. Justine Turner’s pink lips were slightly parted, long blonde hair neatly styled over her shoulders. The three-piece costume uniform hugged every curve she had, and accentuated her breasts. It fit her tall, lean frame, similar to Reese’s, a hundred times better. She was immaculate.
Except the last thing on earth Reese wanted to do was to kiss her.
“I can’t take this anymore,” Justine continued, inching closer. She was so close now, Reese could make out the stitches in her costume. The creases and slight wrinkles where it bent at her joints.
The Fresnel lights above melted into Reese’s lightly tanned skin. Flickered into her blue-grey eyes an almost intolerable amount. Her short ash-brown locks fell into her face, and she wiped them away with the swipe of her fingers. Her hand gripped onto the lush crimson upholstery that lined the metal chairs of the room. Reese leaned into it slightly, letting it hold her weight as she spoke. “Just a little longer.” The fabric of her suit was itching just a little too much. Choking at her throat for just a little too long.
Reese’s eyes glanced out the large windows that spanned the length of the wall to the right of her. Staring into the thick green fabric that, after post-production would be an expanse of stars. At the moment, it’s gaudy chroma key green was causing a headache between her eyes. She diverted her attention towards the desk beside them, littered with model ships from Star Command. Model ships she’d seen a half-dozen times, but couldn’t recall the names of. Only the exploratory vessel they were on at the moment— the Starship Atlas.
Of course, Earth didn’t really have any exploratory vessels. There wasn’t an entire branch of military devoted to space exploration. Not yet, anyway. No— Reese was just paid extraordinarily well to pretend there was. She was also paid to pretend to be in love with the most annoying human on the face of the planet, whether she liked it or not.
Captain Joelle King and Lieutenant Harper Reed were the most talked about up-and-coming romances in prime-time television history. Across the Universe fans had been aching for the two to finally get together since the show’s inception a season prior. It had been hailed by producers as the next big science fiction franchise. Top names had poured big money into its success. And as luck would have it, it paid off. Big. For the executives, for the fans, and for the cast and crew. The second season premiere was the perfect time to pull out the big guns; to give the devoted fans, and the show’s investors, exactly what they wanted.
Even if Reese hated it with every fiber of her being.
“I want you, Harper. Right here. Right now.” Justine crashed into her, those obnoxious, overly glossed lips falling onto her own. And Reese did her job. She kissed the woman as if she was the only one she’d ever loved. Gripping the sides of her face. Pulling their bodies tightly together. Fighting the bitter tang of overpowering strawberries that lingered in Reese’s mouth. The heaving of her stomach. The burning of her throat.
Beyond their passionate embrace, Reese saw Michael, who sat behind the monitor of a Red One camera, inching up on a dolly track, capturing the final shot of the scene. Smelled the scent of freshly brewed Folgers coffee wafting through the room, the likes of which she’d be sucking down in another minute or two. Ten seconds and this will all be over. Ten seconds too many. As Reese drew her kisses along the side of Justine’s cheek, she looked outward, watching the collection of crew members holding their breaths for the final line. Jack Walker, the director, hugging a clipboard tightly to his chest.
When Reese reached the edge of Justine’s ear, she whispered the four words that would end the scene. Felt the crawling of her flesh as she braced herself to say them. Words she prayed never having to utter to that woman ever again. Unlikely. But a woman could dream.
“Then have me, Joelle.” One second. Two seconds. Three sec—
“And—cut.” The moment Jack’s voice boomed across the soundstage, Reese recoiled from Justine. She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her navy-blue uniform and twisted back toward the studio crew gathered around the cameraman. Jack signaled a break. “Let’s call it there for lunch folks. I need you back here in an hour to start shooting the away-mission footage.”
Reese snatched up her phone from a nearby seat off-set, thumbing through a text message. Happy first day back! Hope it went well. You’re required to tell me everything that happened. Just so we’re clear. Reese’s world paused for a moment reading, and what felt like her first smile of the day broke across her lips. She typed back a message quickly.
In your dreams, Lu. You’ll have to wait until the premiere, just like everybody else. Reese waited for a second, hoping for a quick snarky reply, but when none came, she pocketed her phone, still chuckling to herself.
Out of the corner of her eye, Reese spotted her fellow costar, Tom Quach, scurrying off the stage. Outside of his apparent Vietnamese heritage—shaggy, glossy-black hair and warm, mellow-brown skin—there were traces of his New York roots embedded in the smooth tenor of his voice. Reese darted after him, hoping to avoid further conversation with her coworkers.
Once they’d reached the off-grey walls of the fluorescent lit break area, he deflated into a repulsive, tangerine orange chair, and Reese fell down beside him. Unbuttoning the top buttons of the costume uniform, feeling uncomfortable and suffocated. “Ugh, this costume is awful.”
“Damn, Simmons,” Tom said, smiling widely and nudging her shoulder. He grabbed a mini-water bottle from the snack bar beside him, twisted it open, and took a sip before continuing. “That was kind of hot.”
Reese rolled her eyes. Stretched her arms in front of her. “Justine kisses like a blowfish.” Blowfish was an understatement. The image of their lips crashing together again and again made Reese’s neck and shoulders tighten.
Tom, who had taken another sip of water, spewed it across the room with a laugh. “Jesus. You waste no time bringing out the insults.”
“You try pretending to be in love with the worst person in the universe.” The reply shut Tom up, who simply shrugged. “I swear to God, they better get rid of her next season. I don’t know how anyone likes her.” Reese needed the world’s longest shower, just to be rid of the overly floral perfumed smell that lingered every time she was around Justine.
Tom pulled out his phone. “I know what’ll cheer you up. Pretty sure we can catch a bit of the second half of the game.”
“I don’t know if that’ll make it any better—” The scarlet and gold uniforms flashed into view, silencing her protests. “Hey, they’re up by seven.”
“Shut it,” Tom said, nudging her again. “The Hawks will catch up. I’m sure Carroll has some plays up his sleeve.”
In her peripheral vision she spotted a flash of green. A mound of soft blonde hair piled on a tall woman’s head. The click of stilettos across the floor. Reese braced herself, hands pressing into her thighs, shoulders tensing at the thought of her.
“Reese, darling,” Regina McNally’s nasally alto voice echoed off the walls and flooring. For being five feet even and barely as round as a pencil, she had a commanding tone that demanded attention. Today, she wore an emerald green button-down Liz Claiborne blazer and slacks, both of which matched her eyes. Gold hoop earrings—so large just looking at them made Reese’s ears hurt—dangled from her lobes. “You were supposed to call me first thing this morning.”
“Slipped my mind,” Reese admitted, though she preferred to deal with her high-strung agent as infrequently as humanly possible. She took a sharp breath, inhaling Regina’s pungent Gucci perfume. Reese wouldn’t have been able to identify it if she hadn’t seen her spritz it on every five minutes. Now it nearly marked her trail. “You’re here now.”
Regina flashed her a dazzling white smile, coming to sit opposite of her and Tom. She pulled out her smartphone, thumbing through an extensive calendar schedule.
“You have a break next week, yes? Jack said you did.” Reese didn’t bother answering. Regina would continue on her tangent without her reply. She probably wouldn’t like Reese’s response, anyway. “I scheduled you for a quick commercial shoot. Nothing fancy. Should just take two days.”
“I specifically asked for those off,” Reese argued. “The 49ers are playing a home game. Tom and I were going to go.”
“You can rest when you’re dead,” Regina said flatly and Reese smothered a fiery retort. She rubbed her brow furiously, looking down at her feet. “It’s about time you picked up a few extra projects.”
“It’s not like I’ve had an abundance of time,” Reese reminded her. “Shooting all of this,” she motioned toward the set in the distance, “I barely have a life.”
“I’m aware.” Regina nodded. “But the agency requires you to put in a certain number of hours in a year. And with more than one project, I might add.” Reese buried her face in her hands. She and Tom had been looking forward to going to the game for months.
“Besides. It’s more money in your pocket.”
“Because life is all about money,” Reese grumbled.
“What was that?”
“I said I’ll be there,” Reese sighed, looking up at her. “Text me where I need to go.”
“Good, good.” Regina looked pleased, getting to her feet. “I need you to be prompt too, Reese. No dilly dallying like you have a tendency to do.”
“Be on time.” Reese nodded, shoving down her aggravation and faced Tom. “You can go without me,” Reese said in a hushed voice. “I don’t mind.”
A loud commotion rang out. Reese watched as the production crew adjusted the set for the away-mission footage. Regina cleared her throat. Reese’s eyes snapped back to the high-strung blonde. “Reese. Walk with me a minute.” As much as Reese didn’t want to, she got up, following Regina across the room toward the far exit. “One more thing.”
“Mmm?” Reese crossed her arms over her chest. If it weren’t for the fact that the agency literally owned her for the next three years, she might have made a bitter retort. Instead, she chose to stay silent.
“Don’t forget the San Diego Comic Con is this weekend,” Regina said. “Let’s not have a repeat of the last convention, shall we?”
Reese did not like being reminded of the disaster. Every year since the show had aired, it seemed to get worse and worse. Which wasn’t a surprise, given the massive fan base Across the Universe attracted. Reese’s days were filled with girls dressed in costumes (although she didn’t complain about short skirts or tight corsets), discussing the latest Doctor, or their favorite Marvel character, or the most recent installment of Assassin’s Creed. Reese had heard it all in the world of nerd culture. She’d kept up with the latest trends. Did her best to appeal to the audience, even if it happened to be the “wrong ones” in her opinion.
And, occasionally, wound up in the wrong situation with the wrong girls at the wrong time. Like a few months prior at the convention in LA when a slew of them had invited her to a hotel room. A night Reese now barely remembered, but had enjoyed thoroughly. Until she’d been greeted with a brigade of paparazzi the following morning that had accused her of being a reckless party animal.
The network went nuts. Producers down her throat. It was a wonder Harper Reed hadn’t been killed off on the show. If she hadn’t been such a beloved character… If the writers of the show hadn’t been so adamant about defying the “bury the gay” trope, Reese probably would have been long-gone. Instead, by some miracle, she’d managed to keep her job.
“Nothing like that is going to happen this year,” Reese said, giving her empty assurances. She certainly wasn’t looking for trouble, but it was hard to resist beautiful women when they practically threw themselves at her… or Harper. It was next to impossible. She had no doubt Regina knew this by now. “I’ll behave.”
“You better, darling,” Regina raised a brow. “Your reputation is on the line.”
Reese, who lived and breathed her work most days, had grown up in the limelight. A director for a father, scriptwriter for a mother, it was obvious she was destined to continue her family legacy in some shape or form. And she had loved it. Loved every script, every adoring fan, and every new project to work on. Except for the last few years. Across the Universe had been something she’d chosen to muddle through. A “desperate times call for desperate measures” type of ordeal. Reese’s reputation amongst the crowd that adored the science fiction show wasn’t her highest concern. It was hardly a concern at all. This job was just a means to an end. After everything that had happened these past few years, she’d needed it. Whether she liked it or not. It was getting her through.
“You know, there’s always Justine, too.” Regina whispered.
Reese knew that had been coming. It had been a topic of conversation nearly every time she’d run into Regina over the past few months. Justine, Justine, Justine.
“Absolutely not,” Reese hissed. Her jaw clenched, raising her eyebrows to give her a glassy stare. “We’ve been over this, Regina. I despise that woman.”
“This isn’t about you,” Regina reminded her. “This is about your fans. Your publicity.”
Reese’s eyes diverted to the shuttle that was being prepped for the next round of shooting. The crew adjusted lighting and moved components around. While Across the Universe had certainly been a niche show, the network had spared no expense on set design. The inside of the shuttle was immaculate, down to the knobs and buttons at the helm. The bay backdrop outside the windows. To anyone watching, it looked like the real thing.
To Reese, it was just a reminder of the mess she’d gotten herself into. At least until her contract ran out at the end of this season. The prospect had Reese barely able to contain herself. A year stuck in a role she would have never imagined herself in, thrust her into a world that made her want to pull her hair out most days. Being able to finally be free. To pursue another job where people would actually take her seriously, and not just as some token character on a lame science fiction show.
“The fans would eat it up, darling.” Regina raised a brow.
Truthfully, that wasn’t inaccurate. Across the Universe fans had been begging for Harper and Joelle to hook up for nearly two whole seasons now. On screen, there was clear chemistry.
Reese was extraordinarily good at what she did. Of course, they’d have chemistry. It was likely she could pull that off with most women. “It’s not happening. Not in a million years. You should know better by now and quit asking.”
“I’m afraid I won’t be asking much longer. Justine and her agent have both agreed. If you don’t concede sometime soon, I’ll have no choice but to force you. It’s for the good of the agency. For your publicity. You’ll fold eventually, darling. You can’t avoid this forever.”
“I can certainly as hell try,” Reese argued. “Clearly, none of you know me very well if you’d believe I’d sink that low just for the sake of publicity.”
While Reese loved the limelight, the gravity of the fame she had developed since Across the Universe’s inception years prior had been so intense it had become overwhelming. Most days she found herself wishing she was back in the smaller roles before the show. Where the job had been about the acting. The art. Not the money. Not the glitz and the glamour of Hollywood. Reese didn’t have anything against the show. Not really. Just the magnitude of insanity it brought with it. How it had transformed her career from something tolerable to something that felt as if it was rapidly spinning out of control.
Before Regina could reply, a shout rang out across the room.
“Hell yeah! Touchdown!” Tom yelled. Reese turned her attention back to her friend, who grinned.
It was Reese’s cue to get the hell away. “I’m going to go watch the game.”
Regina shot her a disbelieving glare. “These distractions are going to stop, Reese. They’re going to get you into a world of trouble.”
“We’ll see,” she muttered, before she took off back toward Tom without another word.



  CHAPTER 2  





        LUCY  


LUCY PARKER BURIED her nose in her notebook. She bit the edge of her rose-pink lips. Brushing a strand of shoulder-length, curly, dark-brown hair from her chocolate-colored eyes, her eyebrows furrowed. Then, she scribbled frantically.
EXT. DEPTHS OF EARTH-CONTROLLED SPACE
Over a black starry landscape, a ship cuts into view. The Starship Atlantis fills the entirety of the shot. A magnificent vessel charging through the depths of space.
INT. THE BRIDGE
On board, CAPTAIN HARPER REED, 30, and LIEUTENANT KESS PIKE, 30, stand at the bridge of the Starship Atlantis, a red alert BLARING.
HARPER
Shields?
A YOUNG CADET, COOPER, reads from a control panel across the room.
COOPER
Forty percent and falling, Captain.
HARPER PONDERS for a moment and then looks to the female cadet beside Cooper.
HARPER
Prepare to launch the torpedoes.
A CONCERNED KESS reaches out to touch HARPER on the arm, in a gentle and compassionate way. They lock eyes for a moment.
KESS
Harper—are you sure that’s the right thing to…
HARPER
We don’t have time, Kess! We have to act now. Fire the torpedoes!
AN EXPLOSION VIBRATES THE FLOORS. Kess presses the communication badge on her arm, just as a MALE VOICE CRACKLES over the speaker.
JAMES (V.O.)
Captain Reed! Trouble in engineering. The Critten. They’ve—
A WOMAN’S throat clearing interrupted Lucy’s train of thought. An exasperated consumer stood in front of the long row of glass display cases and the cash register where she had been working tirelessly for the past hour on her screenplay. “Excuse me.” Two loud snaps of a finger flew in front of her face. Lucy shook her head, focusing on the scowling redhead. “I’ve been standing here for a whole minute. Is this how you treat all your customers?”
Lucy shuffled her papers behind the cash register and offered the best smile she could muster. She tucked her arms in at her sides. “Sorry about that. How can I help you?”
“Maybe start by doing your job?” The woman hissed at her. “I was told to come talk to you about finding a game.” Suppressing a sigh, she held her smile and nodded.
“Right,” Lucy said. “Follow me.”
The comic book poster adorned walls and game-stuffed shelves of the mom-and-pop Natural Twenty store towered around them. Lucy fought off the stench of freshly brewed coffee from the cafe. To her right, a group of teenagers were gathered around tables of homemade terrain, pulling out suitcases full of Warhammer 40k miniatures. They came every week and Lucy knew most of them by name. To her left, a group of young kids were playing Pokemon, a trading card game that while Lucy had never played, she knew nearly everything about— and could likely name all one hundred and fifty original Pokemon, if you asked her to.
Lucy led the customer back through the first row of games. “So, over here we have some of our family games. I really like Forbidden Island. It’s cooperative.” Lucy pulled the small tin from off the shelf, handing it to the woman.
“Cooperative?”
“You work cooperatively? Together? As a team?” Lucy flipped the box over, ignoring the woman's ignorance. “All four of you can play together. The object of the game is to gather up treasure to keep the island from sinking.”
Lucy watched the woman ponder over it for a minute. “It’s a pretty box.”
Okay. Probably not a winner, Lucy thought.
She took the tin back from the woman and shelved it, moving on. “Another good choice is Pandemic. It’s won lots of awards…” Lucy grabbed another blue box from a shelf above her and handed it to the woman. “Another co-op where you work together to help stop the spread of pandemics. My sister loves this one.”
Again, the woman had a blank look to her face. Lucy knew what would come out of her mouth before she said it. It happened all the time. Lucy braced herself.
“Do you have anything more like Monopoly?”
After the woman left, Lucy resumed cleaning the glass display cases in front of the register. They housed dice sets, trading cards, and miniatures of various shapes and sizes. Once she’d finished, she slapped her notebook back down on top of the counter, checking that the coast was clear of customers before putting her pen to paper
JAMES (V.O)
Captain Reed. You’re needed in engineering immediately. The Critten. They’ve boarded. They’ve taken hostages. I don’t know—
THE MALE
VOICE FADES OUT. Harper frantically presses her communication badge, all while watching the commotion outside as several Critten hawk fighters appear in visual range.
HARPER
Commander Stephens. Do you read? This is your Captain.
ONLY STATIC. Harper and Kess exchange a panicked look with one another. Harper gets up from the Captain’s seat.
HARPER
I have to go.
KESS STANDS.
KESS
Let me go with you.
HARPER
No. You’ll stay here. Lieutenant Kess has the bridge.
KESS
Harper—I’m coming with you!
KESS REACHES OUT, grasping Harper’s arm as she starts to leave the ship. Harper turns to face her.
A beat. There is a hint of worry in Kess’s eyes. But she stands down.
KESS
Be safe—
A LOUD THUMP echoed beside Lucy’s notebook, jolting her back into reality. She looked up, locking eyes with Frankie Miller, whose hands rested on the counter as the long end of a Twizzler dangled from his mouth. “Working on your fan fiction?” Lucy cringed. Only a select few knew about her writing. Unfortunately, one of them was Frankie. “What’s Kess doing with Harper now? Have they banged yet? You do realize she’s into Joelle on the show, right?”
Mortified, Lucy slapped the notebook shut. “What do you want, Frankie?”
“‘Liliana of the Veil.’ Do you still have it?” Before he could continue wiping his grubby hands on the glass, Lucy whacked him away and Frankie backed up a step. “I need it, Lu. It’s driving me crazy. I can’t finish my deck without it.”
“Liliana of the Veil” was a rare Magic the Gathering trading game card that had been eye candy for a variety of the players that wandered into the store every day. Frankie was no exception, ogling over it and begging Lucy for it at least once a week. Lucy, who had always loved games, couldn’t understand the allure of paying over two hundred dollars for a single trading card. Two hundred dollars that Frankie Miller, who worked as a pizza delivery driver downtown, did not have.
“I sold some of my manga,” Frankie explained, chewing on his Twizzler.
Ugh. Why do people eat that stuff?
Frankie continued snacking, eyeing the glass case in front of him and the binder that housed the Magic the Gathering cards. “I can give you one hundred and eighty for it. Come on, Lu. I’m just twenty dollars short.”
“I can’t undersell any more cards,” Lucy argued, glaring at him. “You know Kevin will have my head.” Kevin Peto, the owner of Natural Twenty was one of the nicest guys around, but he knew how to keep the uber-nerds that came in wanting handouts in check. And knew how to keep Lucy, the manager with the bleeding heart, from overextending her niceness.
“Kevin is overcharging,” Frankie argued. “I bet if I went online I could get them for half the price—”
“Then why the heck aren’t you getting them online?” Lucy watched Frankie’s fingers trail over the top of the counter and smacked them away again. “Geez, Frankie. I just cleaned that.”
“Sorry, Lu,” Frankie said, chewing down the remainder of his snack. “Can you please do me a solid? Please? I was going to play Ralph this week and you know what a stellar deck he has. I have to beat him.”
Lucy studied the pitiful look stretched across the twenty-something’s face. Frankie had been a loyal visitor of the store ever since she’d started working there seven years ago. Despite the fact he very rarely bought anything and often would just come to socialize and play games, he’d always talk to Lucy. She always had a soft spot for the gamers. The geeky types that spilled in and out of the store. It was the reason, in spite of her English degree and her parent’s frustrations, she’d stuck with the game store all these years.
She loved it. More than just about anything.
Except for maybe writing fan fiction screenplays.
And maybe the Across the Universe fan-favorite, Lieutenant Harper J. Reed.
“If I spot you twenty dollars, do you promise you’ll pay me back?” She glanced up at Frankie, sliding open the glass case. He nodded frantically as she retrieved the binder that housed the card. “Money.”
Frankie handed over a wad of crumbled cash, which made Lucy’s nostrils flare, flattening it out on the counter. Counting it as she went. When she finished, she looked back up at him, somewhat miffed. “You’re missing fifty dollars, Frankie. Not twenty.”
“I have the rest of it here somewhere…” Frankie trailed off, digging through his pockets. The longer he fished, the more Lucy believed he was full of crap.
Her fingers laced around the two-hundred-dollar card and laid it down in front of him. “Fine. You better pay me back. Got it?”
Frankie’s eyes went wide, snatching the card off of the counter like it could disappear at any moment. Smiling from ear to ear. “I owe you one, Lu!”
“You and everybody else around here,” Lucy replied, shaking her head as she shelved the binder back into the display case. “Now go kick Ralph’s butt.” She flashed him a small smile when he waved at her. Once he’d disappeared with the Magic group gathered at tables on the other side of the store, Lucy returned to her notebook, grateful to be at peace. Finally, able to return to the Spaceship Atlantis and its endangered crew.
Lucy, who was counting the cash in the drawer when her friend Joshua Daily walked in, gave him a smile as he plopped down at one of the gaming tables across from her, slinging his giant bag of supplies off of his shoulder. He was a little older than Lucy, in his mid-thirties now, with hair that had mostly turned grey.
While Josh unloaded his bag, Lucy checked her phone briefly, seeing if she’d gotten a response from Reese. In your dreams, Lu. You’ll have to wait until the premiere, just like everybody else.
Lucy laughed, fingers clicking across the screen. You suck. I gotta run. D&D time.
A few seconds later. Okay, nerd. Have fun.
“That your girlfriend?” Josh teased, unloading a crate full of miniatures, a thick leather dice bag, a stack of papers, and a laptop onto the table. Lucy watched him for a moment, giving him a dirty look. Josh’s belly laugh filled the entire building. “You have a tell, you know.”
“A tell?” Lucy punched keys on her phone. Love you.
“You bite your lip and always smirk, just a little.” Josh smiled at her. Unlike a lot of the other guys that wandered in and out of Natural Twenty every day, Josh stuck out. He was definitely a lot like Reese. A “pretty” guy, as her sister Eve often noted. Someone who seemed like they’d be better suited to model for a magazine than running a Dungeons and Dragons game for a handful of his geeky monster-slaying friends at the game store.
Lucy’s phone buzzed. Love you more. This time, Lucy was hyperaware of her actions, forcing her mouth as straight as she could make it, which wasn’t very.
“See? What’d I say.”
“Oh, shut it, Joshua,” Lucy rolled her eyes. Just as she was shutting the drawer, she saw Everett Demar and Tegan Flay making their way inside, bags slung over their shoulders.
The party had arrived.
“Come on, Lu. Work your Cleric magic,” Everett, the lanky Haitian that Lucy had known for years now. “You can’t let Joshy here defeat you.” Lucy’s Cleric was the one in charge of healing the members of the party when they were injured and was known for casting all sorts of magical spells. Sure, the day had been a long one. But there was something about slaying a make-believe goblin with magical spells, alongside your best friends, that just made the day so much better.
Josh had been the dungeon master for the games since they’d started playing years ago. He wrote the story that they’d play, managed all the rules, created all the monsters they fought. The four of them had always loved the roleplaying game—making characters, writing stories about their backgrounds. Playing Dungeons and Dragons gave them all a chance to escape reality for a few hours. To be somebody else. To save the world. Slaying one bad guy at a time.
Of course, that was only when Lucy had good luck.
“Did you really just roll a 1 for your Magic Missile?” Tegan stared in disbelief at the dice on the table. Lucy buried her face in her hands, aggravated. Everett fiddled with his miniature on the plastic gridded board game mat that sat on the table. The terrain that the group had been wandering over was etched upon it in a variety of colored whiteboard markers. Tegan placed her hand over her fiance's, stopping him from fidgeting. “Quit that.”
“Your magic spell backfires and shoots right back at you! You take five damage!” Joshua smirked at Lucy, eyebrow raised. Rolling ones was like the plague in D&D. She scribbled the damage on her character sheet, looking annoyed. “I’ll go easy on you, I promise.” Josh nudged her playfully under the table, causing her to smile softly.
Honestly, they made an excellent group, the four of them. Everett played a beefy, tall, human Barbarian fighter. Lucy, a Halfling Cleric. And Tegan played a half-elf Druid, with beautiful blonde locks and a feisty attitude, who shape-shifted into a fox and had spells that did a variety of fun things. Like, for instance, held the goblin they were presently fighting in place with vines she’d summoned from the surrounding area.
“Well, that certainly will help you,” Josh noted, marking her spell down on his sheet. “Nice job, Tegan.”
“Guess who had to stop into Game Haven today?” Everett said, looking at Lucy first and then eyeing Tegan. Meanwhile, Josh adjusted the game board with a marker, blocking off a path where the goblin had come from and indicating the hold that Tegan had made on the monster.
“Jesus, Everett. I told you we weren’t going to mention that.” Tegan’s face grew horrendously guilty. She made her roll onto the table for a chance to hit the goblin with her bow and arrow. Unlike Lucy’s 1, Tegan had rolled an 11, but it was still too low for her to be allowed an attack to kill the monster. “At least I got a holding spell in,” she noted.
“You made a sacred vow to stay the hell away from there,” Everett replied, looking between Lucy and her. “After everything Riley did to her.”
It had been months, but it still stung like salt on an open wound when Lucy heard Riley Tucker’s name. Before she’d become the manager at the chain game store, she’d worked alongside Lucy for many years as assistant manager. Slept in the same bed beside her. Been her favorite person in the entire universe. Then she’d gotten two fingers deep with some girl at the Comic Con a few months prior.
Sometimes Lucy wondered if she’d ever get over Riley. Ever stop wishing she was with her again, despite all that. She forced a smile, shaking her head. “It’s okay Everett, really.”
“I only went there because they had the new issue of The Amazing Spider-Man…” The look on Tegan’s face hadn’t faded. She couldn’t make eye contact, nervously fidgeting in her seat. Joshua, who had been busy taking notes, finally looked up, eyeing her and Everett.
“Really,” Lucy said, swallowing down her feelings. “It’s okay.”
“She wasn’t even working the counter. I didn’t even speak to her. But—” her friend trailed off and Lucy looked up when she did.
“You said you weren’t going to say anything,” Everett grumbled, face falling into his hands. “Jesus, Tegan.”
“Guys,” Lucy looked at each of them, feeling her heart growing uncomfortably more rapid in her chest. “Can you please just spit it out?”
“I—” Tegan squirmed uncomfortably. “Lucy, I’m so sorry. Riley, well—she—she’s engaged.”
For a moment, it didn’t register. Lucy sat, staring at her friend, mouth agape. The world spun slowly around her. Her ears began to ring. Louder and louder. She gripped onto the side of the table to steady herself. “How did you—I mean… How did you find out?”
“She was with her fiancée. Talking about it to another customer. I…” she trailed off for a moment. “I saw the ring on her finger and everything.”
Lucy thought briefly that she’d hurl her lunch in the nearest trash bin. Riley, her ex-girlfriend, was engaged. While they hadn’t been together too terribly long, the idea that she’d already settled down with someone else…
“Well, I guess good for her?” Lucy said, unsure of what else to say. The air constricted a little in her lungs. She was already digging through her pocket for her phone, wanting to tell Reese, just to hear her threaten to ‘give her a piece of her mind.’
Tegan seemed to read her mind, wrapping a hand around her wrist. “Come on. Let’s just forget about her, huh? She was weird. We have monsters to kill. Plus, don’t forget about the San Diego Comic Con this weekend.”
Lucy hadn’t forgotten about Comic Con. Conventions were her favorite highlights of the year. San Diego was no exception. Except this would be the first time she’d be going without Riley since they’d dated.
“And stop thinking about Riley,” Tegan read her mind again, squeezing her hand. “We’re going to have a great time without her, right? Think of all the cute girls there. And Reese. Reese will be there.”
“Don’t forget about Reese,” Josh piped in, nudging Lucy playfully. “You guys are riding on the Surfliner together to the Con, right?” Lucy elbowed him and nodded, feeling her cheeks get hot at the mention of her. Her eyes diverted to the other sets of tables around the store, filled with other customers playing board games and trading cards. Trying to tame the residual ringing in her ears. Thinking about having fun with all her friends was definitely helping.
“Hey Lu, how’s your screenplay going?” Lucy looked up, meeting Everett’s eyes. If there was anything that would perk her up, it was talking about writing.
“I finished the first act.”
“The Critten one?” Everett raised a brow as he rolled his dice for his next turn. From the opposite end of the table, Joshua groaned. “Ha!” Everett nearly jumped out of his seat.
“A natural 20? You’re going to crit him with your fighter? Really? Roll again for damage.” High rolls generally meant you did critical damage to a monster. Josh shuffled the papers that housed the monster information in front of him, annoyed. “If you one-hit kill him—”
Everett grinned, rolling his dice.
“Jesus, Ev—24 points of damage? Really? That was a bit overkill.” Josh was still groaning about the death of his goblin when a nudge from Tegan brought Lucy back to the game.
“I’m sorry about Riley,” her friend said when she faced her.
“It’s only been a few months…” Lucy admitted, offered a small attempt at a fake smile. “I’ll get over her, eventually. She just really knows how to push my buttons.”
“You deserve better than her,” Josh said simply, pulling out another sheet of paper that housed stats for another monster for the group to kill. “Besides, I have another baddie waiting.”
“What’s it this time?” Everett asked, drumming his dice on the table.
“A werewolf!” Josh replied, grinning at Lucy. She couldn’t help but smile back, in spite of herself. Even if she did miss Riley. Even if she still wasn’t over her after the critical hit she’d taken to her heart. She still had her friends. Still had Reese. And that was all she really needed.
That, and maybe a better set of dice.



  CHAPTER 3  





        REESE  


“I HAVE BREAKFAST, GUYS!” The smell of bacon and fresh eggs wafted through the air as Reese made her way from the garage door entrance into the mudroom of her southern Santa Monica beach house. She kicked off her boat shoes, letting them land with a “thud” against the wall and onto the floor. Light from the kitchen spilled into the entryway as Reese rounded the corner. Both her parents were sitting at the large solid oak dining table near the bay window that overlooked the water and the small street below. By the smell of it, Reese’s father David must have prepared coffee, the full-bodied roast he loved so much filling the entire kitchen. She sat the plastic bags down on top of the dark grey granite countertop on the island, and sifted through for the cartons of food.
“One eggs benedict for Dad.” Reese had to raise the top of the container to get a good look at it. The steam from the hot food had clouded the plastic. The smell of it made Reese’s stomach grumble. She’d been up for a while, so she was starting to get hungry. Once she’d handed it off to her father, she shuffled through the bag for the next carton. “I think this is yours, Mom. They didn’t have the French toast you like, so I got a veggie omelet, I hope that’s okay.” She sat the box in front of her mother, who looked up to her with a small smile.
Of her parents, Reese looked the most like her mother. They shared the same ash brown hair, blue-grey eyes, and small but somewhat taller frame. Nowadays, Emily didn’t sport the hair, instead wearing a fashionable scarf on her head, and her blue eyes had grown more tired than they normally were. She was far skinnier than Reese now, always struggling to eat. But at least she still had her sweet-mannered spirit.
“Sweetheart, you don’t need to do this all the time.” Reese felt her mother’s frail hand land on her own. “You worry yourself too much.”
“It’s no big deal,” Reese leaned over to kiss her on the forehead, just under the scarf. “I was hungry anyway. There was no sense in not bringing us all food.”
“Maybe if you learned to cook,” David smirked at her and Reese rolled her eyes. Her father turned his attention towards Emily, looking more serious than he had. “Do you feel like you can eat a little bit?” He nudged his head towards her food, scooting the carton and silverware closer to her.
Emily, who in the years she’d been ill, never once complained and instead thanked him graciously before she attempted to pick up her fork. She’d used to be the most voracious eater Reese had ever seen. There was no meal she couldn’t finish. Nowadays they were grateful she ate a few bites.
“Go get some coffee before it gets cold,” her father said, nodding towards the French press on the counter. Reese didn’t argue, making her way across the kitchen to the cabinets to fetch a mug. A hodgepodge collection sat on the second shelf. She’d collected mugs over the years, from various places. Reese’s old gig For the People had given out light blue mugs with the logo printed on them many years ago at a crew Christmas party. It sat closest to her, so she’d pulled it from its resting place, setting it next to the French press. Once she’d poured a cup, she sifted through the fridge for cream and sugar. If it was the right cup of coffee, Reese could nearly drink it black. But her father’s darker roasts left little to be desired, always reminding her of really strong diner coffee. She drowned it in cream and stuffed a few spoonfuls of sugar into the cup before she was satisfied.
When she finally sat down beside her mother at the dining table, she was surprised to find that she’d already scarfed down a quarter of her meal. She definitely seemed hungry today, that was for sure. “I’m glad you have an appetite,” Reese said.
Emily looked up. “Thank you for breakfast, sweetheart.”
“Of course, Mom,” Reese smiled, opening her own carton. There was a small English muffin sandwich inside. Eggs, bacon and cheese. “Your appointment is at three today, right?”
David nodded. “I was going to drive her.”
“I can drive,” Reese said, quickly. “I’ll drive both of you.”
“What about your date, sweetheart. It’s tonight, right?” Reese and her mother exchanged a glance. “You don’t want to be late for a date.”
“I’ll be fine,” Reese argued. “I want to go today.”
“You’re both silly,” Emily said, shaking her head. “There’s never anything for you to do. All I do is sit there for a few hours. I’ll manage.”
“I’ll bring a board game for us to play, how about that?” Reese said, thoughtfully. “I think we still have a couple of good ones.” Another pause, while she pondered. “Or a book to read? We could watch a movie. We just don’t want you to be alone, Mom.”
Her mother looked up and broke into another gracious smile, though Reese could see the hint of sadness in her eyes. When she’d been diagnosed years prior, the chemotherapy treatments that had come with it had been new for all of them. After seeing some of the other patients who had to endure it without family, Reese and her father had sworn she’d never be alone through it. Whether she fought them or not.
“A board game might be nice,” Emily interrupted Reese’s thoughts. “Monopoly?”
“We’re going to play something better than Monopoly,” Reese groaned and her father laughed.
“You used to be pretty good at it when you were a kid,” he noted.
“Well, I’m an adult now, and that game is terrible,” Reese said, shaking her head. “I know I’ve got something better than that around here. I can even go pick up something from Lucy. Maybe even a card game.”
“Go Fish!” Emily said, smirking and nudging Reese in the shoulder. Reese shook her head, unable to help herself from laughing. She enjoyed them. Enjoyed their company. They’d been with her through just about everything. Every success, every disappointment. So, it made sense that she’d be here for them now. Which had included taking the Across the Universe gig that had come around at just the right time, with a paycheck that would more than help take care of them all. “Is Lucy coming today?”
“I don’t know, Mom. I’ll have to ask her.”
Emily smiled, thoughtfully. “Well, eat your food, sweetheart. It’s going to get cold.”
    
THE SOUNDS of conversation and laughter filled the restaurant. Occasional shouts and the murmur of televisions came from the direction of the bar. Silverware and dishes clinked. Servers were busy taking orders. The smell of freshly made dough mixed with cold draft beer filled the air. Across the room, a trendy chalkboard read the specials for the evening. Two slices of pizza, a salad, and a drink for six bucks. The place was a well-loved hole-in-the wall. The brick interior, worn wooden floors, and small selection of booths with cracked seat cushions and nicked tables made it obvious.
Reese loved Toni’s, the run-down pizza parlor in northern Santa Monica, found it quite ruined that evening as she spun a shaker of parmesan cheese on the top of the black table separating her from her date. Another woman to add to the very small list of whom Reese couldn’t stand. One of which was presently not letting her get a word in edgewise in the—she glanced at the smart watch on her wrist—thirty minutes since their date began.
God, has it only been that long? It felt like eternity.
“Do you travel a lot?” Jennifer had a gorgeous southern flair to her voice. Reese had always had a thing for women with accents. It didn’t help that she was breathtaking too—soft, honey-kissed brown locks that fell effortlessly around her shoulders, brilliant blue eyes, and full puffy lips. The woman was beyond words.
All Reese had wanted was a night out with a gorgeous woman. She would have normally been pulling out all the stops for a chance with her. Reese was happy to have an excuse to fuck with Regina, who had been badgering her nonstop for months to get with Justine. Ruining any chance of a genuine love life she could possibly have had. Not that Reese was looking to settle down with everything going on in her life, but at this rate she would never be able to find out.
Reese wanted to bludgeon her eardrums out with the nearest utensil.
“I’ve always wanted to go to Europe,” Jennifer said. “I’ve been to Mexico, and Canada, and the Bahamas.” Her eyes glazed over, lost in her own train of thought. “It would be so neat to go to Europe. I’ve always wanted to go to Europe and backpack. Backpacking would be so amazing. I’ve been camping, but not backpacking. And staying in a hostel, meeting new people, hearing their stories…”
Reese couldn’t imagine Jennifer having any time to listen to anyone else’s stories. She’d barely taken a breath since the two of them had sat down. Reese suppressed a laugh at the thought and instead made an attempt to reply. “I—”
“My parents backpacked in Italy. Oh, you should see the pictures. It was so beautiful and amazing. That’s my dream, to backpack to all the places they went. Wouldn’t that be amazing? I think that would just be amazing.”
Reese nodded, stuffing the crust-end of a slice of pizza into her mouth. She glanced at her watch again, noting that barely a minute had passed. One measly minute. Reese wished for any excuse to make a fucking run for it. Why she hadn’t just taken up the offer to spend the evening binging sitcoms and eating mint chip ice cream with Lucy, she had no idea.
“Speaking of my parents…” Jennifer’s sweet but deceiving voice pierced through her trailing thoughts about an escape plan. “They couldn’t believe it when I told them I had a date with you. Reese Simmons. THE Reese Simmons.” Reese watched those supple pink lips wrap around the straw of her diet soda and take a small sip before continuing. “My mom has been a fan of yours since you started on For the People all those years ago.”
Before Reese had become involved with Across the Universe, she’d been a part of a daytime soap called For the People. Her mother, Emily, had been a scriptwriter for the show for over a decade. It had been an easy career move, and a step up from the smaller gigs she had taken on years prior. She’d been one of the first queer actresses on a soap opera, so it wasn’t surprising people had recognized her for that role.
Still, that was work. Something she had no interest in discussing on what was supposed to be a pleasant dinner date. Reese had started to become light-headed at the mention of it, not wanting to be pointed out in public. Her hands flew into the air, waving Jennifer to quiet herself.
“Oh, right. You wanted to keep it hush-hush… Anyway, my parents were so excited. My mom thinks you should have stayed on the soap though. That it was career suicide to go on such a niche show like you did.” Did the woman not have any filter? Reese stared at her, mouth hanging open as she continued to ramble. “I mean, Across the Universe? They said it was like Star Trek, right? God, who on Earth would want to do such a nerdy show like that? You were such a fan favorite on For the People—or so my mom always said. Doesn’t being around all those crazy fangirls drive you nuts?”
There was enough of a pause that Reese half-expected she was waiting for a reply. “Well, I—”
“Who really has that much time to play video games? Or can stand all those weird shows? I mean they don’t even make sense. And those costumes they wear. Do you even know how much money they spend on those costumes?”
Reese was entirely too familiar with the fan base that the sci-fi prime-time show Across the Universe brought with it. The hours spent at Comic Con, nerdy conventions that were held all over the country, over the past few years. Talk shows and interviews for various entities she would have otherwise known nothing about. Reese wasn’t looking forward to the San Diego Comic Con coming up. Truthfully, she didn’t really disagree with Jennifer—but she likely wouldn’t get an opportunity to admit it.
“I saw the show got renewed for a fifth season,” Jennifer noted. For a moment, Reese perked up, surprised that she’d known this factoid given her apparent dislike for it. The interest lasted for a matter of seconds until she continued, “Will that be the last season? Your contract is up this year, right?”
“It’s doing really good in the rankings—” Reese noted at a rapid pace. Her contract was up at the end of the season and she was very much looking forward to the prospect of moving on to new things, but she never wished ill on the show.
“They really should bring back Best Dressed Cakes. Do you remember that show?” Reese didn’t bother answering, just nodded. “It was this reality baking show. It was sooooo good. I love cake. Do you like cake? My friends are all jealous that I can eat cake and it doesn’t go to my waistline.”
Reese finished off the last bite of the slice of pizza she had been working on, clapped her hands together loudly and said, “I’m going to use the restroom. Pardon me.” Jennifer, who looked stunned Reese had the audacity to interrupt her discussion of cake, simply nodded. Before she got trapped, Reese scooted from the booth, making her way down the empty hallway in the back of the restaurant. Begging for a minute to think. Despite the quality of her date, Reese was relieved she’d gotten through an entire evening without being bombarded by fans or reporters. It was probably the reason she liked this area of town—it gave her the ability to keep her head low and enjoy herself.
While Reese was not shy of being in the limelight, it had worn on her over time. Between her eighteen years with her parents, and another decade on her own as a famous actress, she’d never had a break from that reality. Never had an opportunity to relax. Now, any shred of privacy was treasured. Tonight was no exception.
And this date. This horrible, awful date.
Reese would have given anything to be talking about football plays in the latest 49ers game, or how Garoppolo was standing for the season. Or how much she hated the Seahawks. Hell, she’d give her right arm to be home watching the Packers and Giants game right then. There’d been several occasions that night she’d thought to make a run for it. Sneak out the back door. Fake an emergency phone call.
But her mother had raised her better than that.
So, she stayed and instead splashed her face with a few handfuls of cold water. Dried it with some paper towels. Studied herself in the mirror for a good long minute. And then finally took a deep breath, preparing to head back out to Jennifer.
It’ll be over before you know it. At least she hoped so.
Reese mustered up the ability to leave the restroom and wander back down the hallway.
The collision came from nowhere.
Just as she rounded the corner, she bumped, with an ‘oomph,’ into another human being, a tsunami of liquid spilling over her from top to bottom. Reese stood in shock, tasting the distinct flavor of grape on her lips. The entire front side of her expensive crisp white button-down had been doused in soda. Some of it dripped off of her chin and the edges of her shirt onto the wooden floor below. Reese wiped the liquid from around her eyes with the back of her hand, and then turned her attention toward the woman who stood, mortified, in front of her.
She was no more than five feet and a few extra inches tacked on for good measure. She had large and intense brown eyes that had always reminded Reese of one of those animated characters from Japanese cartoons. You could read literally every emotion she felt, just from her eyes, which were accentuated by a pair of black framed glasses that were always sliding off her nose. She was petite and small-figured, with dark hair that fell in ringlets around her face.
She was cute. Reese had always given her that much.
“OhmygodReeseIamsosorry—”
The expression on Lucy Parker’s face almost made up for her klutziness. The way her eyes looked as if they were about to bug out of her head. The twisted, mortified way her lips hung open. The hyper energy that coursed through her, causing her to bounce a little in place.
“What the hell are you doing here, Lucy?” Reese said, staring at her in disbelief. She looked over her small shoulder at the employee that was approaching them. He was carrying a stack of black towels. Meanwhile, Lucy, who had been conveniently carrying a handful of brown paper napkins sat her empty glass down on the floor and began dabbing Reese’s shirt without a moment’s hesitation. “Lucy! Lucy, what are you doing?”
“I’m trying to dry it off!” Lucy said, still looking mortified. “If you’d just hold still…”
“Oh wow,” the employee from behind Lucy had reached them, still toting the towels. “You’re that actress from that show!”
“Very astute of you,” Reese noted and she felt Lucy shove her slightly, still dabbing away at her shirt. Reese tried to push her away at first, but then instead snatched the towels from the employee. “I need to go clean up.” How she was going to remove the dark purple stain of Lucy’s grape soda was beyond her.
“Do you think I could get an autograph?” The employee kid, who looked barely out of high school, called after her as she turned towards the hallway with the restrooms. Reese thought her pounding heart was going to explode any minute. She looked back, noticing heads looking over shoulders and the backsides of booths in her direction. Ignoring it, and Lucy, who was still standing with wadded napkins in her hands, she flew down the hallway, locking herself inside the one room bathroom.
Several minutes later, Reese hadn’t made any improvement on her shirt, but had managed to dry it sufficiently enough with the hand dryer on the wall. After she’d cleaned her face and hands, she made her way back to the door, emitting a rather loud sigh as she unlocked the lock, preparing to go out into the restaurant—
BAM.
The wood door hit her like a brick wall. Full force. It was dizzying and profound. So much so that Reese fell backward with a loud ‘thump’ onto the tile flooring of the bathroom.
“Holy crap. Are you okay?” That voice was unmistakable. Lucy Parker with her damn grape soda. Full of cotton candy sweet bubbliness and hyper energy. Reese laid stunned, head still spinning, sprawled across the floor as Lucy wandered back into the bathroom. When she was hovering over Reese, she noticed her buggy eyes were still panicked. This girl was going to kill her. Literally.
“I’m so sorry!” Lucy said, offering her a hand. Reese took it graciously and got to her feet. She was okay. The wind knocked out of her a little, but okay.
“You should really watch where you’re going,” Reese noted, running a hand over the back of her whiplashed neck. “Those doors are heavy.” Her jaw stiffened.
The color of Lucy’s cheeks matched the burgundy shade of the walls of the bathroom. “I—I—just wanted to bring you a shirt.” She held out a bright blue wad of fabric in front of her, towards Reese. “It’s the only one I have with me.”
“This isn’t your…” Reese held it open, staring it down. “Jesus Christ, really Lu? Your pajama
shirt? THIS pajama shirt? You couldn’t have any other shirt with you?”
“I was using it as a workout shirt, thank you very much.” Lucy paused. “I mean—it’s not sweaty. I haven’t used it yet. Totally clean. It doesn’t smell. Smell it.” Lucy wrapped her hands around the fabric, shoving it towards Reese’s face.
“Lucy!” Reese took a giant step backward. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same question,” Lucy retorted, crossing her arms over her chest. “Did you really bring a date to our pizza place?” Reese didn’t really have a response at first, so she looked back down at the shirt for a moment, and then back up to Lucy.
“Well, who are you here with?”
“My sister,” Lucy said flatly. “Besides, that shirt is a little big on me. It’ll be the right size for you. I know it’s not what you want to wear, but it beats a purple stained shirt.”
“Thanks for that,” Reese smirked at her and Lucy shoved her playfully. “Count on you to ruin my favorite dress shirt. Klutz.”
“Shut up,” Lucy replied, and then quickly added. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your date too—”
“It’s okay, Lucy, don’t worry about it.”
Lucy smiled at her, reaching for the door. “Have a good night, Reese.”
“Goodnight, Lu,” Reese replied, watching as she opened the door to exit. Just before she stepped out, she looked back and Reese held her breath.
“Call me later and tell me about your date?”
Reese stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Of course.”
The door nearly shut when Lucy’s head poked through again. There was an awkward smile stretched across her face. Reese knew she wasn’t going to like whatever was about to come out of her mouth. “Ummm…there may be a little bit of a crowd out here waiting for you.” Reese frowned. “Sorryaboutthat.”
“Go, Lu,” Reese held her tone calm and forced a smile, as much as she wasn’t in the mood.
“Right. I’ll leave you to it. Have a good date.” Another awkward smile. Lucy’s eyes were going to burn a hole through her one day.
After a few seconds, the door finally shut and Lucy disappeared. For good. Reese went to latch the lock again and then quickly changed shirts, wanting to be rid of the purple stained button-up she’d been in for far too long now. The short-sleeved blue shirt flew over her head as soon as she’d disposed of the other. Halfway through, Reese paused, admiring the familiar citrusy smell the fabric emitted. Reese had known it since they were kids. Somehow it always lingered around her, and Reese had always liked it.
The minute the shirt pulled over her stomach and she’d adjusted the sleeves, her eyes faced back towards the mirror over the sinks, frowning. Stretched across the front of her chest were the words “I’m a Space Case”. The familiar logo printed underneath.
Fuck, if Lucy wasn’t the biggest Across the Universe nerd of them all. If Reese hadn’t called enough attention to herself, she certainly was going to be screaming it from the rooftops now.
Throwing a pair of annoyed hands into the air, she let out a growl just as a knock echoed into the room. Reese grumpily wandered back towards the sound coming from the door, opening it quickly. “Lucy, I told you I just want to be—”
Reese fell back against the door frame, head bonking against the wood.
“OH MY GOD IT REALLY IS REESE SIMMONS!” Someone from the crowd in front of her squealed. Phones and bodies swarmed around her in a tight, suffocating circle.
“Lucy, I’m going to kill you,” Reese grumbled.



  CHAPTER 4  





        LUCY  


REESE HAD BEEN on a freaking date. A freaking date at their pizza parlor. Hell, Toni’s had been their spot since Reese had first learned to drive a car. It had been the first restaurant they’d eaten at, celebrating their newfound freedom as blossoming adults.
Their. Freaking. Place.
And she had the nerve to take a date there… Not just any date too. A very pretty date. Of course, Reese had always been the type to attract pretty women. She was an attractive woman herself, with big blue-grey eyes, and ash-brown hair that swooped in just the right way across her head. Flawless, slightly tanned skin, and a thin-framed body, that looked both masculine and feminine in just the right way.
Definitely attractive.
And definitely on a freaking date at their restaurant.
“Earth to Lu.”
Lucy came back to the real world then. She sat on the edge of a crisp white comforter on a queen-sized, black metal framed bed adorned with black and white throw pillows. Stitching the final star to her sister Eve’s navy blue Star Command uniform. She did her best to hold her sister’s arm steady as she sewed, teeth biting at her lower lip. “Be careful where you’re poking that thing!” Eve said, eyes wide as she watched the needle pierce the star a final time. “You’re the biggest wuss I’ve ever met,” Lucy replied once she’d finished the stitch, a smirk stretched across her face. After snipping off the end of the string with a pair of small scissors, she stood back, admiring her handiwork. Her sister’s perfectly straight, long blonde hair fell over her shoulder, sharp blue eyes intently focused on Lucy’s work. Eve was tall and a bit curvier than Lucy and wore the costume well.
Late morning sunlight peeked through the spotless windows of Lucy’s sisters teal blue bedroom. Against another wall was a large shelf of books, mostly on political science, environmental science, and law topics. All of them clean and frequently used. An undergraduate diploma in Environmental Science from Berkeley hung on a wall above a small white wooden desk that held a vase of fresh sunflowers.
Every year, Lucy spent countless hours crafting costumes. San Diego Comic Con was particularly special, because it was the one time a year her sister and their friends could gather together. This year, Lucy had requested the group go as Star Command officers from Across the Universe. Much to her best friend, Reese’s, disapproval. Tegan and Everett were going as engineering officers, Joshua as a medical officer, and Lucy and Eve as commanding officers.
They were going to make quite the group. Lucy made sure of that.
The previous Comic Con—the one Lucy refused to think about unless absolutely necessary—they’d all gone as video game characters. She remembered how sexy Riley had looked in her skin-tight suit, and how she’d pined after her the entire weekend. Until she’d found out she’d been humping another woman. Making costumes had been their thing. For years. They’d spend months on projects. Riley focused on all the details. Except of course the past year, when she’d carelessly forgotten she had a girlfriend.
So much for that now. At least Eve was trying her best to be a good replacement for her.
“It looks great, Lu,” Eve said, admiring herself in the mirror. Of all the costumes Lucy had made over the years, this had been one of the easier to construct, but it was perhaps the one that made her the proudest. Particularly due to her love of the show. It had been on for years now, yet they’d never gone as any of the characters. “Do you have the jackets ready yet or not?”
“They just need a few more tweaks,” Lucy replied, collecting her sewing supplies. “I’ll have them done by the end of the day. I’ll bring yours with me tomorrow and you’ll have it for Friday.”
Just as Eve was about to reply, the door to Eve’s room opened. Theresa Parker stuck her head inside. If anyone looked dead on like their mother, it was Lucy. They shared the same curly dark brown hair and large brown eyes. The same pointed nose, and awkward smile. Sometimes they were mistaken for siblings, since her twenty-one-year-old stepsister looked nothing like either of them.
“Lunch is ready,” their mother said, staring at each of them. Lucy watched her eye Eve’s costume up and down. She could see the twinge of disapproval in her eyes. A waste of money and time. Isn’t that what her parents had always said?
Lucy waited outside in the hall while her sister changed out of the costume. When she appeared in the doorway, she wore a conservative plain colored pink t-shirt and a pair of white capris, a stark contrast to Lucy’s Wonder Woman shirt, washed out jeans, and converse sneakers. She hated that her sister felt she always needed to put on a façade. That she never felt she could be herself. “Why don’t you ever wear one of the t-shirts I got you for Christmas?”
Eve shrugged, giving her a ‘you know why’ glance as they turned the corner and walked into the dining room. Theresa’s high heels clicked on the teak wood flooring, setting a plate of bacon on the circular wood dining room table. Lucy fell into a plush white cushioned seat next to her stepfather Warren, snatching a piece of bacon off of the plate of BLT sandwiches her mother had left. She caught his disapproving glance just as she’d bitten off the end.
Through the dining room windows, Lucy could make out the backyard and the beautiful landscaping her parents fawned over every year. Distracted by the array of colorful flowers and lush greenery.
And last night.
She’d have to get her jammy shirt back from Reese ASAP. Lucy hated the way it had fit her so flawlessly. Like she’d been made to wear that shirt. Truthfully, Reese Simmons could probably have worn anything perfectly. And of course, she’d been wearing it leaving with that stupid pretty girl…
The clink of glasses on the wooden dining table brought Lucy’s attention back.
“How were your exams this week?” Warren asked Eve after swallowing a bite.
“Good,” Eve replied. “Easier than I thought they’d be.”
“That’s wonderful, sweetheart,” their mother replied, smiling brightly.
Eve swallowed a mouthful of water while Lucy awkwardly chewed on a fry. This seemed to always be where the conversation went when she came around. Her parents avoiding questions about the game shop, about Lucy’s friends or life. Constantly focused on Eve, who was the only one doing things right in the family. Her sister looked to her. “Lucy made us really great costumes for Comic Con this year. She’s really talented.”
Both of her parents glanced at her. Lucy finished off the fry and then smiled. “I must have gotten my skills from dad.” They didn’t talk about him much. Lucy’s biological father, Stephen. Mostly because he’d died when Lucy was very young. He’d worked as a set designer in Hollywood, and had a side passion for writing scripts. Lucy knew it was where her passion had come from.
“Speaking of your father,” Theresa said, eyeing Lucy. Here it comes, she thought. They brought her up nearly every meal. “How’s Reese doing?”
“She’s fine Mom, just busy working,” Lucy replied, taking a bite of her sandwich.
“It’s been what, two decades you two have known each other now?” Theresa turned to Warren. “Lucy’s father and Reese’s parents used to work together on that soap opera For the People.”
“Yep, fifteen years this month,” Lucy said, swallowing another fry. Lucy’s mother yammered on for a few minutes, but she phased her out. The mention of Reese had gotten her all wound up again about her date the previous night. A freaking date. At Toni’s.
“Lucy, you should consider going back to school,” her stepfather interjected, breaking Lucy’s train of thought.
“Oh, Warren, please,” her mother said, placing a hand over top of his. It was coming. The inevitable conversation that happened every week. “You know she won’t give up that job at the game store.”
Lucy sucked in a breath, exchanging a small glance with her sister. Don’t start anything, she pleaded silently. “I really like my job.”
“Did you talk to what’s-his-name about opening your own store?” Her mother raised a brow. “That seems like the only way you’d get a raise now.”
“Kevin, my manager. And no. He doesn’t want to start a franchise. Honestly, I’m perfectly happy where I am. At least for now.”
“Until you become a screenwriter,” her mother said, with the slightest hint of disdain.
“It’s what dad did,” Lucy argued.
“Honey,” Warren said, resting a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Maybe we should—”
“Your father got paid to sling coffees and carry scripts around all day,” Theresa said flatly. “He did nothing but chase that dream ever since you were little. You’re better than that, Lucy.”
“Well, maybe I don’t want to be better than that,” Lucy felt a lump in her throat and pushed away from the dining room table. Wiped her nose with the back of her hand and used her fingers to clear the corners of her eyes. “I’m finished.” With the conversation. With her lunch. It didn’t matter what she meant. Lucy hightailed it out of the dining room and into the kitchen. Her mother called after her. “Don’t let that dog in the house!”
She ignored her, swinging the back-door open and heading outside. It was a nice balmy day out. A gentle breeze. Seventies, if she had to guess. A little cloudy, but with plenty of sunshine.
The moment she’d shut the door, she was head-butted by a rather large black lab mix, with big chocolate brown eyes, and a long wagging tail. His tongue hung out of the side of his mouth, panting lightly. Lucy guessed he’d been romping around the yard. She made her way across the patio to the outdoor table, sliding into one of the chairs. The mutt rested his head in her lap, and she gave him a good scratch.
“What have you been up to, Sirius?” Lucy asked. Named after the Harry Potter character that she adored, the dog very much fit the title. Black, like Sirius’s wolf form, he also had a similar gruff personality. She’d gotten him five years ago. A surprise from Riley, when they’d ventured to the shelter one day after an exam their senior year of college. Luckily, Riley hadn’t put up too much of a fight for him when they’d split. Lucy would have still been fighting if she had. The dog was one of the only things that kept her sane the past few months.
Sirius left her for a minute and fetched a slobbery stick from the grassy yard. He dropped it in her lap and Lucy studied it for a moment before tossing it out for him. Sirius barked happily, chasing it down. They played for a few minutes, Lucy losing herself in her thoughts. Trying to keep from thinking about her mother’s constant nagging and disapproval of her life choices.
A squeak of the storm door and the shuffle of feet broke Lucy’s daydreams. When she looked over her shoulder after tossing the stick for Sirius again, Eve came to sit down beside her. “You okay?”
Lucy shrugged, sighing. “Good as I am any other day she does that.”
“Don’t let her bother you,” Eve said, reaching over to take her sister’s hand. “I think it’s great you’re doing what you love. What your dad loves.”
They were quiet for a few minutes, Lucy tossing the stick for her dog while Eve watched. Finally, Lucy focused her attention on her sister, a scowl on her face. “I can’t believe Reese was on a date at Toni’s last night.”
Eve, who was busy playing on her phone, looked up, staring at her curiously. “What’s it to you? She’s allowed to go on a date, Lu.”
“But at Toni’s?” Lucy was still frowning. “I mean, they could have gone anywhere else.”
“She looked cute walking out in that pajama shirt of yours,” Eve teased her playfully, and Lucy’s face flushed. “I can’t believe she wore it out of the store. I kind of feel bad for her getting mobbed like that on her date.”
“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. She’d have felt guiltier if she hadn’t been so annoyed. “I hate that for her. Never being able to have any privacy.” Lucy turned her attention back to her sister, whose face had dropped and was fidgeting on her phone. A gasp fell from her mouth.
“What?” Lucy asked, raising a brow. Eve clicked on her phone for a few seconds, until Lucy received a text from her, with a link to a news article on a celebrity gossip website. “Really, Eve? You know I don’t do social media. I don’t like all this garbage—”
“Trust me,” Eve said, nodding towards the phone. “You’re gonna want to see that.”
As soon as the page loaded, Lucy’s mouth fell open.
A video of Reese Simmons stretched across the page. The screen capture showed her wearing Lucy’s favorite Across the Universe t-shirt. The very one she’d given to her not twenty- four hours prior. Really, she should have stopped there. She really should have. But then her eyes glazed over the title of the article: Television superstar Reese Simmons bashes fans on social media.



  CHAPTER 5  





        REESE  


REESE HAD ALWAYS LOVED the old, classic style of the Los Angeles Union Station, with its high ceilings lined with polished walnut rafters and intricately painted designs, the tile mosaics along the floors, and large windows spanning the length of the brick walls. Acoustically, it was a nightmare. Sound bounced everywhere. On a busy day, it was chaos. But aesthetically, it was beautiful.
Reese sat in a reddish-brown leather seat overlooking the double-decker baby blue and silver Pacific Surfliner train that would take her from Los Angeles to San Diego for the next few days. Admiring the sunny day outside, the palm tree leaves swaying lightly in the balmy southern California air, her eyes glanced towards the ticket counter, watching the line of people waiting. Chatting amongst themselves, piddling on their phones. Meanwhile, Reese kept a low profile in her jean jacket and aviators that she’d bought at a gas station on a road trip with Tom.
This day couldn’t be any worse than it already was. If only some God in the known universe would take mercy on her soul. Trying her best to ignore the news stations playing on the large TV screens bolted to the walls above her. Doing her best to fade out her name being played in loops. Everywhere reminding her of what an enormous pile of shit she’d gotten herself into.
The previous night had been a blur. The god-awful date with that woman that she’d dropped off immediately after they’d left the restaurant. Reese hadn’t even remembered her name, nevertheless wanted to sleep with her after all that.
Instead, all she remembered was Lucy’s big brown eyes staring her down at the restaurant. Lucy, with the grape soda, who had been such a clamoring mess she hadn’t known how to contain herself. Reese couldn’t stop thinking about that horribly distracting citrus smell of her shirt that still lingered when she pondered on it too long.
Of course, thinking about that night just brought back the imagery of a dozen fans clobbering her. Leaving her very little room to breathe, or even think for that matter. No wonder she’d been so desperate to get home. Truthfully, things wouldn’t have been so bad if she’d gone home and went promptly to sleep. Instead, finding her parents already in bed, Reese had drunk herself into a stupor and proceeded to act like a dumbass. A very big dumbass who was regretting her life decisions.
Lucy was going to fucking kill her.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. For a brief second, Reese thought to ignore it, but finally fished it out. Regretting the decision the minute her eyes fell on the screen.
Regina McNally.
Reese hit the reject button and was about to throw her phone back where she found it when it buzzed again a few seconds later.
“Really?” Reese mumbled, finding the phone again. She pulled it to her ear, doing her best to make herself sound more coherent than she felt. The lights of the train station were blinding, only fueling her headache, which was already throbbing. All she wanted was to be curled up in her king bed at home, in the darkness, wishing this day away. This month. Hell, this entire year. The last few years.
Ever since that fucking show.
“Hello?”
“You better have a damn good explanation for all of this, darling.” Regina, who even when she was deathly furious, had a way to sound completely calm and composed. This time was no different. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“Clearly, I wasn’t.” Reese replied, finding a nearby chair and sinking into it. Her head throbbed so intensely she could barely focus. “As every news station in the Santa Monica valley has so graciously pointed out.”
“You’ve made national news,” Regina pointed out. Reese groaned. “All the morning news shows are talking about you as we speak. This is very bad, Reese. Very bad.”
Reese had no idea what to say, looking up at the television above her, while balancing the phone on her ear with the other. “I was upset,” she finally mumbled.
“I mean, who wears this shit anyway?” Reese heard her voice echoing from the television. Watched as she shoved the ATU t-shirt into the screen. Mortified by her inebriated state of being. “A bunch of nerdy lovesick idiots wear this shit.”
A reporter flashed on the screen, talking over Reese in the background. “Twenty-eight-year-old television superstar Reese Simmons was all over the internet this morning, having posted a slew of videos and texts bashing her fans. Posts that have since gone viral and have caused an international uproar.”
The words “crazy nerd girls” and “obsessive maniacs” flashed across the screen. Snippets of the dozens of messages Reese had littered the internet with.
“Just because you’re upset, doesn’t give you an excuse to behave that way.” Regina replied, still calm. “You’re a grown woman, Reese. A grown woman with a hundred million fans watching your every step.”
“I know,” Reese replied, huffing. “So, what the hell do I do about it now?”
“I don’t know what we’re going to do about all of…this. Yet. I just know it’s going to have to be something big. I don’t know how many more tricks we have up our sleeves after your fiasco at the Comic Con a few months ago…”
Reese hated the fact that Regina loved to bring that up every five seconds. It was almost as bad as—
Fuck. She knew what was coming.
“I think it’s time you’re going to have to come out about dating Justine,” Regina said flatly.
“No way in hell—” Reese started to argue but Regina cut her off quickly.
“If you value any shred of the career you have left after your irresponsible behavior, you won’t finish that sentence.” Regina’s voice had elevated slightly. Reese had never heard her sound like that and immediately got quiet. “You have no choice, Reese. This is your only option now. You’ve exhausted every other excuse I’ve given you.”
“There has to be something,” Reese begged. “I can’t date Justine Turner.”
“You don’t have to date her,” Regina replied, curtly. “You just have to make your fans think you’re dating her.”
“That’s just as bad,” Reese moaned, running a hand through her hair. “There has to be another way.”
“We’re done discussing this,” Regina said flatly. “I’ll speak with Justine and her agent. You two will make it official during the panel at Comic Con. Do I make myself clear?”
There was a long pause. A long pause in which Reese was doing everything in her power not to yell. Not to lose her cool like she had done the previous night. The night that had stirred up all sorts of shit she deeply regretted. Then her parents flashed in her mind. That this job was sustaining them at the moment. She had an image to withhold, at least for a little while longer, anyway. Until her contract was up. Until she could find something better. For now, she was at Regina’s mercy. Whether she liked it or not. “We’re clear,” she finally mumbled.
“Good,” Regina said, and then the phone clicked as she hung up. Reese grumbled, shoving her cell back into her pocket, just as a woman’s voice called over the intercom. “Now boarding first class passengers for the Pacific Surfliner to San Diego. Please proceed to terminal four.”
Before she got up, Reese dialed her parents. Somehow, she’d managed to sneak out of the house without having to deal with the press, but her parents were another story. When her father didn’t answer, she left a message. “Hey,” Reese paused, unsure of what to say exactly. Her parents weren’t oblivious to Reese being in the news over the years, but if they caught wind of this… She couldn’t deal with the disappointment it would bring. “Can you call me when you get this?” Later. She could handle it later. When her head wasn’t throbbing and she didn’t feel like the entire world was crumbling beneath her.
Reese shuffled in line behind some of the other passengers. The thought of boarding the train made her slightly anxious. Only because of her motion sickness. Otherwise, she enjoyed it far more than she did taking town cars. She hated the added expense, even if it was paid by the agency. Now she was regretting not having spent their money after the shenanigans Regina was making her endure.
As she settled in her seat, she pulled Dramamine from the pocket of her bag, throwing back two. She gave a glance out the window at the Los Angeles sky, losing herself in the cloudless blue and the palm trees. When she turned, she looked up at a strikingly beautiful attendant hovering in the aisle across from her. She was a perfect specimen of a woman from top to bottom, orderly blonde hair, full lips, and flawless ivory skin. Tall. The only thing about her Reese didn’t like was the fake smile stretched across her face. Reese had dealt with enough “fake” women (i.e., Justine) for long enough to know a bogus smile when she saw one. And the reminder of Justine nearly put her over the edge.
“Can I get you something to drink, Ms. Simmons?”
She pondered for a half second. It was early in the afternoon still, just after four. But fuck it if she couldn’t use a drink. “I’ll have a Jack and Coke,” she replied, forgoing her usual choice of beer.
The woman nodded, still holding that obnoxious smile. “Coming right up.”
Other passengers filed in, and after a while she realized that the only first-class seat that was left open was next to hers. A seat that she was desperately hoping would remain empty. Until a rustle beside her ruined her hopes and dreams. A woman hovered beside the pair of seats. Reese watched in her peripheral as she shoved her backpack under the seat and scooted in beside her. Very aggressively. The music she was listening to blared through her earbuds.
Reese had heard that damn Super Smash Brothers soundtrack a thousand times to know exactly what it was. And how it was literally Lucy’s favorite thing in the world to listen to. For a moment, she thought to tap her on the shoulder to turn it down, but in fear of losing the finger, she focused her attention back out of the window.
“Would you like me to make this for you?” The attendant asked when she brought Reese’s drink. She was too flirty for Reese’s tastes, at least for the moment with everything on her mind. If it had been any other day, if her best friend in the entire world had not been sitting next to her with a murderous gaze on her face, she’d have gladly taken the woman into a lavatory, no questions asked. And judging by the way the attendant, whose name tag read Ashlee, had been eyeing her since she’d gotten on the train, Reese half-expected that’s what she wanted.
But no, not today. Today she was forced to be on her best behavior. If she’d even make it to the convention center alive with Lucy beside her.
All because of that stupid video. Those stupid comments. Bashing her millions of loyal fans. Minutes belittling the last person in the universe she’d ever meant to hurt. Reese looked at Lucy, briefly, trying to catch her glance, but she ignored it. Instead, Lucy cranked up the volume of her music. Something from a Super Mario game, if Reese guessed right. She hated herself a little for knowing that fact.
Finally, Reese couldn’t stand the thudding bass any longer. Couldn’t stand the awkward silence between them that would likely last for the entire two-and-a-half-hour train ride to San Diego, if she didn’t do something about it.
“Lucy,” Reese said quietly, trying to get her attention. She stared straight ahead, that scowl still stretched across her face. “Lucy.” And then she made the regrettable mistake of tapping her on the shoulder. And asking for a death wish after all.



  CHAPTER 6  





        LUCY  


“WHAT?”
Lucy felt her insides boiling. It was all she could do not to throw a punch at her. She raised her hand, trying to get the attendant, Ashlee’s, attention. “Excuse me. Ma’am. Excuse me.” Ashlee turned, coming to meet them in the aisle. “I need to be moved. Immediately.” She could see Reese’s worried expression melting into the side of her face. Lucy ignored her. “Please.”
“I’m sorry,” Ashlee flashed her a very obnoxious smile. “We have a full train today. Can I get you a drink instead?” Lucy’s nostrils flared, sucking in a breath of air.
“A vanilla coke,” she finally replied, brushing hair out of her face. Ashlee nodded and left the two alone.
Reese looked as if she was about to speak, but Lucy raised a hand to stop her. “Don’t you dare say a word to me,” she snapped, turning to look at her. Caught off guard for a brief moment by how mesmerizing she was as a person. Lucy hated that even after knowing her for nearly all their lives, Reese still made her lose her breath when she looked at her sometimes.
It was an actress thing, probably.
And right now, staring at her made Lucy want to scream.
“Lucy, I can explain—”
“You don’t need to explain anything,” Lucy snapped, turning back in her seat to look forward and away from her. The attendant brought her drink, setting it in front of her.
“Can I get you two anything else?” Ashlee asked, that stupid smile lingering.
“No!” Reese and Lucy seemed to say, loudly, at the exact same moment, both writhing in their seats. Ashlee took the hint, wandering off without another word.
“What the hell were you thinking?” Lucy said, turning towards her. “I mean really Reese? Bashing all your fans all over the internet? And everything you said about me—”
“That wasn’t about you—” Reese started, but Lucy cut her off.
“Really, Reese? ‘Nerdy lovesick idiots wear this?’” Lucy scowled at her.
Reese was staring down at her drink. “There might have been a bit of alcohol involved.”
“Clearly,” Lucy said. “That doesn’t excuse your behavior.”
“Clearly,” Reese replied, slurping at the bottom of her glass loudly.
God, is she going to make an idiot of herself all over again?
“Did you really mean what you said?” Lucy’s eyes bored into Reese’s. Still fuming.
Reese turned her full attention towards her again, swiveling in her chair. By the look on her face, whatever amount of alcohol she’d been drinking (which clearly was a lot) seemed to be hitting her. Hard. “Meant what I said?”
“On your video,” Lucy’s voice raised slightly.
Suddenly, Reese looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. Went incredibly quiet and still. Then finally, she looked back up at Lucy. “I was a little bit upset.”
“Obviously,” Lucy watched as she slurped at her drink again. “You know, that’s empty. You might want to slow down on the drinks a little.” Reese ignored her, turning her attention outside after she’d set her drink down on the tray. Her eyes closed and Lucy decided to ignore her after that.
She’d been minding her own business, lost in a book she’d brought on the train and giving the world no mind when she felt Reese’s alcohol-smelling breath on the side of her cheek.
“Justine Turner is a terrible kisser.” The comment came from nowhere.
“What?” Lucy turned her attention towards her.
“She pecks like a chicken.”
“Like a chicken?” Lucy repeated.
“Like a chicken.” Reese reached out her hand, pinched together fingers like a bird beak and pecked at Lucy’s cheek. “Peck peck peck peck peck.”
Lucy wanted to ask her what was wrong with her, but it was blatantly clear. Before she could interrogate her further, Ashlee came back to check on them. “Can I get you anything Ms. Simmons?” Her flashy white smile intimidated Lucy a little bit.
“Can you bring her some water?” Lucy asked, before Reese could reply. The last thing she needed was another drink. The attendant disappeared briefly, bringing back a cup and handing it to Lucy. She batted her eyelashes at Reese. “If you need anything else, let me know.”
“Thank you,” Lucy said, and the woman walked away. Reese was grinning when she turned back towards her. “What?”
“I think she wants to have my babies,” she noted, taking the glass of water and putting it to her lips.
“I think you think everyone wants to have your babies, Reese.” Lucy said, matter-of-factly, rolling her eyes. “And newsflash: not everyone does.”
“She certainly does,” Reese noted.
“Shut up,” Lucy said, jabbing her in the side with her elbow.
Reese looked out the window again for a minute, sipping, and then she turned back to Lucy. “How are you feeling?”
She raised a brow, suppressing a snarky retort. “Not great, Reese. Not great.”
“No,” Reese said, flatly, attempting to set her water on her tray. Lucy snatched it away from her before it tipped and spilled. “I mean, how are you feeling about Riley?”
“That’s kind of a rude question,” Lucy said, aggravated after everything that her best friend had the audacity to bring up her ex-girlfriend. “But I’m not surprised, coming from you.”
Another smirk spread across Reese’s face. “I’m not that rude.”
“You kind of are,” Lucy argued, leaning back in her seat. “And anyway, I’m all right. Eve and my friends will be there.” She gave an annoyed glare at Reese. “If we happen to run into each other, I’ll at least have support.”
“I’ll tell her off for you,” Reese noted, looking snuggly in her seat.
Lucy sighed, unable to believe she was talking to Reese. After everything she’d done in the past twenty-four hours. Then again, she’d always been the bleeding heart type. Even towards snooty stuck-up best friends who thought the world revolved around them. Reese was still the same girl since they’d met on the set of For the People all those years ago.
Reese cleared her throat. “Besides, Comic Con is a pretty big place. You might not even run into her at all.”
“Hopefully,” Lucy agreed, finishing off her soda. “I feel like I’d punch her in the face if I saw her.” Reese grinned and Lucy felt a surge of annoyance wash through her. “I kind of want to punch you in the face, for that matter.”
“You wouldn’t be the first one,” Reese agreed, eyes having closed. Lucy had barely started to speak when she heard her snoring lightly.
OUTSIDE OF THE TRAIN WINDOW, Lucy made out the Pacific rushing by them as they made their way into the San Diego metro area. The sun was shining in a nearly cloudless blue sky. Reese was snoring lightly beside her. Her head had fallen slightly, resting on Lucy’s shoulder. Which she would have found more endearing if she hadn’t wanted to shove her out of the train car. She nudged her softly, trying her best to wake her up. “Reese.”
Reese didn’t stir.
“Reese,” she said a bit louder, still trying to keep her identity as quiet as possible. Though she was pretty sure some people had overheard her. “We’re almost there. You need to wake up.”
“Leave me alone,” Reese grumbled in reply, shifting positions on the seat. “I’m tired.”
“You can sleep once you get to your hotel,” Lucy explained, wondering where she was even headed. How she was even going to get there in the condition she was in. Lucy certainly wasn’t about to take her, still terribly upset with her. The train rattled a little on the tracks, rocking it back and forth. Reese jerked awake and dove under her seat for her luggage.
“What are you doing?” Lucy asked her.
Reese routed through her bag for a minute, pulling out a small pill tube. It took Lucy a minute to realize what she’d gotten. “Tom lied. He swore Dramamine would help with my motion sickness and keep me from wanting to throw up, but I feel like I’m about to puke.”
“Dramamine?”
“Maybe I should take another.” Reese went to pop open the cap and Lucy snatched the bottle from her in an instant.
“You took Dramamine? When?”
“Before I got on the train,” Reese admitted. “To keep me from getting sick. What’s the matter? I only took two. Geez.”
“You took two?” Lucy stared at her. “And how many drinks have you had again?”
“Just the one,” Reese said, looking indignant, and a little sheepish.
“That’s one too many. You can’t drink with Dramamine.” Lucy waved down Ashlee who was walking towards them. “Can I get some more water for…” Lucy resisted to speak her name out loud.
“It’s Reese,” Reese mumbled loudly. “Reese S-i-m-m-o-nssss…”
Lucy’s head darted around the train, realizing there were prying eyes that were starting to pay attention.
The attendant studied over Reese for a moment, an appalled look to her face. “Is she drunk?”
“No. She just needs more water.”
Ashlee disappeared briefly, returning with a bottle of water. Lucy took it graciously, handing it off to her delirious best friend, who took it weakly. She coaxed her to drink some more and afterwards Reese fell promptly back asleep against the window.
Reese still hadn’t roused, even once they’d pulled into Union Station. In fact, Lucy could hear her snoring lightly. Lucy waited until the train was nearly empty before she attempted to nudge Reese awake again, to no avail. She waved Ashlee over, who darted through passengers to get to her.
“She’s going to need some help getting off the train,” Lucy motioned towards Reese. She wanted nothing to do with her at this point, still annoyed about the previous day’s events.
Ashlee shot her an indignant look. “We can call security to escort her.”
“Security? She doesn’t need security… Can’t someone just help her? She’s here for Comic Con. Her hotel is nearby.” Security would mean attention, which would mean more press. Lucy was pretty sure that Reese didn’t need any more negative press than she’d already managed to force on herself. It was one thing if the attendant knew about her, another thing entirely if the whole train station did. The state of California. The entire country.
Ashlee studied her very sternly. “We take public intoxication very seriously. Ms. Simmons here is obviously known for having a problem with alcohol—”
Lucy couldn’t believe she was defending her after everything she’d done, but they’d been best friends for over two decades now. “She was upset…” and continued, “she’s not drunk.” “She had a drug interaction with the alcohol she drank,” Lucy argued.
“You’re so sweet to feel responsible,” Ashlee flashed her an obnoxious fake smile. “But you can go about your business. We can take care of her.”
Lucy couldn’t help but wonder how she’d take care of her exactly. The thought making her even more agitated than she already was. Even with the horrible video she’d made the previous day, it wasn’t like Lucy to leave someone in the dust. Especially when she knew what was waiting for Reese if she did. “Fine. I’ll help her off. Can you at least help me get her to a wheelchair?”
“I can’t let an unconscious woman—especially that unconscious woman, leave with you. You weren’t traveling together, were you? The liability the company could face…” she trailed off.
“Reese is my best friend,” Lucy argued. “We’ve known each other for decades.” Ashlee still looked unconvinced. “If she wakes up and tells you she wants to leave with me, will you let her?”
Ashlee studied Reese, who was still audibly snoring. “Of course. But good luck getting her coherent.” Before Lucy could reply, she’d wandered back to the far end of the train car. Lucy didn’t think she could be any more annoyed with a human being than Reese in that moment, but the attendant was starting to win.
The sensible part of Lucy was pleading with her to walk away, but she couldn’t do it. Not because she wasn’t horribly pissed off with her. But because, after all these years and all the things Reese had been through with her, there wasn’t a thing she wouldn’t do for her. Even if she was horribly mad at her.
“Reese,” she said quietly, shaking her again.
“What?” Reese grumbled, eyes barely cracking open.
“Your baby mama is going to call security unless you get up and walk off this train right now with me.”
She attempted to sit up, teetering in her seat. “Why is the train still moving?”
“It’s not. You’re out of it.”
Reese wobbled, laying back against the seat. “I’m going to take a little nap.” Her eyes closed again, and Lucy let out a frustrated sigh.
“Reese.”
Her best friend jolted upright again. “What?”
“She said she’d let me help you off the train, but you have to tell her you want to leave with me.”
Reese grinned, wiggling a finger in Lucy’s face, her voice becoming slightly squeaky. “Oh, so you want to leave with me now?”
Lucy rolled her eyes, still annoyed. She should have left right then and there. Left her friend to fend for herself and be done with it. For some reason, she still couldn’t do it. “Focus, Reese. Tell her.”
“Okay,” Reese mumbled. Somehow, she managed to find some hidden reserve of energy and force herself to her feet. She wobbled, bracing herself on the edge of the seat in front of her, while Lucy wrapped her arm around her waist. Lucy managed to hold her composure until Reese turned to her, a sheepish grin across her face. “Forward, are we?”
Blood rushed to her cheeks. “Never in a million years.”
Reese grinned, but took the hint and looked down the length of the cabin. “Excuse me!”
Ashlee looked curiously at her, making her way back towards them. She looked to each of them, her eyes drifting to the firm grasp Lucy had around Reese’s waist. Part of Lucy was glad she was jealous. Good. She cleared her throat and Reese looked up at her. “Do you know the woman you’re leaving with?”
“Of course,” Reese said, turning to look at Lucy. She planted a hand on the side of her face, stroking her cheek softly. “This adorable woman is my best friend, Lucy. Who spilled her grape soda all over my favorite shirt.” Lucy’s face, which was still fighting off heat, seemed to burn even more with the comment. She felt Reese’s fingers stroke the side of her cheek and had difficulty standing upright.
“Reese,” Lucy said, clearing her throat and nodding towards Ashlee.
“Oh. Right. That’s right,” she turned her attention back. “This is Ms. Lucy. We were just about to leave off the train. So, no little Simmons babies for you!” She grinned, her finger shaking in the air. Lucy reached up to swipe it down.
“Can you help me?” Lucy begged. Ashlee, who looked rather annoyed at that point, nodded, and braced Reese’s other side while they helped her down the length of the car towards the exit. They paused briefly so Lucy could gather the two bags of luggage they had with them and then proceeded to head out towards the terminal.
“Two women taking care of me. How did I ever get so lucky?”



  CHAPTER 7  





        REESE  


WHEN REESE WOKE, she was nestled under a cream white comforter and a collection of plush cotton sheets. She breathed in the smell of freshly laundered linens and rolled around for a few moments with her eyes closed. When she finally opened them, she was turned on her side, facing outward toward a wall with a giant photo of downtown San Diego. Her gaze drifted further toward a large wood dresser, a flat screen stretched across the wall above it.
She was in a hotel room in San Diego. It was dawn outside; streaks of pinks and purples filled her peripheral vision from across the room. A window hung partially open and the faint sounds of the waves crashing on the shore of the bay drifted into the room. The beach sounded only a short walk away. She breathed in the salty scent. Once she’d finally come to her senses, Reese winced at the throbbing temples. The pounding, she was quite sure, was about to split her head wide open.
Somehow, she managed to get to a sitting position, her head spinning when she did. After giving herself a moment, she wobbled from bed. When she reached the bathroom and looked into the mirror, she groaned. Her eyes were bloodshot, hair in disarray. She barely remembered what had happened the past few hours. Only fragments. The last thing she recalled was being on the train. The brunette that had sat beside her.
Fuck. Lucy.
Oh God, she had been drunk. And stupid. She couldn’t remember how exactly, but she’d known that much. How on Earth she’d managed to escape the train in the state she’d been in was beyond her. The idea she couldn’t remember the last few hours of her life was petrifying. But she was at the hotel. In San Diego.
Except, she realized, she had no clue how she’d gotten there.
The room spun as Reese got to her feet. She squinted, frustrated. Her luggage sat in a heap on the floor. She did her best to navigate over, squatting down to unzip an outside pouch. A bottle of unopened aspirin was nestled inside. Reese took it, making her way into the bathroom to get some water. She unwrapped a glass, filling it full to the brim. Threw back four pills and swallowed down a chug of water.
When she stared at herself in the mirror, she could hardly believe how terrible she looked. Bloodshot eyes, hair in disarray, her dress clothes from the previous day wrinkled. She’d have to change. She was due down at the convention center in a few short hours. For now, all she wanted was to curl back up in the bed and relax.
Once she’d fallen into the pillows and bundled in the comforter again, Reese flipped on the television. Her head thumped. The news played. A snippet of a Dallas Cowboys versus the Tennessee Titans game from the previous day. Reese watched the replay, doing her best to ignore her head. She almost changed the channel when the newscaster stopped her.
“Prime-time television star Reese Simmons has been making the headlines a lot these past few days. Sources report the actress was spotted yesterday arriving at San Diego Union Station on the Pacific Surfliner, en-route with a young woman who has yet to be identified. Reese was reported to have been ill and was being escorted by the woman to her town car. The latest rumors had Reese in a relationship with fellow co-star Justine Turner, who shares a love interest with her character on the hit TV show Across the Universe. It has yet to be confirmed if the woman Ms. Simmons was seen with yesterday was romantically involved with the actress or not. It is unknown if Reese will still be attending the San Diego Comic Con.”
Reese lay stunned, staring at the television. It would have been one thing if she’d been walking out with Lucy Parker like normal, but no. Reese was all over her. Petting her face. Leaning into her. Kissing her cheek. To any onlooker who didn’t know better, it definitely looked like they were an item. Bits and pieces of the previous evening on the train came back in hazy detail. She groaned, rolling over in bed. Her cell phone buzzed on the nightstand beside her.
Let it be anyone else… Reese thought miserably as she stretched out a hand to fetch it. Sure enough, Regina McNally blinked up at her. Likely having caught wind of her escapade from yesterday. Likely with a mouthful to say about it. Reese ignored the call, burying her head under her pillow. The phone buzzed and buzzed at least a dozen more times before Reese got so annoyed she raised it to her ear.
“What?” she asked, doing her best to keep her tone as calm as she could. Which wasn’t very. The last person on Earth she wanted to be talking to was Regina McNally.
“I thought you agreed to date Justine,” Regina said, in that usual calm and collected nasally tone of hers.
“I did,” Reese agreed, though she wasn’t the least bit happy about it.
“Then please explain something to me, darling,” Regina’s tone got slightly more serious. “Why on Earth am I seeing you all over the news fawning over that friend of yours? You didn’t tell me you two were dating, Reese.”
Reese could barely believe her ears. “Lucy and I are what?”
“You’re dating. You can’t tell me you two aren’t an item after all that show at the train station yesterday. How am I supposed to get anything squared away with you and Justine if you happen to neglect to tell me that you and that woman are an item?”
Before she replied, Reese paused for a moment, head spinning with the thought. Regina was under the assumption she and Lucy were dating. Lucy, who had known her since she’d barely been able to speak. Lucy, who’d been with her through just about everything. Her best friend, Lucy. The idea was crazy. Ridiculous, even. No way would Lucy or Reese have been caught dead dating one another.
“Lucy and I aren’t—” Reese finally argued, but was quickly interrupted.
“No sense lying to me about it now.” Regina’s tone was still serious. “The whole world knows about it. Might as well start telling me the truth, darling. Obviously, you’ll have to break things off with her. Immediately. We can’t get you and Justine together if you have a girlfriend.”
The realization hit her like a brick wall, straight to the face.
Of course. Lucy could have inadvertently been the answer to all her problems. Reese’s head spun from more than just the hangover. She barely had time to think. Yesterday had been a way to foil Regina’s plans for hooking her up with Justine, and she hadn’t even realized it until that moment. It had given her a prime opportunity to back out of something she’d dreaded with every fiber of her being.
Or, it would at least stall Regina. Temporarily. Until she could manage to think of another plan to get out of it. Something a little more reasonable than dating Satan herself.
Lucy didn’t have to know about it. She’d clear it up before she ever had a chance to find out.
Just get through this phone call…
“I’m not going to break up with Lucy,” Reese said flatly. “I thought about it yesterday. We’ll just have to find another way to deal with this whole media fiasco.”
There was a momentary pause on the line. “Darling, you’re walking on very thin ice. I do hope you know.” Reese knew. It was blatantly clear. “How long have you been dating her?” The tone of Regina’s voice made it obvious that she had her suspicions about Reese’s lie, but Reese ignored it.
Instead, she scrambled for some sort of explanation. Anything. Her brain wasn’t working fast enough, so she stalled. “I’d rather keep that between Lucy and me. You know, to respect her privacy and all. I know her father is in the business, but nobody really knows Lucy.”
The line went quiet again. So long, that Reese wondered if Regina had hung up. Finally, her agent cleared her throat. “We’ll need to discuss this later. You should know you need to disclose this kind of information before you go gallivanting in front of the entire world with it.”
“I don’t need your permission for everything I do, Regina,” Reese noted.
Regina ignored her. “Are you up? You need to be down at the convention center in an hour. You have a full day ahead of you.”
Reese’s head pounded, and she wanted nothing more than to curl up into a ball and sleep the day away. “I’m up,” she replied, forcing herself from bed. This day was going to happen, whether she liked it or not. And after the crazy amount of shit she’d pulled over the past few days, she needed to be on her best behavior. “I’ll be there,” she assured Regina, hanging up before she could get another word in edgewise.
    
THE SOUNDS of thousands of caffeinated sugar-rushed teens and adults echoed off of the concrete floors of the San Diego Conference Center into Reese Simmons’s ears. Entirely too noisily. The smell of every fried food imaginable, mixed with sweat from the cramped exhibit hall made for a nauseating experience. Reese, who had been here on several occasions, doubted she’d ever get used to the chaos that ensued.
Morning light trickled through the skylights in the ceiling, burning Reese’s eyes. The black ceiling and metal rafters reverberated the noise across the open space, bouncing into her ears painfully. Reese sat on celebrity row, where two dozen VIP guests sat at special tables, manned by volunteer security staff, waiting to sign autographs, take pictures, and talk with fans who had paid an exorbitant amount of money to see them. The large printed banner behind Reese was fastened to the blue curtain of the booth. The name Across the Universe and the shows cheesy shooting-star like logo was etched beside it. From what Reese could recall, it had gotten a bit of a makeover since last season, the font changing slightly and the logo altered. It supposedly “popped” more now, according to the producers. Whatever that meant.
Reese rested her head against the plastic table top she sat behind. Tom, to her far left, sipped on a large thermos of tea, people watching. Meanwhile, Justine Turner sat to her immediate right, shuffling a stack of papers. Reese squinted, trying to fight off her residual headache, becoming increasingly annoyed by her co-workers. “It’s so bright in here,” she grumbled, shutting her eyes again.
“It’s not that bright,” Justine argued, looking across at her. She shuffled the papers on the desk gruffly, causing loud thumps to echo into Reese’s ears. It took everything in her power not to yell. Justine let out a loud sigh.
“What, Justine?” Reese said, sitting upright again and reaching for her coffee. She took a large swig before she gave her any attention.
“So, are you going to tell me about her then?”
“Tell you about who?” Reese leaned back into the red-cushioned metal chair and twisted toward her. She could still barely keep her eyes open.
“That woman you were with,” Justine said in a ‘duh’ kind of way. When Reese didn’t answer, feeling rather confused, she elaborated. “Yesterday. On the train.”
Fuck. She knew about that. How? The news. Right. “Lucy isn’t just some woman,” Reese frowned. “And I wasn’t ‘with her.’”
“So, she has a name,” Justine retorted. “And apparently the entire country seems to think otherwise,” Justine argued. She’d taken out a rather large compact mirror from her purse, reapplying some of the god-awful lip gloss Reese hated. The sight of it nearly made her gag. “You could do better you know.”
“Do better?” Reese repeated her, feeling her face sink into a scowl at the thought of her insulting Lucy. Anyone else, she might have let it slide. But, Lucy…
“She’s just so ordinary,” Justine said, brushing her blonde hair over her shoulder. “Even a little nerdy for your tastes, Reese. I didn’t think you had it in you to stoop so low.”
“Excuse me?” Reese was feeling more than offended. Justine’s jabs were starting to feel like punches. “Lucy is my best friend,” Reese argued. “And she’s a perfectly attractive woman.” Way more attractive than you, Reese thought, but didn’t speak aloud.
“Whatever you say,” Justine rolled her eyes, turning her attention back to her compact mirror. “She must be good in bed. That’s the only reason you ever date a woman, right? To sleep with them?”
Reese’s fists clenched into tight balls on the plastic tabletop. She repressed a snarl, instead just letting her nostrils flair and force down a deep swallow. Once she’d regained her composure, she looked back to Justine. “It’s absolutely none of your business what I do with my dating life.”
“Oh no, Reese,” Justine looked back, with an equally as intense stare. It was so serious, Reese was a little surprised at first. “Your dating life is my business. Regina made that very clear to my agent and me yesterday, when she said you were ready to commit to our relationship.”
“I never once said I was committed,” Reese lied. “I said I’d think about it. But I told her this morning—I thought about it. It’s not happening. Never will I ever remotely consider dating you. Period.”
For a brief second, Reese thought she saw a flicker of anger in Justine’s eyes. She thought maybe she’d yell. Get up in her face in frustration. Instead, she remained calm, only crossing her arms over her chest. “We’ll see about that Reese. We’ll see.”
Before Reese could utter a reply, the volunteers manning the long line of anxious fans waiting for autographs and photos unraveled the ropes holding them back. Reese shot Tom a ‘brace yourself’ look, doing her best to ignore Justine, just as a swarm of people began making their way up. Reese half expected her line to be empty. For most people to be avoiding her after the internet fiasco. Instead, it was non-stop all morning. With fans that had a thousand questions about her so-called “relationship”.
And after Justine’s threats, Reese wasn’t about to let that lie go.
“Is she really your girlfriend?” A group of girls had swarmed around her, notebooks and headshots in hand for her to sign. Dressed in an array of cosplay costumes which Reese did not recognize. “How did you meet?”
Reese had done an excellent job avoiding questions for the majority of the morning. Answering with vague detail. The fans seemed to be eating it up, regardless.
“Lucy’s been my best friend since we were kids,” Reese admitted. “We finally went out one night a few months ago and she accidentally spilled her drink on me, and I realized she was just the most adorable thing I’d ever seen.” It felt so natural saying it. Like it was easier than a lie. Most of it was true. Reese had decided that she’d draw out the story for a few months, to act like they were pretty serious. The way it made the girls squeal was enough for Reese to be satisfied. And when she turned to look in Justine’s direction, the scowl on her fellow actress’s face was enough encouragement for her to keep the white lie going.
“How long have you been dating?” one of the other girls asked.
“Not long,” Reese replied, signing across the headshot she’d offered. “Just a few months.”
“What’s she like?”
Reese pondered that question for a moment. Constructing an image of her in her mind was like breathing. Reese knew everything there was to know about Lucy Parker. Down to the smallest of details. It was like describing the back of her hand. “A little shy,” Reese admitted. “But in an endearing kind of way. And very kind.” Reese smiled, thinking of her. “And nerdy. Definitely, nerdy.” The thought of nerdy Lucy with those adorable black framed glasses that she wore and was always shoving up her nose brought a smile to Reese’s face. “She’s a manager at a game store in Santa Monica.”
The entire morning seemed to be one story after another. Every single one about Lucy becoming bigger and bigger with each passing fan. Until she’d fathomed such an elaborate tale, she knew she was in above her head. And she might have held back. Might have dialed it down a notch, if it wasn’t for the fact that every time she pivoted to look at Justine Turner, she’d cast Reese a suspecting glance, a small annoyed glare, and the very act filled Reese with a sense of glee like none other. The news of her “new girlfriend” was getting to her. And Reese didn’t think she could be happier about the situation.
Now, if only she could find Lucy before her lies did.



  CHAPTER 8  





        LUCY  


“DUDE, IS THAT YOU?”
Everett and Tegan sat on the edge of the left-most king-sized bed in their hotel suite at the convention center, staring at the large television screen that hung from the wall. Right into a choppy cellphone video of Reese Simmons planting slobbery drunk kisses on her face and petting her in public, like they were two love-sick teenagers. Taken less than twenty-four hours ago, at San Diego’s Union Station.
Lucy Parker wanted to kill Reese Simmons with every fiber of her being. She paused, briefly, wondering if she should lie. Deny the accusation. But there it was, plain as day. There wasn’t any way to hide it. Lucy was all over the morning news. At least Lucy hadn’t ever been in the limelight long enough to be recognizable. Her father had done a good job of keeping her out of the media spotlight, in spite of his work in Hollywood. And Reese, had done the same too. Until yesterday, that was.
Her friends, however, certainly had identified her. Everett’s phone buzzed. Lucy watched him pick it up and put it to his ear. “Joshy? You saw it too?” Lucy’s face fell into her hands, unable to believe that this was reality. The minute she saw Reese again… Lucy just hoped she was enjoying her last few hours alive on planet Earth. Right now, millions of people were seeing her face. Believing that she and Reese freaking Simmons, her best friend in the universe, were an item. Just when she thought the nightmare of yesterday was over.
“When were you going to tell us about you and Reese?” Eve asked, nudging her. Lucy looked up from her hands, meeting eyes with her sister who sat next to her on the bed. “That’s a pretty big deal, Lucy. I mean, how did you not kill her after what she did the other day?”
“I thought about it,” Lucy admitted. She was still thinking about it, even now. Everett and Tegan were staring at her, which caused her to snap. “What?”
“So, are you going to explain why Reese was all over you, then? Or do I have to ask?” Tegan scooched closer to her.
“She was sick. I was just being nice and helping her off the train.”
“It looked like you were doing way more than helping,” Everett said in disbelief. “I mean, I know you guys have always been attached at the hip…but I mean, not that attached. Jesus, you guys were all over each other.”
“I was not all over Reese Simmons,” Lucy grumbled. “Besides, I’m still pretty mad about her internet shenanigans.”
“Rightfully so,” Eve agreed, running a hand over Lucy’s back. Lucy sighed, aggravated. Unsure of what to say or do.
“Well, at least they don’t know who you are,” Eve noted, getting up from the bed and walking over to fetch her jacket. “And I doubt they’ll figure it out any time soon.”
“Unless I call them and tell them!” Everett grinned and Tegan nudged him roughly in the side. “Ow!”
“Don’t even joke about that,” Tegan said, giving him a glare. Lucy shot her a gracious mouthed ‘thank you’, to which she nodded. “Come on. Let’s go. Lucy has to work this afternoon. We might as well get this show on the road.”
    
LUCY’S ANXIETY didn’t ease into the afternoon, which she spent helping Kevin at the Natural Twenty booth. The booth sat on the corner of the exhibit hall, beside a virtual reality company and a fudge vendor that Lucy had already visited since they’d arrived early that morning. The Natural Twenty sign hung on the temporary wall that divided their booth from the booth directly behind them. It was a nice sign, Lucy had always liked it. The name, with a roleplaying twenty-sided dice beside it. Kevin had designed it himself when he’d first opened the store all those years ago.
It didn’t help that Kevin had seen the news.
“Was that you with Reese?” Kevin asked her, leaning against the counter they’d set up to hold trading cards, miniatures and dice. “She’s your friend from the sci-fi show right?” Even though Kevin was big on board games, he rarely kept up with television shows, but he knew of Reese, who had occasionally come into the game store and who Lucy brought up on occasion.
“No,” Lucy said flatly. “And yes.” Another pause. “I mean yes that was me with her yesterday. But it wasn’t a big deal. We were just taking the train here like we always do. I don’t want to talk about what happened.”
“I knew I wasn’t hallucinating,” Kevin grinned as Lucy worked restocking some of the games that had been bought over the previous few hours. Hating everything about her life in that moment and wishing desperately that she was anywhere else. “Are you two together now or something? She was awfully touchy-feely.”
“I am not together with Reese Simmons!” Lucy said, loudly. Probably a little too loud. A few passersby stared. The last thing she needed was someone asking questions. Figuring out who she was. The idea made Lucy’s heart quicken in her chest. Her eyes darted across the room, making sure no one had stopped to stare. No one was approaching her. The coast was clear.
“Geez,” Kevin raised his hands in the air. “What did she do to you?”
Lucy sighed, shoving a box roughly into a spot on a rack. “Nothing. She’s just my friend. That’s all.”
“She’s the one that was on the news, right? The one that was bashing all her fans? That’s why you’re mad, aren’t you?” Lucy had finished her armful of games, and finally turned back to Kevin.
She nodded. “That’s the one.”
“Then why on earth were you helping her?” Kevin asked the obvious question. He paused for a moment, and then came up with his own answer. “Ah, bleeding heart Lucy strikes again.”
“She’s my best friend,” Lucy argued. She didn’t really understand why she’d helped her though. Reese could have somehow managed to find her way to her hotel herself. It had only resulted in more trouble than it had been worth. Her face plastered across the news. “Besides, I think she was just upset when she made that video.”
“She seemed a little more than upset,” Kevin noted.
A sigh escaped her. “I don’t know why I helped her, Kev. She was in a tough spot and she had already made an idiot out of herself once. I just felt like sparing her more trouble.”
“You’re the nicest person I know, Lu,” Kevin smirked, adjusting a stand full of dice. “You want to take a break? I gotta help this guy.” Lucy nodded, watching as he walked away towards a curly haired boy at a section of roleplaying books.
Lucy grabbed another few games to restock on shelves, deciding to finish up before she took her break. Just as she was about to shelve the last one, she saw a familiar face walking through the crowd. A familiar face she was sure she was liable to run into at some point, but hadn’t realized it would be so soon. Or the fact it was going to make her heart explode in her chest.
She felt her breath hitch in her throat, her hands get clammy wrapped around the box she was attempting to shelve, and lose her footing slightly at the sight of her: at the sight of Riley Tucker holding hands with some gorgeous tall and perky and curvy brunette. She watched as they roamed through the aisle, laughing together like they were madly in love.
That freaking rock on her finger. Jesus, it was big.
And then Lucy watched as Riley turned to kiss her, both hands planted on either side of her face. A passionate kiss. A kiss that screamed ‘let’s go have sex in the bathroom like the horny rabbits we are.’ Lucy, who still hadn’t shelved the box, dropped it abruptly, and it crashed to the ground. Its contents spilling out onto the floor. Dice, small components, cards. A giant mess. She lost her focus on Riley and her fiancée, bending down to start collecting what she’d dropped.
Can this day get any worse?
Just a few moments later another person filled her peripheral. Lucy half expected that it was Riley or her fiancée at first, and begged for it not to be. But then the obnoxious squealing that filled the room clued her in.
“OHMYGODJUSTINETURNER!”
Lucy froze. Stared at the pair of feet that were directly in front of her. Whoever it was hadn’t offered to help her. Instead, they were just staring down at her. Slowly, Lucy raised her head up to meet the gaze of the person. Sure enough, that gorgeous blonde was staring down at her.
Justine. Freaking. Turner.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Justine said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. A pair of volunteer security guards were ushering the massive crowd that had followed her away. Justine’s blue eyes were honed in on Lucy, staring at her and the mess. Lucy shuffled as much of the game together as she could, and stood up on shaky legs, holding the box to her chest.
“—I—You’re—What—” Lucy scrambled for words, but found herself unable to finish sentences. Of course, her presence in the Natural Twenty booth definitely had something to do with Reese Simmons. Without a doubt. But why, exactly, Lucy had no idea.
“You should really not gawk,” Justine said, staring her down. “It makes you look a bit ridiculous.”
Lucy snapped her mouth shut, embarrassed. Trying her best to maintain her composure. “I—Justine, what—what are you doing here?” She’d seen the news. That had to be the only explanation. This was some sort of interrogation.
“Rumor has it you and Reese are somewhat of an item now,” Justine said, raising a brow at her as she fiddled with a pack of trading cards on a rack. As if she was even remotely interested. That had settled it. She definitely had seen the news. Lucy was about to argue the accusations but Justine continued. “I thought I made myself clear to Reese about this, but I suppose you’ll have to do it. Reese will be dating me.”
“I don’t think she wants to be dating you,” Lucy said, before she could stop herself.
Justine’s face twisted into a hint of a scowl, letting go of the pack of cards she’d been toying with and turning her attention towards Lucy. “She doesn’t really have a choice in the matter. Reese has been spending her time making an idiot of herself in front of the entire world, and now she’s going to fix the damage she’s done. I certainly don’t see any benefit of her dating you.”
Lucy hesitated. A wave of guilt for Reese flooded through her. Suddenly her mouth started again, before she had a chance to think. “I don’t think Reese is going to stop dating me. So, you’re just going to have to accept that fact.”
“I don’t believe you,” Justine flashed her a deathly glare.
“You don’t?” Lucy scrambled for something to say. Anything. She’d started burying herself deep. Anything. Words. “Well, we’ll prove it. Double date. Tonight. Me and Reese and you and…” Lucy trailed off. “Well, whoever you can scrounge up, I guess.”
Lucy couldn’t believe the words tumbling out of her mouth. “Hotel lobby. Six o’clock. Don’t be late.” She turned, looking behind her towards Kevin briefly. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have things to take care of. And you…” Lucy looked behind her at the crowd that was barely being wrangled by the security guards. Waved her hand towards them. “You have…that…to deal with.” And then she turned, heading back towards Kevin, behind the cash register.
By the time she’d turned back around, Justine had left, heading back out towards the golf cart that had brought her. They met eyes for a final moment, Justine giving her a nasty glare. Lucy’s heart was nearly pounding out of her chest. Had she really just said all of those things to Justine Turner? The Justine Turner?
If that woman wasn’t the biggest bitch Lucy had ever met. No wonder Reese hated her so much. Lucy could totally see why.
“What was that all about?” Kevin asked, wiping down the glass counter beside her. “Was that the actress from Reese’s show? Coming to talk to you?”
“Apparently,” Lucy shook her head in disbelief.
“She sure looked happy to see you,” Kevin noted, the sarcasm bleeding through.
“Oh, don’t worry. She’s going to be less happy with me this evening,” Lucy said quietly. Kevin looked confused, but before he could answer, a booming voice echoed from the loudspeakers above them.
“Attention San Diego Comic Con attendees—” A woman’s voice boomed over the crowd on the loudspeakers. Lucy could still barely make it out. “Our celebrity guests will be signing autographs and taking photos for approximately ten more minutes for the day. If you are registered for this opportunity, please make your way over to the booths at this time. Thank you.”
The thought of celebrity row made Lucy’s head spin. Made her think of Reese and the enormous lie she’d just told. The fact she’d have to clue Reese in on it, and hopefully her friend wouldn’t kill her.
“Kev, I’m gonna head out,” Lucy said, grabbing her jacket from off the chair.
“Okay,” Kevin said, watching her as she slung the jacket over her shoulders. “Don’t go pissing off any more celebrities.”
“I’m going to try not to,” Lucy said, nearly laughing at the thought. Realizing, that was exactly what she had intended to do. The whole point of her lie to begin with. And then she left. Plowing through the crowd of people in the aisleway. Dodging giddy Comic Con fans and vendors.
Straight towards Reese Simmons.



  CHAPTER 9  





        REESE  


“SAY, ‘ACROSS
THE
UNIVERSE’!” Several cell phones went off at once, snapping photos of Reese with a tiny girl dressed in a Star Command t-shirt in her arms. Once they were finished, she handed her back off to her mother.
Ten more minutes. Five by now, likely.
Reese, who had shaken a thousand hands, and signed just as many autographs was ready to be done with this day. She still was feeling off from the train ride the previous day. The exhibit hall lights and the massive noisy crowds weren’t helping matters. Reese scribbled her name across a headshot and bid the family that had come up to the table goodbye.
Just as she was about to sit back down, there was a commotion across the remaining few people that were still waiting their turn to see Reese. She couldn’t make out what was happening at first, only the shouting of security and someone darting in between the people waiting patiently in line. It wasn’t until Reese noticed the curly brown hair that she realized who it was.
Lucy was charging at her, full-speed. Reese stood stunned for a long moment, dazed at the madwoman. Darting past security guards, shoving people in line out of the way. Just as the volunteer security had caught up to her, Reese waved her hand into the air.
“Let her through,” Reese said loudly, waving at them.
The two guys on the security team let her go, and Lucy waded through the remaining crowd. Reese could hear the protesting.
“She wasn’t in line!”
“She doesn’t have a photo-op badge!”
Lucy ignored them, charging right up to the table to stand next to Reese. “Earth to Reese.”
Reese shook her head, looking down at Lucy, who was staring at her firmly. “What are you doing here?” Lucy walked straight up to her, hand grabbing hold of a wad of her white button-down shirt. She pulled herself right towards Reese, so they were nearly touching, and said, firmly, “Kiss me.”
“What?” Reese stared at her, confused.
“I need you to kiss me,” Lucy repeated, in a demanding way. “Kiss me and mean it.”
She didn’t hesitate. Leaned in and kissed her on the cheek without even a moment’s thought. Lucy frowned at her when she’d pulled away. “I mean really kiss me.”
“What?” Reese stood stunned for a long moment. She looked back towards her coworkers, towards Tom, who was busy signing an autograph. And then towards Justine, who was staring Lucy down, a strange look on her face. She couldn’t have possibly heard her request.
Except, it was Lucy. Lucy Parker, who she’d known since they were kids. The girl who had spent hours playing with her backstage on set, while their parents worked. The girl who had been with her all through school, through every crush and breakup, every fight with her parents… The one who had held her hand when her mother was diagnosed…
That Lucy Parker. Was she really about to do something stupid and jeopardize all that?
Then the thoughts of Regina’s demands came crashing back. Her incredibly stupid lie about Lucy. The life she was facing if she didn’t act on it. And that was enough to decide for her. Enough ammunition to not keep her guessing.
It was just for show. And Lucy wanted it too.
Really, Reese didn’t mind.
Her hands fell against Lucy’s warm cheeks. Thumbs brushing against her skin. Reese’s gaze softened on her. Looked firmly into her eyes. Those intense brown eyes that had stared at her so many times before. They flickered differently now, full of intent. Want. Reese breathed her air for a moment, taking in the sweetness of her shallow, nervous breathing. Drew her tongue over her lips. And then carefully, with a delicateness she wasn’t used to with Lucy, leaned into her. Stopping millimeters from her mouth. “Are you sure?”
Reese felt her swallow hard. Felt Lucy’s body tremble just the slightest amount.
“Jesus Christ,” she mumbled, leaning forward so their lips came together in one fluid motion. It was over after that. Reese’s thoughts blended together, sinking into it, pulling Lucy close to her. Her hands found the back of Reese’s head, fingers weaved into her short wispy locks. Lucy’s lips were more persuasive than Reese cared to admit, leaving her mouth burning with fire. She was shocked at her eager response to the touch, pushing back into her with a savage intensity. Lucy was like putty in Reese’s arms, melting like a burning candle. Involuntarily, Reese found herself sighing softly at the touch. Savoring the electric feeling that radiated down her body from top to bottom.
There was something to that god damn kiss.
Before she knew it, the moment was over. Lucy pulled away, breathless. Fingers untwining from her hair. Reese found she was unable to help herself, longing for it to have lasted just a moment more. She hadn’t ever felt that kissing a woman before. Not like that. Something about it had been so undeniably intoxicating.
When she turned back towards the crowd waiting for autographs, most where clapping, whistling and cheering. She hadn’t heard a single sound. There had been only Lucy in that moment. And still, mostly, it was only Lucy. She turned her attention back. Reese assumed, without having to ask, that Lucy had some strange plan of her own. That the demand hadn’t just come from nowhere. “What was that?” Reese asked, her attention on Justine Turner’s face, who was scowling. Reese almost exploded in glee. Lucy seemed to be having the same reaction. Then, she turned and explained about Justine Turner.
“We have to make her jealous,” Lucy said flatly.
She felt Lucy’s hand wrap in her own, bringing her focus back onto her big brown eyes. “I’ll meet you in the hotel lobby at six for our date.”
“Our what?” Reese asked quietly, distracted by the massive amount of people staring.
“People dating go on dates,” Lucy said flatly. Reese shook her head, unable to believe what she was hearing. “A double date.”
“Are you going to explain to me what’s going on? Why a double date? Who with?”
“Justine.”
“Justine? As in Justine Turner?” When Lucy nodded, Reese stared at her in disbelief. “Why are we going on a date with Justine?” Reese was looking over at her then. Justine had a hard gaze on her and Lucy, looking annoyed.
Lucy narrowed her eyes at her. “You want to get out of having to date her, don’t you?”
“Okay. Six it is.” Reese’s attention fell back on her.
“In the lobby. Come up with some place to go.”
“…All right,” Reese replied, baffled. Already trying to work it out, even as they stood there. A good place for a first date. A first date with her best friend in the entire universe.
Reese shook her head. “See you later,” Reese said almost mechanically, releasing her hand. Lucy trailed away from her, and she found herself watching her small curvy hips as they moved away. Pining after those lips and that distinct taste of her mouth.
What the hell is wrong with you? Reese could barely believe herself. Lucy Parker. The same Lucy Parker that had shared lunches with her at school. Studied for exams in high school and college. The one that had been her rock for everything. That Lucy Parker.
Really though, it was the perfect plan. Even if it was with Lucy. Even if it was fake.
And Justine Turner’s fuming face was enough to solidify that fact.



  CHAPTER 10  





        LUCY  


REESE SIMMONS WAS IN A FREAKIN’ suit.
How Lucy had gone twenty-seven years of her life having never appreciated how delectable a woman looked in a suit was beyond her. But Reese… Reese was certainly that. It was cut specifically for her. A navy blue color, with a nice cream button down shirt underneath. Her hair was styled neatly, swooping over her head in its usual fashion.
Lucy shook her head free of the crazy thoughts that were filling her mind. Cleared her throat loudly, nervously brushing hair from her face and tucking it behind her ear. Compared to this immaculate presentation of a woman in front of her, she was entirely underdressed. Way underdressed. “You could have told me we were going someplace fancy,” Lucy grumbled, looking down at her favorite Spiderman t-shirt, black skinny jeans and converse sneakers. Normally it would have been her go-to outfit for an evening out with Reese.
Apparently, she had missed the memo.
“You look beautiful,” Reese said, smiling. She’d been holding the door open to the restaurant for nearly a half-minute now. Lucy finally let herself inside, roaming up to the hostess that stood near the door. By the looks of it, she’d been waiting for them. Eagerly, by the way her eyes were staring at Reese so intently. Lucy was used to it by now, all of Reese’s fans. Except for whatever reason, tonight it was getting to her a little more than it normally would. Lucy reached for Reese’s hand, wrapping her arm around hers. The two followed the hostess through the restaurant.
It was a pretty place, high ceilings with intricate crown molding. A large woven wooden sculpture hanging on a back wall. A red Enso, on another wall. Fancy, high-end paper lanterns hung from the ceiling in golds and silvers. The hibachi grill. It definitely had the look of a popular date spot. Lucy had loved going to these sorts of places growing up, so she’d assumed it was why Reese had picked it for the evening.
Lucy did her best to ignore the stares of people as she walked by holding on to Reese. Sometimes it took people longer than other times to notice her presence, but today it seemed like many people had noticed. Some had attempted to get up from their seats, looking as if they were going to approach. Luckily the hostess got them to the private room before that. Lucy’s heart likely wouldn’t have been able to handle all the attention Reese’s celebrity status brought with it.
Inside, Justine and her date were waiting for them. The room resembled the main seating area in a lot of ways, with the tall ceilings and wood sculptures along the walls. There was a single long table on the far side, with a grill in the center. Red napkins and white plates lined each seat. Justine and her date sat on the far side of the table. They’d met briefly in the lobby before they’d left the hotel, but Lucy hadn’t caught her name. She was an attractive butch girl, that looked a lot like Reese in certain ways, but was a little bit rougher around the edges.
Before they had a chance to join them at the table across the room, Reese wrapped her arm around Lucy’s waist and pulled them together, planting her mouth against the side of Lucy’s cheek, near her ear. The action caused Lucy’s breath to catch in her throat. She swallowed deeply, just as Reese whispered to her, “Ten bucks says we can piss her off enough for her to storm out before the meal’s over with.”
Lucy let out a small laugh, leaning in to Reese. When she looked up, she realized how intently Justine had been staring at them. Her arms wrapped around Reese’s neck, leaning her face into her, so her lips were near her ear. Lucy thought for a moment that Reese had shivered, but figured she’d imagined it. “Twenty bucks says I can get her to leave before the food gets here.”
“You’re on,” Reese pulled away from her so they were looking at one another. Then, before Lucy could think or speak another word, she’d planted their lips together. A chaste, sweet kiss, that she pulled away from almost immediately. But the sensation had left Lucy’s mouth on fire, like she’d eaten a handful of hot peppers.
“There are rooms for that,” Justine said, somewhat snippily at them.
“That’s such a nineties thing to say,” Lucy retorted, before she could stop herself. Justine looked dumbstruck at her, while Reese suppressed a snort. Lucy felt her lean into her again, mouth up against her ear. She could feel her smiling, even without seeing it.
“Words cannot describe how much I love you right now.”
Reese trailed her over to the table and Lucy chose to sit next to the date, instead of Justine. Once they’d settled, she turned towards the tall lanky woman and held out her hand. “Lucy,” she smiled. The woman was warm and inviting, much more so than Justine was, taking her hand and shaking it firmly.
“Alex,” she replied. “Nice to meet you.”
Meanwhile, Reese had been making conversation with the chef who was working the grill. He’d fetched a bottle of chardonnay for Reese and Justine and her date, while Lucy had ordered her usual soda. While he was busy preparing pot stickers, Lucy watched Justine as she fondled Alex’s sleeve while she talked with Reese.
“So, Justine says you’re on the show with her?”
“Across the Universe?” Lucy asked, baffled that Alex hadn’t heard of it.
“I don’t watch much television,” she noted, taking a sip of her drink. “But Justine talked a lot about it. Said it was a really great show. That she and you work really well together.”
“Did she now?” Reese looked as if she was suppressing a laugh.
“So, how long have you two been dating?” Justine asked, with a skeptical air in her tone. “It seems rather convenient that you are dating after Reese agreed she’d be dating me. You think you would have mentioned it before now?”
Lucy and Reese exchanged glances. Neither of them had discussed much about how they were going to handle Justine’s prying questions. But by the look on Reese’s face, she seemed to already be formulating a plan. “Well, I was trying to keep it on the down low,” she explained, briefly looking at Lucy. “Just for Lucy’s sake. She’s shy, and doesn’t like the limelight too much.” True, Lucy could agree with that. “We’ve been dating for a few months though. Ever since that night at the pizza parlor. You remember, right Lucy?” Lucy stared at her for a moment before she nodded. Reese looked to Alex then, as if she was explaining it to her more so than Justine. “Lucy and I have been best friends since we were young. Our parents used to work together, and we met because of it. And I’ve known for a really long time I liked Lucy. A lot.”
Lucy stared at her, her chin falling into her hand, while her elbow rested on the table. Reese continued, without reservation. “We love this little restaurant called Toni’s in Santa Monica. We go there all the time. And we were there a few months ago, and Lucy accidentally spilled her soda all over me.” Lucy rolled her eyes at Reese but couldn’t help but smile. “So, we were in the restroom together trying to get the stain out of my shirt. And I just remember how much I wanted to kiss her. So, I did.”
“It was mutual—” Lucy added and watched as Reese raised a brow and smiled at her. “I wanted her to kiss me too.” Before she could stop herself, she’d reached out to run a hand through Reese’s hair. “I mean, who wouldn’t want Reese Simmons to kiss them?” They stared at each other a moment, longer than Lucy had anticipated staring, before they turned their attention back towards Justine and Alex. Alex was staring in awe.
“That’s so sweet,” Alex said, smiling. Justine, on the other hand, looked as if she was about ready to punch something. “Where did you guys have your first date?”
Reese was about to continue on, but Lucy beat her to the punch. “I love board games. I work as a manager of a game store.” Lucy paused for a moment when Reese was giving her a strange look, and then continued. “Anyway, Reese and I have this place up on a hill in Hollywood we like to go to at night to look at the stars… Well, Reese came and got me after work one night and took me up there, and she had a night picnic all planned with board games and everything.” When she finished, Reese had a brow raised and was smirking at her.
“It was a really nice night,” Reese added, reaching over to grasp Lucy’s hand. She pulled it to her lips, kissing her knuckles softly. Lucy felt her stomach doing flips, unsure of how to take Reese’s affections, but smiled anyway.
“How did you two meet?” Lucy asked, looking at Alex.
Alex started talking before Justine could stop her. “I work at Comic Con. She just asked me out this afternoon.”
Lucy snapped her fingers, suddenly remembering why she looked familiar. “You’re Justine’s security escort, aren’t you?” She’d been one of the two in the golf cart earlier when Justine had confronted her.
“Second year being a security escort. I love it,” Alex smiled, looking completely innocent. Justine, meanwhile, had her face buried in her hands.
Reese had snorted so loud it reverberated through the room. “You got your security escort to come on a date with you?”
Justine got up abruptly from the table, looking embarrassed. “Excuse me.” Before anyone could utter a word otherwise, she’d disappeared out of the room.
“Well, I think that’s a tie,” Reese said matter-of-factly, looking at Lucy, who had already gotten up from her seat. “Where are you going?”
“To check on her,” Lucy said, turning and heading out the door to look for Justine. Reese hadn’t followed her when she’d gotten outside. Lucy looked down both ends of the room, deciding that she’d either gone to the restroom or gone outside. She’d decided to check the restroom first. Sure enough, the door to the women’s room was locked. Lucy knocked a few times, waiting before she finally called out. “Justine? Are you in there?”
There wasn’t an answer at first, and Lucy wondered if maybe someone else was inside. Then there was a scuffling of feet, and the unlatching of the door. When it cracked open, Lucy made out Justine’s scowling face. “What do you want?”
“I was just making sure you were okay,” Lucy admitted. “That, and I really kind of need to use the bathroom.”
Justine paused for a moment before she released the door, letting Lucy trail inside. While Lucy used the stall in the room, Justine sat at the mirror adjusting her makeup. They didn’t speak for a minute or two, until Lucy had come back out of the stall and into the main part of the bathroom. Justine was still heavily applying foundation. As Lucy was washing her hands in the sink, Justine finally spoke again. “I’m guessing— if this thing is real between you and Reese, you’re just her new ‘thing’ for the week.”
Lucy hesitated, hands sitting in the water, looking up to meet her gaze in the mirror. “Her new thing?” she repeated. “I’m not a thing. Reese is my girlfriend.”
“You’re aware that Reese likes to play Russian roulette with her fans, right?” Justine licked at her lips as she finished her makeup, crossing her arms over her chest. “Just picking random fans to fuck and leave for the next one. You’re no different.”
For a minute, Lucy had no idea what to say. She stared at her, mouth hanging slightly open, trying to formulate words. “You don’t know Reese at all, do you?”
“Oh, I know plenty,” Justine said, scowling at her. “And I know that this thing between you two— whatever it is— isn’t going to last. And when it’s done, I’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”
“We’ll see about that,” Lucy said, grabbing paper towels from the machine and marching out of the restroom without saying another word to her. She could hear Justine trailing behind her, but ignored her, heading straight for the private room. When she’d made it inside, her eyes were locked on Reese, who by the looks of it had been making small talk with Alex. Lucy came and plopped down into Reese’s lap, running her hands through her hair and forcing her attention. “Let’s go.”
“Go?” Reese looked up at Lucy, confused. “Go where?”
Justine had entered the room then, and Lucy cleared her throat. Forced her introverted self to shove it. And said loudly, “To the hotel. To have sex.” Reese’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. Lucy had said it so crudely and awkwardly, she was sure someone would have called her out. Alex and Justine stared stunned. Lucy did her best to hold her composure as she tugged at Reese until she’d gotten to a standing position and reached for her jacket.
Reese must have realized something was the matter, because the minute she’d looked at Lucy again, she was smiling. “Well, you heard the woman. I guess we’re cutting this date short.” Reese turned towards Alex, holding out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you both,” Alex said, looking to each of them. Justine hadn’t moved, just glared.
“I know you’re lying,” Justine snapped at Reese.
Reese just grinned. “Well, think that all you want. While you’re doing that, I’m going to go to the hotel and get laid.” She winked, wrapping her arm around Lucy’s. The two of them headed out without another word.
Despite Lucy’s protests, Reese walked her up to her twelfth story hotel room when they’d gotten back. When they reached the door, Lucy turned around, leaning back against the frame to stare at Reese, still laughing about what they’d been talking about.
“I can’t believe Lucy Parker said the word sex in public,” Reese snorted, somewhat loudly, grinning at her. “I never thought I’d see the day. She must have really pissed you off in the bathroom.”
“She deserved it,” Lucy agreed, still smiling and shaking her head. They both met eyes. “I had a really great time tonight,” Lucy said. Reese nodded in agreement. “You were really sweet about the whole asking me out thing. I almost believed you.”
The look on Reese’s face shifted slightly. She was still smiling, but it had curled a little, almost thoughtfully. “It wasn’t hard to make up,” she replied. “Your date idea was really nice.”
“It’s how I always pictured my favorite first date to go,” Lucy said. “Sans the lookout of course. That’s ours.”
“It would have been very hard not to kiss you at the end of that date,” Reese admitted. They’d met each others’ eyes again. Lucy shifted nervously in place, a weird feeling fluttering through her stomach. She leaned in to wrap her arms around Reese, somewhat timidly. Reese fell into her, hugging her back. Lucy thought to pull away after a moment, but Reese’s grip was firm, so she stayed until she’d finally released her, and looked up to Reese with a smile.
“I think we got her good.” Lucy said, as she opened the door slipping inside. “Night, Reese.”
“Yeah, really good,” Reese breathed, watching the door close behind her.



  CHAPTER 11  





        REESE  


TOM QUACH WAS busy chugging down a large thermos of green tea, which looked about as unappetizing to Reese as drinking liquid cardboard. “Can I get some coffee?” she grumbled, resting her face in her hands. It didn’t take long for a volunteer to bring her a hold cup. Reese shot a gracious look to her as she wandered away, looking starstruck.
It was late into the following afternoon. Probably too late for coffee, but it had been an extraordinarily long day signing autographs and meeting fans. And after several days of it, it was starting to wear on Reese. Right now, she was daydreaming of being curled up in a hotel room comforter, binging on reruns of a sitcom and eating a pint of mint chocolate chip ice cream. Not stuck in an auditorium that was about to be crammed with anxious, hyper fans, for two hours.
Reese looked out across the room at the seats labeled “Lucy Parker and Co.” When Reese had told Lucy she’d reserved front-row seats at the panel, she’d nearly lost her mind. She could still hear her best friend screaming in excitement. Reese was sure she’d earned brownie points with her gamer friends, too. They hadn’t arrived yet, but Reese glanced at her watch, and knew they would be here soon. The cosplay competition was nearly over and they were supposed to be heading over straight afterwards.
Some other anxious fans starting piling into the room. Meanwhile, Reese turned her attention towards Tom, who had nudged her from her right side. “You ready for this?” Tom asked her, after having taken another drink of his disgusting tea.
“As ready as I ever am,” Reese said, flatly. “How long do you think Jack is going to talk this year before he lets us do Q&A?”
“I’d say at least a good hour and fifteen minutes,” Tom guessed, and Reese grinned.
“That long, huh? You’re on.”
Tom sat back in his seat, watching as the crowd started to trickle in. Most of the back seats were open seating, so as soon as people were allowed in, they came early just to get the best spot they could. Reese watched them fawning over seats and occasionally looking up to stare at the cast in awe. Sometimes she couldn’t get used to the attention that Across the Universe brought with it. She’d loved working on For the People. It had been just the right amount of celebrity status. Now, she was on everyone’s radar. Whether she liked it or not.
“So,” Tom said, bringing her attention back. “What’s going on with you and that girl?”
Reese looked at Tom, arching a brow. “What?”
“You and your girlfriend,” Tom said. “I’ve known you a while now, and it’s not like you to keep your dating life so hush hush. Where did she come from?”
“Lucy’s my best friend,” Reese explained. And then, before she could help herself, she explained the rest of the story. The true rest of the story. As quietly as she could.
“So, Justine really is falling for it then?” Tom asked and Reese nodded. “Damn, Simmons. You must really hate her to go through all that trouble.” Reese narrowed her eyes, which caused Tom to laugh. “So how long are you and your friend going to keep it up then?”
Truthfully, Reese hadn’t thought about it. It had originally been Lucy’s plan, to get back at Justine, but now that it was going on? What were they doing? The lie was already in motion. And Reese still hadn’t figured out how to deal with Justine or Regina.
“A little while longer,” Reese finally answered her friend.
“Well, just don’t overextend her niceness,” Tom warned. “That was really nice of her to help you out like that. You don’t want people to get hurt here.”
Reese thought about it, realizing that Tom was right. That she needed to figure something out— and fast. Their friendship was on the line, and nothing was worth jeopardizing that. Not even avoiding Justine Turner. She didn’t have much time to think about it, suddenly distracted by a small group of people entering the room.
She hadn’t seen Lucy Parker and her friends dressed up in their costumes yet. Lucy had been talking about the cosplay outfits for months. She and her ex-girlfriend Riley had been nuts about it, every single Comic Con. One year, Lucy had almost convinced Reese to try it, but she’d chickened out last minute. But Lucy did it, religiously, and had always been super into it. This year was no exception. When Lucy had told Reese that they were going as Star Command officers from the show, she’d rolled her eyes at her.
“You’re going to look ridiculous,” Reese had warned her.
“We’re going to look amazing,” Lucy had argued.
Lucy had definitely won that bet. The rest of her friends had wandered in first. Reese could always spot them due to the busty redhead, Tegan. Her fiery locks you could spot a mile away. The other two guys wandered in after her, then Eve, and finally…
As much as Reese hated Justine Turner, she didn’t think anyone could wear a Star Command uniform like she could. She had a body made to fit in it, like a glove. Except Lucy Parker. All bets were off when Reese saw Lucy. She’d worn a commanding officer uniform. The ones with the red collars on the jackets. Lucy had cut it perfectly, and Reese couldn’t believe how it fit her so perfectly. Didn’t realize how long she’d gone without noticing Lucy’s subtle curves of her body. The way her hips flared out. That she actually—
“Reese?” Tom had been speaking to her and she hadn’t heard a word he’d said. She turned her attention back, shaking her head clear of the thoughts she’d been thinking. “You’ve got a little drool going on there.” Tom nodded towards her face and Reese rapidly wiped at it with the corner of her shirt sleeve, embarrassed.
When she’d turned her attention back towards Lucy and her friends, they were inspecting their front row seats. Lucy had turned to look to Reese, mouthing the words “thank you.” Reese nodded, smiling at her and watching as they’d all sat down. Still somewhat stunned by the presence of her, unable to shake it entirely.
Reese took another sip of coffee, leaning back in her seat. As more people settled into the auditorium, there were fans that were starting to recognize her and ask Lucy questions. People pointing and coming up for autographs and pictures. Lucy seemed to take it like a pro, but Reese could tell that her introverted self was getting overwhelmed by the attention. Reese looked to Jack. “Probably should be getting started?” she said, loudly enough that it got a rise out of the crowd. When she turned her attention back towards Tom, he was nodding his head towards Lucy out in the crowd.
“What did I say? You gotta do something about this.”
He was right. She did. And sooner rather than later.
    
WHEN REESE ARRIVED BACK HOME the following afternoon, the television was on in the living room, the noise trickling into the mudroom as she kicked off her shoes. She set her luggage on the floor and hung her jacket on the coat rack by the door. Just as she was about to turn the corner, a familiar voice caught her ear. Sweet and bubbly like it always was.
“Lucy?” Reese inquired as she turned the corner. Sure enough, Lucy was sitting alongside Reese’s parents on the mahogany brown leather sofas in the living room, chatting away. Like she’d often do when she had a day off and felt like coming over to visit. By the looks of it, her father had even made Lucy a pot of tea. “When did you get in?”
“A few hours before you did,” Lucy replied. “I wanted to drop by and see your parents.” She met eyes with Reese. “And to talk to you.”
Reese swallowed deeply, wondering what that could have possibly meant.
“You and Lucy?” Her mother said when Reese had come to join them on the couch, taking a seat beside Lucy. Emily shook her head, smiling. “I saw it on the news and couldn’t believe it, and then Lucy comes over and tells us you’ve been together for a few months now!”
Reese couldn’t believe her ears. Lucy was keeping up the lie with her parents. Why exactly, she had no idea. She tried to fathom some rational explanation of why she’d have kept it from her parents, just to have them find out on the news. “We just wanted to keep it on the down low for a while. Not give Lucy too much attention.”
“Poor thing had a photographer follow her all the way here from the train station,” her mother said and Reese’s head jerked towards Lucy, trying to swallow down a forming lump in her throat.
“Here was closest,” she admitted, sheepishly. “I don’t know how he knew I was getting home this morning.”
“Lu, I’m sorry—” Reese started, but Lucy’s hand cut her off.
“It’s okay,” Lucy smiled. “It gave me a chance to come say hi to your parents.”
“It’s about time you two settled down together,” David, who’d been sitting quietly on the couch listening, piped up. “Emily and I have always said you two would be good together.”
“Reesey never brings her girlfriends home,” Emily winked at Lucy. “You should stay for dinner.” It was true, most of her hookups had been in hotel rooms, or at their houses. And most of them had lasted a few dates, if that. She’d never heard her mother ask about having them over for dinner.
“I’d love to,” Lucy said, nodding. “But I’m going to steal Reese for just a second.”
“I want to hear about Comic Con when you get back,” her father looked at Reese. Since he’d stopped working to help with Emily, he’d been nosy about every event Reese went to, wanting to keep up with the industry and what was going on with his colleagues and friends. Reese did her best to keep up, though her father was much more adept at all the happenings than she was. And she’d been rather distracted the past few days with Lucy. She nodded, just as Lucy grasped her hand and dragged her out onto the veranda.
Lucy let out a long sigh, staring out at the ocean view in front of them. “I always hated you for this view,” she admitted. “Why I couldn’t have been a famous celebrity, I don’t know.”
“You would have died with all the attention,” Reese laughed, and then caught herself realizing how much attention she was getting now. “I’m surprised you still want to keep this up. I mean, telling my parents and everything.”
“Well, your mom asked me first,” Lucy admitted. “And she caught me a little off-guard. Plus, you know how your mom is. You can’t resist that face.”
Reese laughed again, shaking her head. “No, no you can’t.”
“We need to figure out how long we’re going to keep this up,” Lucy said, flatly. “I mean, I wanted to piss Justine off, and clearly we did that. But now that I dragged your mom into it…”
“My mom isn’t my biggest concern,” Reese said, sitting down in a chair at the table outside. The metal frame was still somewhat cool to the touch on her bare legs. Lucy sat beside her, giving her a curious look. “Regina is trying to hook me up with Justine.”
“That explains a lot,” Lucy said.
“What do you mean?” Reese asked, and Lucy explained about Justine at the Natural Twenty booth at the convention, and how she’d threatened that she’d be dating her.
“I thought she was just jealous,” Lucy admitted, with a little bit of a laugh. “But that makes a lot of sense now. What are you going to do?”
Just as she said it, Reese caught a whiff of the citrus smell of Lucy’s, leaning back in her chair. She breathed it in for a moment before she finally managed to clear her head to speak. “I don’t know, Lu.” She honestly didn’t, as much as she’d tried to figure it out all weekend. “I need a little more time to figure it out.”
“I don’t mind helping, you know,” Lucy said, reaching over to take Reese’s hand in her own. “If you really need it. It was just, the press following me this morning—”
“I’m really sorry about that,” Reese replied, and Lucy squeezed her hand softly. “Just a little while longer?” Reese felt her warm hand wrapped around her own and realized that maybe part of her didn’t want all this to end. That she was rather enjoying Lucy being her girlfriend. Even if it was fake.



  CHAPTER 12  





        LUCY  


“ALL RIGHT, you guys have thirty minutes to construct your decks. At least sixty cards, no more than four copies of a single card in the deck. You can start— now.” Lucy started the clock at the checkout counter of Natural Twenty and watched as fifteen sugar and caffeine-hyped players ripped through packages of boosters and a deck box of Pokemon cards to create their own individualized decks for the tournament.
“I love these rainbow drafts,” Kevin muttered behind Lucy, watching the group ravage over the cards. Lucy, on the other hand, did not like having to referee a bunch of crazy players for several hours while they battled one another. But it was a part of the job. Kevin just liked these days because they resulted in good sales for the store.
Frankie looked up from his table, a Twizzler hanging from his mouth. He grinned at Lucy and she knew he must have gotten a good set of cards by the look on his face. She nudged her head back towards the table and he returned his attention to what he was doing.
Once they’d started constructing their decks, Lucy turned her attention back down to her notebook as Kevin made the rounds moderating. She was deep into her Across the Universe fanfiction script. Now, Kess and Harper were kidnapped onboard a Critten ship, making haste across the galaxy, with the Starship Atlantis hot on their tail.
KESS WORKS furiously at the binds holding Harper and her to the metal chairs in the center of the room. The room is dark and EERILY QUIET.
KESS
Are you going to help me out or not?
HARPER STUDIES the walls around the cell, finally turning her attention back to Kess.
HARPER
I think there’s a ventilation shaft on the far side of the room. Are you almost done?
KESS
It would be easier if you were helping me, you know.
A SMILE STRETCHES across Harper’s face as she works at her own restraints, pulling them off with ease. Once they hit the floor, she helps Kess with hers.
HARPER
You’d think for such a technologically advanced species, they’d have better ways of holding prisoners captive. Like electronic restraints. Not...rope.
KESS LAUGHS. As soon as she’s freed, they meet for a quick embrace. When they part, they are staring at one another. There is a somewhat intense look on Harper’s face.
KESS
What?
HARPER
Nothing...I—
AN ALARM SOUNDS OFF in the distance. The two get to their feet quickly, preparing to exit the room.
Kess reaches for Harper, grasping hold of her wrist.
KESS
Harper—
HARPER
If I’m going to be stuck on an alien ship with someone, I’m just glad it’s you.
LUCY HEARD the doors to the store jingle as someone entered. Ignored it, too engrossed in her storyline. If they needed her, they’d ask for her.
That was until she heard the squealing and commotion.
Very rarely had Reese ever come to the game store to see her. Mostly, for this very reason. They’d tried very hard over the years to keep Lucy out of the limelight. When she’d been a semi-popular celebrity on For The People it had been easier. Now, it seemed like she couldn’t go five feet without someone recognizing her. And now, people had been recognizing Lucy too.
Everyone who was playing in the tournament lost focus. Most of the players had turned to watch as Reese wandered through the store. Some had gotten to their feet in an attempt to approach her.
“Ah— sit,” Kevin snapped his fingers at two kids closest to Reese. “You’re here to play Pokemon.” Lucy shot him a gracious look before turning her attention to Reese. It wasn’t until she’d made it to the counter that she realized she’d been toting something in her hands.
“What are you doing here?” Lucy demanded, somewhat caught off-guard by the surprise.
Reese smiled, handing over what she’d been holding in her hands. It took Lucy a second to discern what she’d brought. It was flowers. Bright yellow flowers. But not just any flowers. Reese, who was the least crafty person she knew, somehow managed to make her a bouquet of Lego flowers, complete in a Lego vase. Lucy stared at it in awe as she took it from her.
“How did you make this?” Lucy asked, studying them over. She’d done a great job. They looked realistic. As realistic as Lego’s could look anyway. “And why did you bring me flowers?”
“I didn’t bring you flowers for our date,” Reese explained, looking her over. “I always bring flowers for dates. But I know you have such an excellent green thumb—” It was sarcasm. “So, I decided to improvise.” She paused when Lucy gave her an ‘I know better than to believe that’ look. “The woman at the toy store helped me make it,” Reese admitted. “In exchange for an autograph for her daughter. I forgot how much fun they were.”
“You made me Lego flowers,” Lucy said, in awe. She set the vase down on the counter, watching as Kevin wrangled up the contestants of the tournament and got them focused back in their seats.
“I also came to ask you a question,” Reese said, eyes having grown serious. Her fingers were twiddling over a set of dice in a small plastic box on the countertop. “You have to promise to keep your cool before I ask, got it?”
Lucy stared at her, somewhat lost as to where she was going. “Fine, ask.”
“I was wondering if you wanted to come with me to the set today,” Reese asked.
“WHAT?” Lucy’s voice must have jumped an entire octave. “You want me to— I get to— REALLY?” Lucy could barely find words to speak or air to breathe.
“Lu. Chill.”
She sucked in a breath of air, grinning from ear to ear. “Sorry. Are you serious? I get to go with you?” Lucy hadn’t ever been to the set of Across the Universe since Reese had started working. Mostly because the two had agreed to keep Reese’s work life separate from her friendship with Lucy. Even though they’d both known each other from her For the People days, she’d still agreed to let Reese lead her own life.
“Serious as a heart attack,” Reese said. “Now do you want to go, or not? I figured it was about time you came, since you’re so into writing those fanfictions. Plus, I probably should take my girlfriend to meet my coworkers.”
“I guess it would be good to keep up the act, right?”
    
“REESE, YOU’RE LATE,” a tall dusty black-haired man said as Reese weaved her way into the soundstage building, Lucy close behind. He was waiting right by the door for them as they entered. Reese had held onto Lucy’s hand again as they made their way inside. Lucy wasn’t paying very much attention, too distracted by the larger-than-life sets in front of her.
“Is that the SHUTTLE POD?” Lucy squealed, watching as the crew was moving pieces of the inside of the set around. When she turned in a different direction, the bridge of the Starship Atlas was just a few hundred feet away. “OHMYGODITSTHEBRIDGE!” Lucy gasped. “Reese! It’s the bridge!”
“She’s enthusiastic,” the guy at the door said.
“Jack,” Reese cleared her throat, wrapping a hand around Lucy’s shoulder. “This is my girlfriend, Lucy.” Girlfriend. Lucy shook free of her distracted mind, turning her attention towards the gentlemen standing in front of them. When she got a good look at him, she realized who he was.
“You’re Jack Walker—” Lucy said, hardly able to speak. Her mouth hung slightly open.
Jack laughed, outstretching his hand and clasping it in Lucy’s. “Nice to meet you, kid. You’re Lucy, huh? All I hear is ‘Lucy-this’ and ‘Lucy-that’. Nice to finally put a face to the name.” Lucy raised a brow towards Reese, who shrugged. “You need to go get ready. We’re shooting in ten.” Jack turned back towards Lucy, briefly. “Nice to meet you Lucy.”
“You too,” Lucy breathed, watching as he hustled away across the sound stage. Reese, who still had her hand on Lucy’s shoulder, steered her towards a row of chairs near the bridge set. “I gotta go get makeup. Can you hang out here?” Lucy nodded and watched as Reese leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. It had felt so natural, like it was just routine. Lucy didn’t even think anything of it. When Reese walked away, she could feel curious eyes staring at her. She piddled on her phone for a few minutes, hoping to divert their attention.
When Reese made it back on set, she was dressed as Harper Reed, decked in her usual uniform, hair in perfect order, face made up in its usual fashion. Harper even had a small tiny scar over her eye that Lucy had appreciated on the show. She could see it from the distance she was standing at. Reese made her way over to Lucy for a minute before they started shooting.
“Okay,” Reese said, looking at her sternly. “Remember what we talked about in the car?” Lucy stared at her blankly. “About how you can’t get all—” Reese waved her hand around her. “Lucy. When we start shooting. Okay? I know you haven’t seen the premiere yet, and this will spoil some things for you...but you have to stay calm. Got it?”
Lucy squirmed in her seat. “Am I going to have a reason to get excited?”
Reese rolled her eyes. “Lucy, you get excited with just about everything. You’re gonna get excited. But I need you to stay quiet and just sit here. Got it?”
They exchanged looks with one another. “I got it,” Lucy finally said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back in the seat. Reese looked satisfied, smiling at her and then turning back towards the set.
Across the set, Tom Quach, Elle Wright, and Stephen Osborne sat at the helm of the bridge of the ship. At the Captain’s chair, Justine took her position, Reese at her side. A cameraman on a dolly was setting up the shot. Jack stood off to the right-hand side of the set, talking with a group of crew members before they all went their separate ways. Reese made eye contact with Lucy briefly, before she turned to Justine.
“All right folks, we’re gonna get started here. Let’s do one run through with Justine and Reese’s parts before we go live. We’re gonna act like this is the real thing so I need it quiet on the set. Whenever you’re ready guys.”
On the set, Joelle and Harper sat next to each other, looking straight out towards where Lucy was sitting, out into the great expanse they’d been flying to. Where they were going, Lucy had no idea. She only watched as Harper reached to place her hand around Joelle’s wrist, leaning closer to her. “Do you have to go?” The two met eyes. “Can’t someone go in your place?”
Joelle shook her head. “Harper, you know I have to. This mission— it means everything. The crew, they need me.” Lucy wondered where Joelle was planning on going, since the scene had no context for her. It wasn’t long until her questions were answered. “We’ve found the Critten home world—”
Lucy gasped loudly before she could stop herself. Heads jerked in her direction and she squeaked an apology, sinking into her chair. Reese gave her a small annoyed look, before turning her attention back towards Justine. “I’m the Captain, I have to do what’s best for the crew. For all of Earth, Harper. You know this better than anyone.”
“I can’t help but be selfish,” Harper said. “I can’t help but need you here. With me.”
Lucy sunk further into her seat. For a whole season break, the fans of Across the Universe had wondered if Harper Reed and Joelle King would get together. It had ended with such a cliffhanger last season, it wasn’t certain, but with everything they were saying now…
“Harper—”
“I need you,” Reese said, clasping her hand tighter. They looked deeper into one another’s eyes. “Joelle, I need you. More than I’ve needed anyone— I —”
Justine reached out to plant her fingers on Reese’s lips. “Harper, you need to stop.”
“Please don’t leave me alone,” Reese whispered. Lucy watched, wide-eyed as Reese stared at her deeply. Drew closer. She could feel her breath hitching in her throat a little. The room was incredibly still for a moment as everyone waited for her to continue. “I need you. I need you, Joelle. You complete me.”
Those eyes. God. Every time Harper Reed spoke, Lucy got lost in the blue-grey. They were so much like space, the great expanse, never-ending, filled with possibility and wonder. Lucy could get lost in those eyes forever. Here was Harper, professing her love to her beautiful Captain, before she went on the most dangerous journey of her life.
Lucy didn’t think there could be anything more romantic than that.
They must have shot for at least a few hours before they finally broke for the afternoon. Reese had come to fetch Lucy, who had been wandering around an empty mess-hall set where the crew of the Starship Atlas came to eat their meals and congregate. She was in awe, getting to touch the seats where her favorite characters had sat, and where plans had been forged and romances blossomed.
It was almost like she was really there.
“Earth to Lu,” Reese said, tapping her on the shoulder. Lucy shook her head free of thoughts, turning her attention to her friend.
“Sorry, I was just distracted—” Lucy said, smiling.
“Clearly,” Reese said. “Don’t forget you have to sign a non-disclosure before we leave. Jack will be all over my ass if you don’t.”
“I wouldn’t tell anyone!” Lucy argued.
“Oh please, your D&D group would eat that shit up,” Reese rolled her eyes.
“Well, maybe Tegan and Everett...”
“So, you want to come meet everybody?” Reese asked, grabbing a water bottle off a nearby table and twisting the cap off to take a sip.
“Meet everybody?” Lucy had almost forgotten about meeting the cast. Meeting the cast. Outside of Justine’s very abrupt arrival at her work during Comic Con, she’d never met any of the other cast members of the show. Couldn’t believe that she actually could.
“Yeah, the cast. I figured you’d want to say hi. You just have to promise not to act too weird. You have to be calm. Got it?”
“Calm,” Lucy repeated, when Reese reached for her hand and the two cut across the set. Shaking hands and hugging and taking photos as they went. All the while, Reese introducing her as her ‘girlfriend’.
When they reached Tom Quach, Lucy started to feel a little starstruck. In her head, she could hear Tegan freaking out over the fact that they were only a few feet apart. Everett had always been annoyed by his friend’s massive crush. Lucy never really understood it, but she thought he was a good actor on the show, regardless. A lot more likeable than Justine Turner, that was for sure.
“Tom, buddy, this is Lucy,” Reese nodded towards Lucy and her colleague actor turned to size her up. A broad smile stretched across his face.
“Hey there, Lucy,” Tom said, stretching out a hand. “Pleasure to meet Reese’s faux-girlfriend.”
Lucy’s head twisted quickly towards Reese. “He knows?”
“He’s the only one,” Reese assured her.
Before Lucy could ask, there was a tap on her shoulder. When she turned, Justine was standing directly behind her, eyes glaring. She was looking over at Reese, behind Lucy. “I see you brought what’s-her-face to work with you.”
“Lucy,” Reese reminded her. “My girlfriend.”
“Whatever you say, Reese.” Justine said. “Didn’t you think this might be a little much for her to handle? All the celebrities in the same room together? It might make her head explode.”
“Lucy’s dad used to work on For the People,” Reese said. “She’s used to this kind of work. So, no, I didn’t think it was going to bother her.”
“Well, that certainly explains things,” Justine rolled her eyes.
“Okay, that’s enough,” Reese said, grasping Lucy’s arm gently and tugging her away from Justine. “Go find someone else to pick on, Justine.” Lucy was still trying to catch up with Justine’s retorts.
“She’s intense,” Lucy noted, once they’d gotten far enough away from her.
“Sorry about that,” Reese replied, but there was a smile on her face. “Though I have to admit I’m kind of happy she’s so jealous.” Lucy shook her head, letting out a little laugh.
“She’s jealous?”
“Clearly,” Reese admitted. “I mean, who wouldn’t be jealous of someone who got to date me? Really?” Lucy shoved her playfully. “You want to get out of here?”
“Where did you have in mind?”
“We haven’t gone out and had fun, just the two of us in a while. Figured I owe you.”



  CHAPTER 13  





        REESE  


JUDGING by the expression on Lucy’s face, she hadn’t been to Port Pavilion on the pier before. Though, she hadn’t been certain until she asked. “Never been here before?” she asked, as they parked and exited her navy blue Passat. Lucy shook her head and Reese came to the other side of her car to meet her. Once she’d fastened on the jean jacket, she was ready. Reese pushed a red San Francisco 49ers baseball cap on her head, twisting it slightly to straighten it, and unfolded her ten-dollar aviators over her eyes. Lucy stared at her pleased.
“What?” Reese asked curiously.
“I just forgot how cute you look in baseball caps,” she admitted, shrugging. “You ready?”
For a minute, Reese almost offered her hand to Lucy. But they were going as friends today. Just out for the evening to enjoy themselves. They made their way out of the parking garage and towards the pier. While they walked, Reese found herself distracted, taking glances at Lucy as she was talking about something about Comic Con. Admiring those dorky black framed glasses and how she’d carefully push them up her nose every so often. The way her smile made dimples on her cheeks, and the reflection of the lights on the pier in her soft brown eyes.
“Reese,” Lucy said, standing at the doorway to the building. “You alive in there?” Reese shook her head, bringing herself back to reality. They made their way inside, Reese bracing herself to be recognized. Lucky for her, it seemed as if they were well enough incognito for people not to care. Lucy was busy looking at a sandcastle that had been built right inside of the building.
Finally, Reese grew impatient and wrapped her hand around Lucy’s. “Come on, that isn’t why we’re here.” She tugged them through the building to the opposite side. Hoping that it was still there. It was a pretty popular place, so she wasn’t surprised when she saw the bright neon lighting. The arcade had been around for a long time. A decade at least. Reese had been coming to the pier for at least that long. The place was jam-packed.
Lucy stared at her surprised. “An arcade?”
“I can play a game or two,” Reese said, somewhat defensively. “I’m not entirely a novice.” Lucy grinned at her as Reese led them inside.
“Racing games don’t count, Reese,” Lucy teased as they weaved their way to the back of the room. Reese ignored her, getting tokens from a machine so they could play. When she’d finished, she handed Lucy some. Lucy stayed quiet until they’d made it to the game Reese had in mind. When she stopped in front of the arcade version of Gauntlet, she heard Lucy laugh from behind her.
“Geez, we haven’t played this since we were kids,” Lucy remarked, staring at the dated machine. Lucy wasn’t inaccurate. The last time they’d played had been on a Super Nintendo console at her parents’ house, after homework.
“Now, I generally come here for the racing games, but I saw this last time I was here and knew you’d want to play.”
“I definitely wasn’t expecting something as nerdy as this, not gonna lie.” Lucy smiled.
Reese shook her head. “It’s not that nerdy.” She put a few tokens in the machine, turning to look at her. “You ready to have your ass handed to you?”
“Reese,” Lucy said, in an almost sing-song like voice.
“Mmm?” Reese half paid attention, clicking through the title screens.
“You do remember that Gauntlet is a cooperative game, right?”
“What?”
“We play as a team,” Lucy raised a brow at her.
“I knew that.”
“Sure, you did.”
“RED WIZARD IS ABOUT TO DIE.”
“Favorite color?”
“Navy blue. That was easy. You’re about to die,” Lucy commented, dodging a wall to fetch a key. Reese, meanwhile, was running from another bad guy she hadn’t managed to kill. “Don’t get stuck.” The game was like a giant labyrinth. Reese had never been good at puzzles— that had always been Lucy’s thing.
“Where do I go? And favorite movie?” Reese asked again.
“Left, hurry.” Lucy said and Reese took off down the long path leading left. “And your favorite movie is Die Hard 2, and you know it upsets people when you don’t say the original Die Hard. But you appreciated that the movie was a mix-matched buddy team up film. But you didn’t like that Gruber dressed up in a vest, because he shouldn’t be allowed to do that unless Bruce Willis says so.”
“Wow,” Reese laughed, finally catching up with Lucy. “Color me impressed.”
“Okay, straight now. Follow me and pay attention,” Lucy trudged forward, Reese close behind.
“And your favorite color is ‘bumblebee yellow’ and your favorite movie—” Reese trailed off, just long enough to get Lucy to look at her, as if she was completely shocked she’d forgotten. “Back to the Future. And you really wish that the Passat was a Delorean, yeah yeah, don’t even say it.”
“The Passat will never be a Delorean,” Lucy corrected her, smiling. “I doubt it can even get up to 88 miles per hour, even if you gunned it.”
“Ouch,” Reese laughed, just as a bad guy ran into her and killed her off.
“Reese!”
“Sorry,” she apologized, running a hand through her hair. “You can at least finish the level.” Lucy did, focusing, and played until she died midway through the second level.
“I can’t do it without you, y’know,” Lucy said, smiling at her. They looked at each other briefly, something about Lucy catching Reese for a moment longer than she’d expected. Then Reese heard a voice from across the room shout her name loudly. Reese tugged Lucy around a corner quickly, and found the entrance to a photo booth.
“What are we—” Lucy trailed in after her and Reese quickly shut the curtain behind them and placed a finger to Lucy’s lips. Air blew out through her nose. Reese could hear people outside shuffling around. “Did they recognize you?”
“I think so,” Reese whispered. Just before she could say anything else, Reese saw a flash of a human through the curtain. She locked eyes on to Lucy, placed her hands on either side of her face, and pulled their faces together, mouth colliding. Even still, the kiss was surprisingly gentle. The curtain whipped open, and Reese pressed even deeper into Lucy, smothering her lips. Whoever had been eyeing them from afar shouted in surprise.
“Oh God, I’m so sorry,” the guy said, but Reese hadn’t been paying much attention. Lucy’s lips had parted just slightly, and Reese could feel the brush of her tongue against her. Tracing the outline of her mouth. It had grown difficult to breathe. Her emotions whirled and skidded as she breathed lightly through parted lips, and then let her tongue seek out Lucy’s. She was lost then, kissing her devouringly.
Lucy quivered in her arms, which made Reese all the more hungry for the kiss, crushing Lucy to her. Reese tasted her, for the very first time. Really tasted her. Savored the distinct flavor of her mouth. Reveled in it. Drank her in like she was the sweetest wine.
And then Lucy pulled away, in one fluid sweep, gasping for air.
They stared at one another, both panting lightly. Reese was unsure of what to say or do, suddenly feeling very awkward. Lucy looked even more so, eyes diverting down to her feet, face a rosy shade of pink. Her finger nudged her glasses up her nose, and Reese fought up the raging urge inside of her to plant their mouths together again.
“That was a close one.” Lucy cleared her throat, finally looking up to Reese. “I have an early morning at the store tomorrow. You think we should head out?”
“Sure,” Reese said, without hesitation. Watched as Lucy scooted from the seat, pushing her way out of the small booth. And Reese thought, just for a brief second, that she saw her smile. But then again, it probably was just her imagination.



  CHAPTER 14  





        LUCY  


KESS AND HARPER are locked away in a storage room onboard the Critten ship. An eerily dark and tightly cramped room. They stand twisted together, barely audibly breathing. Waiting as the SCUFFLE of large feet pass by.
Harper, who was busy looking at the foot of the door, looks up to Kess, who looks petrified. A small smile lingers on Harper’s lips as she stares at her.
HARPER
It’s going to be okay, Kess.
KESS STARES BACK into Harper’s eyes. They linger there for a long moment.
KESS
Harper...In case I don’t get to say it…
HARPER LAYS a finger to Kess’s lips.
HARPER
I know.
KESS
You do?
THEY STARE a moment longer and then come together, in one seamless, fluid motion.
...THAT KISS.
    
“EVE, dear, would you pass the potatoes?”
Lucy’s head jerked up from having been looking down at her plate for entirely too long. Thinking much too longingly about the previous night’s events. Being trapped in a tiny photo booth with Reese. The way her lips had felt against hers. The way she tasted.
The way she tasted. How had she tasted exactly? Like some sort of peppermint or something fresh. Of course, Reese would have tasted fresh. Everything about her was fresh and nice and clean… Even still. She hadn’t expected to kiss her. Especially like that.
But she had. And she’d liked it. And the thought terrified her.
Reese Simmons. Her best friend for nearly two decades. Kissed her. REALLY kissed her.
It definitely hadn’t been fake.
Lucy watched as her mother scooped out a tiny helping of boiled potatoes onto her plate. One of the worst things about her mother’s cooking was how bland everything was. It could have explained Lucy’s favoring spicy foods. Everything she’d ever eaten growing up lacked any sort of flavor, including the baked chicken and potatoes she’d made this evening.
“This is delicious, sweetheart,” Warren said, chewing on a piece of chicken.
“Do you like it, Lucy?” Theresa asked her.
“It’s good, Mom,” Lucy said, politely, salting her food liberally. Sirius nudged her from under the table, and when her mother wasn’t looking, she slid him a bite of chicken.
“You’re going to give yourself high blood pressure with all that salt,” Theresa said, eyes narrowing in disapproval. Lucy sprinkled one final dash and set the salt back on the table, deciding not to argue with her.
“Theresa, let her be,” Warren said, eyeing Lucy. Very rarely had her stepfather ever stuck up for her, so it surprised her to say the least. Then he continued and she understood why. “So, Lucy, are you going to tell us about you and your actress friend?”
“Reese?” Lucy asked.
Eve grinned, nudging her. “Yeah Lu, you should tell mom and dad about your girlfriend.” Eve knew that Reese and Lucy were still ‘faking’ things. Whatever that meant after yesterday. It sure hadn’t felt like faking anymore.
“How on earth did you two even get together?” Warren asked, from across the table.
“It’s a long story,” Lucy said.
“At a pizza parlor,” Eve chimed in. “Reese just went for it and kissed her.” Lucy blushed, thinking about kissing Reese Simmons again sent a flurry of emotions through her. Her parents were full of questions about Reese.
“Well, you certainly look smitten with each other on the news articles I’ve seen,” Theresa said. “You certainly look happier than you did with Riley.” Theresa had never really liked Riley much. Riley had just represented the fact that Lucy was very much gay, and her mother had never really understood that either. Riley hadn’t liked Theresa much anyway, and every time Reese had met her, they’d been cordial.
After dinner, the four of them went into the living room. Lucy flipped on the television, searching for Across the Universe, to show her parents. When she’d found it, she sat on the couch next to Eve and began explaining about each of the people she’d met on set.
“Tom Quach,” Lucy said, eyeing her sister, who had a massive crush on him, “He’s a really nice guy. Reese’s best friend. I think you’d like him a lot. I know Eve does.” Eve nudged her in the side and Lucy laughed.
“She’s a good actress,” Warren said, watching Reese and Justine on screen. It was the season premiere. She hadn’t seen it yet, only glimpses of one of the future episodes when she’d visited the set. Lucy watched Justine and Reese together on the television, transfixed by the way Reese looked at Justine. Remembering the way she’d looked at her earlier that day. Those longing blue-grey eyes, so intently focused. Staring at her gave Lucy the shivers.
For the first time in years, the four of them sat together and watched a television show, Lucy’s parents and sister interjecting every now and then to ask questions about Reese or other characters. Or what was going on in the show. Surprisingly, they seemed rather into it, more so than Lucy had predicted they’d be.
“Evey, wasn’t there something you were going to tell us?” Theresa asked once the show had ended. Eve was busy sipping on a cup of hot tea. She looked awkwardly to each of them, brushing a strand of her hair behind her ear.
“It’s not as big news as Lu’s, that’s for sure,” Eve said.
“What is it sweetheart?” Warren asked, placing a hand on her shoulder.
“I got the internship with Barkley and Barkley in Seattle. It starts next year.”
Lucy’s parents cheered in delight, hugging Eve. Lucy, on the other hand, stood shocked for a minute on the couch. Trying to process. “So, you’re going to Seattle for a year?”
“It’s just a year, sis.” Eve said, looking to Lucy. The two hadn’t been separated for longer than a few weeks their entire lives. Now she was going to be nearly two whole states away in a matter of a few months. “You can come visit.”
On Natural Twenty’s salary, she doubted she’d have an opportunity to afford a visit, but maybe. Lucy swallowed, trying to take it in. Finally, she shoved her feelings down, offering a small smile. “That’s awesome, Evey.” She cleared her throat and suppressed a yawn. “I think I’m going to head to bed for the evening, if that’s okay.” Lucy gave her parents awkward goodnight hugs, fighting back tears. She’d hugged her sister, and made it swiftly out the door. Just as she was about to head off down the hall, a throat cleared behind her behind her. Lucy looked over her shoulder, surprised to see Eve standing in the doorway.
“Just where do you think you’re going?” Eve said, crossing her arms over her chest.
“Back to my room, like I said.” Lucy choked back more tears, rocking in place.
“Not like that, you aren’t,” Eve said, moving to her. Lucy watched as their hands came together and she dragged her out to the porch swing on the front side of the house. They sat down together, rocking softly. “What’s going on?”
Lucy sighed, looking out into the front yard, towards her beat up clunker car that sat in the driveway next to her parents Lexus. Unable to help feeling how stagnant her life had become. How her sister was accomplishing big things, going places. And how she was still stuck at her job at Natural Twenty, doing the same things, never challenging herself. While she’d been satisfied with it until now, suddenly it was starting to become painfully obvious to her.
What she didn’t want, was it to be painfully obvious to Eve.
“I’m just going to miss you,” Lucy sighed, laying her head on her sister’s shoulder.
“Me too,” Eve said, nudging her affectionately and wrapping their arms together. “Me too.”



  CHAPTER 15  





        REESE  


“REALLY, REESE DARLING. YOUR EYES,” Regina clicked her tongue three times, wrapping fingers under Reese’s chin and lifting her head to meet her gaze. “Have you been sleeping? You’ve got terrible bags. Can we get makeup back over here again?”
Reese swatted her away, aggravated. “My eyes are fine. No more makeup.”
The room spun around them as crewman worked to fix the set on wheels behind them, snapping them in place once they were on the markers on the flooring. Hot Fresnel lights hung from the ceilings, burning down on Reese’s skin, making her more uncomfortable than she already was. Fingers fell under the collar of her white button down, pulling it from her neck to breathe. She scanned the audience for Lucy, who was sitting in the second row with her friends. The sight of her eased her mind a little.
It had been two days now since the date at the arcade. Since that kiss they’d shared. Reese hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it, even through hours of work. Even at dinner with her parents at the townhome. Literally, all she could do was think about it.
And think about wanting to do it again.
When Reese came to, Lucy was staring at her smiling. The tension in her shoulders released a little. She smiled back, waving as the makeup artist came back over in front of her.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Reese growled, looking over at Regina who trailed behind them. “Regina, I told you—”
“Those bags, darling. You have to do something about them. The camera will pick them up like they’re magnetic.”
“It’s probably because she’s been spending too much time with that girlfriend of hers,” Justine shot her a disapproving glance from across the table, where she too was getting made up.
Reese fidgeted as the woman applied something under her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, you know what it means Reese,” Justine said, closing her mouth so the makeup artist could apply some lip gloss that nearly made Reese gag. “Just another girl.”
“She’s not ‘just another girl.’ I don’t know how many more times I’m going to have to keep telling you this. Lucy is my best friend. Hell, she’s one of the most important people in my life—”
“Justine has a point, darling,” Regina said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “When is this one going to be done with? You don’t normally last this long. You and Justine should be together by now. You know how good it would be for publicity.”
“Will you both stop? I’m not breaking up with Lucy. This isn’t some joke.” It had been the first time she’d said it out loud. Was it not fake anymore? It certainly hadn’t felt like it since the kiss. It had definitely felt like something more. And maybe, just maybe, Lucy felt the same way. That, or Reese was burying herself in an even deeper hole.
“Geez, Reese. What’s got your panties in a wad?” Justine said, hopping up from the chair once the makeup artist had finished. Reese couldn’t stand makeup, but she made exceptions for the job. The artist was just finishing up her eyes and the minute she had, Reese dodged her and broke away frantically.
“I’m just saying, for the hundredth time, this isn’t just some fling,” Reese explained, trying to stay calm. “Lucy means something to me. It’s real. She’s not like the other girls.”
“It’s going to have to end, Reese,” Regina said flatly. “I don’t care if she’s your best friend. I don’t care how much you like her. It was fine for a little while, but when I told you that you and Justine were unavoidable, I wasn’t lying.”
“I’m not dating Justine,” Reese said, firmly. “No matter how hard you try to shove it down my throat.”
“I have my ways,” Regina said. “You’ll either make this easy on yourself, or you’ll make it difficult. Either way, I’m going to get what I want.” Justine seemed to be smirking behind Regina, but it was so quick Reese could hardly be sure.
“All right, we’re on in one minute,” a kid in a t-shirt that read Entertainment Tonight ran past them. Just as they did, a young reporter named Mike Peterson came to sit beside them at the desk. Reese looked out into the crowd again for Lucy, hoping she’d be giving her one final reassuring glance. Instead, she was talking to Tegan and Everett. Reese turned her attention to Justine, who was engaged in some flirty banter with Mike.
Inside, she was fuming. She didn’t have any cards to play. Lucy wasn’t going to solve her problem anymore. It was still going to haunt her, whatever she did. The only way she would be able to escape Justine…Reese wasn’t sure she had the strength to do it.
“And we’re on in 5-4-3-2…” The floor director pointed at Mike, as a camera pivoted around the set, capturing a shot. Justine and Mike had just wrapped up whatever they had been talking about when he turned towards the camera.
“Good afternoon, folks. We’re here live in Hollywood this afternoon with two of the most popular prime-time television stars in recent years. Justine, Reese, welcome to the show.”
“Reese and I just love coming to talk to you,” Justine said, batting her eyelashes at him.
“First up,” Mike said, looking at Justine. “I want to talk a little about the upcoming season.” Mike’s voice drowned out, Reese letting Justine do most of the talking— which is how it normally went. Reese was staring off into space, thinking about Justine and Regina, cornering her. It was becoming harder to breathe. Reese was struggling to focus. Her ears rang. Finally, she turned towards Mike, and without thinking, blurted the only thing that was on her brain.
Escape. “I’m going to be leaving after this season.”
Reese had thought about it. A lot. But she hadn’t thought she’d actually do it. But they’d left her no choice. It was the only way she’d thought to escape Justine’s clutches, once and for all. Get back to the life she had before, when she’d been working for the love of the art, not to be tortured by an agent for publicity’s sake. And she and her parents, they’d make it work somehow.
The entire audience went deathly quiet. Reese turned, looking Mike square in the eyes. “I’ve decided I want to pursue other projects. While I enjoy Across the Universe a great deal, it just isn’t my passion. I want to go back to loving the craft. Being who I used to be.”
The stage director signaled the commercial break. Mike turned back to the camera, clearing his throat. “And, we’ll be back after a quick commercial break.” Before Justine or Mike could ask any questions, Reese turned towards him and stuck out her hand.
“It was a pleasure, Mike. I’m going to head out.” Mike shook her hand, looking as if he was struggling to find words. It didn’t matter. Reese wanted out. She wanted Lucy.
A ridiculous amount of chatter erupted into the room as Reese shuffled off the stage in a hurry. Not wanting to make any more small-talk than she had to. Regina was waiting for her in the wings. Reese did her best to skirt around the crazed blonde, wanting nothing more than to get out of dodge. “Get out of my way, Regina.”
“What the hell do you think you’re doing saying something like that, Reese?” Regina’s nostrils flared and her eyes looked murderous. “You do realize what a disaster this is going to be to clear up now? Do you enjoy making my life difficult?”
“No,” Reese replied, looking to her. “No, I don’t Regina. Which is why you’re fired.”
“You can’t fire me,” Regina snapped. Truthfully, she was right. Reese had signed a contract with the agency. She was glued to them until it was over.
“I’ll get another agent from the agency. I’m done working with you. And I’m not working on Across the Universe after this season. I won’t renew my contract,” Reese said flatly. “So, you’re just going to have to figure something else out. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find Lucy.”
“That girlfriend of yours should be the last thing on your mind right now,” Regina said, her tone menacing, trailing at her heel as she made her way towards the audience entrance. From the side wing she’d noticed that Lucy and her friends’ seats were empty. Reese was certain they must have left. She didn’t blame Lucy for being angry, if she was. Her outburst had come as a surprise to her as well. Reese hoped maybe she would catch her before she left the building, darting down the hall towards the front entrance. They were already getting into Tegan’s car in the parking lot. By the time Reese made it outside, they’d taken off.
Reese turned to Regina, who had kept up behind her. “We’ll talk about this later.”
“We’ll talk about this right now!” Regina said, blocking her from leaving. “We’re going to fix this. You aren’t leaving.”
“I sure as hell am,” Reese said firmly, and skirted around her to the Passat. Hopping inside and leaving her fuming agent behind her.
Reese had checked her parents’ house first, with no luck, then Tegan and Everett’s on the opposite end of town. The last place she’d expected was the game store, which was likely closed by now. But when she’d pulled up into the parking lot, the light was on inside the building. Reese could make out a collection of people gathered around a white plastic gaming table through the window. The redhead gave them away. Tegan was always easy to spot. Reese turned off the ignition in the Passat, walking up to the doors.
When she tapped on the window, the entire group looked up, and turned her direction. Lucy was last. When they met eyes, she watched a scowl take over her face. Yep, definitely mad. But she didn’t ignore her, getting to her feet and wandering slowly over to the door. Reese watched her, feeling a tug in her chest that she hadn’t ever felt with Lucy before. Something new. Reese noticed how she’d pulled her hair up on top of her head in a messy bun, exposing her neck. She was looking a little too long.
So long that Lucy had already opened the door. “What, Reese?”
“You look beautiful,” is what Reese really wanted to tell her. Instead she stood with her mouth hanging slightly open as Lucy gave her a look over and then proceeded to try and shut the door back the way it was. “Wait,” Reese said hastily, bracing the door with a hand.
“We’re busy,” Lucy said gruffly, shoving her body against the door. She’d nearly gotten the door closed, but Reese had always been stronger and managed to catch it before it locked.
“Please? I just need to talk to you a minute,” Reese said calmly. “I want to explain.”
“There’s no need for explaining,” Lucy fought her, shoving her body into the door. “Go away, Reese.”
“Can you just let me in for two seconds? Please? It’s important.”
Lucy’s bleeding heart finally gave in. She released the door, and all the weight Reese had pushed into it caused her to tumble forward, falling clumsily onto the tile flooring inside with an ‘oomph’. Lucy, who stood to her left, was suppressing a laugh. The other three, who were all gathered at a table across the room, burst into laughter.
Reese waved a hand, getting back to her feet. “I’m okay. Really. No need to worry.” A terrible attempt at a joke, but Lucy’s friends seemed to approve, all still recovering from laughing.
“We’re busy, Reese,” Lucy said from beside her. “What do you want?” Reese turned to look at her, just as she brushed by, going to sit back down at the table with her friends. They were playing a game of some sort, but Reese couldn’t place what it was. Until she saw the cover of a book marked, Dungeons and Dragons.
“Can I just talk to you for a minute? Alone? Please?” Reese asked again, politely.
Lucy stared at her, after she’d sat back down at the table. “We’re in the middle of our game. Can you just talk to me tomorrow?”
And Reese did the last thing she’d expected to do. Something that, if she had been asked only a few days prior, she would have laughed even at the possibility. “Can I join you then?” Lucy had asked Reese at least a half a dozen times to play the game with her, to which Reese had always replied, “I’m just not that nerdy.”
The entire group looked stunned at her. Reese shifted uncomfortably in place, now feeling awkward having asked.
“We already have a full party,” Lucy started to explain. Whatever that had meant. A grey-haired man that Reese didn’t recognize interrupted her.
“You guys could use some more DPS.” More words Reese didn’t understand. “I mean, a fighter might be nice to have. I think I have one, give me a second…” The man dug through his bag while Reese came to sit down next to Lucy.
“Really?” Lucy was looking at him, annoyed. He ignored her, finding what he was looking for and handing it across the table to Reese. She had no idea what she was looking at. An intimidating looking page full of numbers and words she didn’t recognize. Her gaze drifted upward to the man across the table, outstretching a hand. “I’m Reese.”
“Definitely know who you are,” he said with a smile, shaking her hand firmly. “I’m Josh. Nice to meet you.”
Reese returned the smile and then looked over to Lucy. “Are you going to explain to me what all of this is? Or am I going to be lost the entire game?”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll still be lost,” Lucy rolled her eyes. “I mean really. I’ve asked you a half dozen times to play with me and you pick now?” Lucy hesitated for a minute, pondering and then leaned into her, pointing at different boxes on the paper. “So, your name is Sir James Killington. You’re a barbarian fighter.”
Reese, who was distracted by that citrusy smell of Lucy struggled to pay attention. “Can’t I be a woman? What about Jamie?”
“Fine. Jamie. You have to make up a backstory.”
“Backstory?”
Lucy sighed, looking rather annoyed. “You know, like a story about your character. Where you’re from, what you’re going to be doing, where we find you, that sort of thing.”
“I have one made up,” Josh offered to Reese, who threw up a hand.
“I kind of like this idea. Give me a second.”
The group paused, letting Reese think. Finally, she smiled. “Okay. So, I’m a famous performer who does fighting on the side. And I’m looking for my one true love.” Reese nudged Lucy playfully in the shoulder, who ignored her.
“We don’t need a bard,” Lucy said, shaking her head.
“A what?”
Josh piped up. “Fighters can be performers. What if she was a part of the circus?”
“That sounds fun,” Reese agreed. “I’m a part of the circus.”
Lucy sighed, looking back at Reese’s paper. “Okay, so these are your stats,” she explained, showing her things to read. Numbers next to words that Reese didn’t understand. “Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, etc. They go from 8 points to as high as 18 points. It’s how strong you are, how dexterous you are, how smart you are, and so on.”
“I’m not very smart,” Reese noted the 10 points she had written on her paper.
“No, you aren’t,” Lucy replied, somewhat snippily. Reese raised an eyebrow, figuring she’d meant it in more ways than one. “And these are your ability points, like what skills you’re good at. See, you’re good at tracking stuff and investigating things, and that sort of stuff. And you’re good at acrobatic things like swimming and jumping and so forth.”
“Which makes being in the circus plausible,” Josh added.
Reese learned she had a “great sword” that did a significant amount of damage when she was able to hit something. They traveled to different cities, where Reese would perform to earn their keep at the inns there and make a few coins to buy things. While Reese wasn’t as good a fighter as she anticipated and couldn’t get the hang of rolling dice effectively, she’d been very good at helping in other ways.
The game was interesting, to say the least. Josh had gotten Reese a small miniature fighter woman to use on the game board. Reese noted that she was fairly attractive, with long flowing dark brown hair and a curvy frame. “I’m pretty badass,” she noted, running a finger over the plastic two-handed sword she wielded.
“I painted that myself,” Josh admitted, and Reese looked impressed. “I kinda do it on the side as a hobby. It’s pretty relaxing.” As he was talking, he drew out a map on the board on the table and then began explaining the next event in the story. According to Tegan and Everett they were about to fight something.
“Probably another werewolf,” Everett said, thinking aloud.
And Everett had been right. They must have fought at least a dozen or more. By the end of the game, even Lucy seemed as if she was in a better mood. And truth-be-told, even Reese had a good time.
“You guys wanna go grab a pizza with us?” Tegan asked them, as Everett and Josh picked up. “We were thinking about hitting up the new place down the street.”
“I’m okay,” Lucy said, looking at Reese. “Besides, we need to talk. Right?”
Reese nodded. “I’m good too. Thanks though.”
“Okay,” Tegan said, looking to each of them. “Well, I’ll see you in a few days, Lu?” The group of them hugged, and surprisingly Tegan came to hug Reese too, and Everett and Josh shook her hand. “It was fun playing with you Reese.”
“Yeah, thanks for letting me play,” she agreed.
The others left, leaving Lucy sitting on the far end of the table, eyeing Reese as she fiddled with a set of purple and gold dice. She cleared her throat. “You oddly sucked worse than me at dice rolling today. I didn’t think that was humanly possible, considering how bad I suck at dice rolling.”
“It was my first time,” Reese said, raising a brow and grinning. “Go easy on me.”
“You nearly got us all killed,” Lucy reminded her, her lips curling into a small smirk. “I mean, that pack of werewolves? You thought you could just talk to them, and they’d listen? They’re animals Reese.”
“I thought maybe they were the magical kind,” Reese argued. “You know, like in Disney movies. The ones that talk…”
Lucy buried her face in her hands, shaking her head. Reese laughed, and then sat up, changing seats to move closer to her. “Well, you should at least practice your dice rolling for next time, then.”
“There’s a next time, huh?” Reese asked, still smiling. “I apparently didn’t suck that bad.”
“Well, if you’re going to be my girlfriend, you probably better play D&D with me.”
“I kind of like being your girlfriend,” Reese said, without thinking about it. Once she had, her eyes glanced up to Lucy’s, who was studying her curiously.
“You do?” Lucy asked, sounding somewhat surprised.
“A lot, actually,” Reese admitted, swiveling in her chair to face her. Their knees knocked together when she did. “Lucy, I need to tell you something.”
“No, you don’t,” Lucy replied, reaching out to stroke the side of her cheek. Reese melted into her touch, leaning her face against her. Their eyes met, and the world paused for just a moment before Lucy moved in to her, pushing their lips together softly. The kiss was slow, thoughtful even. It sent Reese’s stomach into a wild swirl. After a moment, Lucy raised her mouth from hers, and gazed into her eyes. “Do you want to go somewhere?”



  CHAPTER 16  





        LUCY  


IT WAS dark in the townhome when they got there, Reese’s parents having gone to bed. It had been a long time since Lucy had come over to her house. Reese held on to Lucy’s hand, leading her through the dark kitchen and down the hall to her bedroom. Once she’d gotten her inside and shut the door, she turned to face her. Lucy’s calm was shattered when Reese’s mouth returned to hers, urgent and exploratory. Her tongue traced the soft fullness of her lips, leaving a searing heat in its wake.
That taste of her mouth. Lucy could taste it for the rest of her life and be satisfied. Lucy sucked her bottom lip in between her own and Reese moaned in response, rocking in to her. Reese lifted Lucy up from the ground, who, without hesitation, wrapped her legs around her waist. She was strong. Deceivably so. Lucy lost her breath as she was laid down onto the plush navy blue comforter of Reese’s bed, with a subtle but clearly noticeable force. Climbed on top of her, and fell to place her mouth against the side of Lucy’s face.
“If you only knew the things I wanted to do to you,” Reese whispered.
Lucy swallowed. Hard. Felt her heart ramping up in her chest. Leaned back to breath the words she spoke into Reese’s skin. “What are you waiting for then?” Lucy watched as Reese sat up, leaning her lower half of her body into Lucy’s. Trailed her fingers down Lucy’s bare arms. She didn’t say anything, just looked at Lucy, giving the impression that a few glances were enough to read the entirety of her being. Lucy’s desires. What Lucy really longed for, deeply and truly. She wanted Reese. Not Harper Reed. Not the actress. But the human being. The one that had entranced her, held her captive and at her mercy all this time.
This definitely wasn't fake. It was very, very real.
Reese’s body encompassed her own, and when her lips fell down into the crook of Lucy’s neck, she arched her back, pressing them together. Tightly. One of Reese’s hands swooped down between them, unbuttoning her jeans, while her lips fell lightly into Lucy’s flesh. Reese slipped her fingers all the way into her panties, catching her swollen clit between them. Lucy’s breath caught in her throat, squirming and panting.
“Lucy,” Reese breathed into the flesh of her neck, nibbling at the lobe of her ear.
“Yes?” Lucy gasped.
“I want you.”
The world spun. Lucy’s thoughts fizzled into nothing, releasing a low, rolling groan that had been held captive inside of her. “I want you too,” she whispered, planting her lips against the side of Reese’s face. Trembling just the slightest amount.
Reese groaned, teeth sinking into the dip of Lucy’s neck. The sensation was marvelous. She rolled her hips again, fingers tangling into her short ash brown locks. Moaned into the room as her kisses rolled down her neck, and onto her exposed collarbone. Finally, she moved away again. Lucy nearly following her, sitting up as Reese left the bed.
“Take off your clothes,” Reese commanded.
Lucy did as she was told. She was dressed casually. A navy blue Wonder Woman t-shirt and a pair of jeans. The way Lucy stepped out of them, so deliberately and full of intent, was hopefully an indication of how desperately she’d been waiting for this moment. Reese’s eyes studied her, from top to bottom, in one fluid sweep. Lucy could feel the heat in her cheeks as their eyes met.
Lips crashed together again, like stormy waves rippling on the shore. Tongues tasting every inch they could reach. Hands flowing everywhere they could touch.
“On the bed,” Reese gasped between breaths.
While she fell back against the soft sheets, Lucy watched, entranced, as Reese removed her own clothes, unsure if her heart could take much more of this. Of the physical state of Reese, in her bare flesh in front of her. Her small, pert breasts, muscular stomach. The hint of pubic hair that made way to the flesh between her legs. Instinctively, her tongue licked over her lips as she waited in eager anticipation for what was next.
“Spread your legs,” Reese said.
Lucy could feel the tug of her painfully hard nipples. The way her breath was catching a little in her throat. But she did exactly what Reese had asked of her, and watched as her attention drifted lower, down to Lucy’s naked lap. Those eyes said everything Lucy needed to know. How much desperation she felt, too. Lucy’s awareness zeroed in on Reese and the thudding heartbeat in her chest. Dazed by the extraordinary amount of anticipation she felt, waiting for Reese’s touch. Lucy edged her legs apart further, spreading herself for the woman that was so hungry for her. “Reese.” Reese’s hands fell on either side of her body as she climbed over her, knees resting against the bed on either side of her hips. Lucy found herself begging. “Please.”
Reese looked happy to oblige, sitting up so that the heat of her crotch was warming Lucy’s stomach. The feeling made her insides churn. Reese’s hands made meticulous work of smoothing over the slopes of Lucy’s breasts, fingers twisting around her hardened nipples. Wrecking Lucy’s ability to concentrate on anything else other than her touch.
When Reese’s sweltering tongue finally skipped over the flesh of her nipple, Lucy released a cry that filled the room. Transfixed by the sensation of a skilled mouth and insistent lips, sucking at her breast, Lucy moaned again. Loudly. She knew she was wet. Wetter than she’d ever felt in her life. Likely spilling onto Reese’s immaculate sheets. And she couldn’t have cared. Only wanted more of this woman, and for that teasing mouth to taste her everywhere.
A nipple clamped between Reese’s teeth, the tip teased by her warm tongue. Her other fingers twisted playfully on its twin, until Lucy thrust her hips upward again, pressing into Reese’s warm, naked flesh. “Please,” she managed to gasp.
Reese’s face looked up, a playful smirk crossing her lips. “Do you need to be licked that badly?” Lucy, who was taken aback by her abruptness, simply stared, feeling her cheeks getting hot again from the attention to her heady desires. “Tell me then,” Reese moved up her body, planting her lips to Lucy’s earlobe, sucking it into her mouth and biting. Lucy moaned. “Tell me how badly, Lucy.”
Lucy breathed out in a lustful pant, her hands wrapping around Reese’s naked frame, fingers digging lightly into the flesh of her back. “So badly,” she gasped, and Reese ran her searching tongue down Lucy’s neck, tasting her dewy flesh. “Please,” she added.
Eager fingers trickled down Lucy’s body. Past her stomach, and onto the small mound of hair on top of her pubic bone. Dipped in between the mounds of flesh between her legs, and rolling over Lucy’s painfully swollen clit, just for a second.
“You’re so wet,” Reese noted, bringing her fingers back to her lips and sucking them into her mouth. Lucy’s eyes widened, watching her breathlessly as she licked them clean. A visible shiver erupted from Lucy, from her head down to the tips of her feet, not stopping. Reese reached down, pressing against her inner thigh, helping her spread apart again.
Reese swallowed, throat tensing visibly. Stared deeply into Lucy’s eyes, and leaned down to kiss the side of her mouth, before pushing into her head on. Tongues establishing a wild rhythm, dancing together like they’d done this hundreds of times before. When Lucy felt Reese’s fingers sliding between her legs, gliding hungrily over the wetness of her pussy, she broke away with a gasp. Rested her forehead on Reese’s shoulder, closing her eyes. Reese swirled around her opening once more, before she withdrew, sliding off of her.
Lucy propped her upper body up on her elbows, watching as Reese pulled her until her legs hung off the side of the bed, spread wide for her. Watched as she got to her knees on the floor, face inches away from her burning pussy. Repositioned her hands at the crease of Lucy’s thighs. She could feel the heat of her breath radiating on her wetness, and felt the electric jolt as Reese’s tongue made a sweep from her opening to the tip of her clit. Nothing else existed, except Reese’s tongue on her as those lips wrapped around her, sucking into her mouth.
Then she filled her, two fingers sliding inside, curling slightly. The world exploded as Reese flicked over her, ever so lightly with her tongue. Lucy found the edge, tumbling over it like she’d been hit with a violent wave. She gripped onto Reese’s head, pressing her firmly down between her legs as earth-shattering pleasure erupted down the length of her, filled with moans and whimpers. Reese’s grunts and moans along with her caused Lucy’s entire body to tremble in excitement. When she pulled away, her face was glistening with Lucy’s arousal.
Lucy propped herself up and Reese crawled over her until their mouths came together in a quick, passionate kiss. She groaned, tasting herself on Reese’s lips and pressed her tongue deeper into the warmth of her mouth. Then carefully moved her lips to the side of Reese’s mouth, onto her cheek, her ear, and then to the crease of her neck. Teeth sunk into her flesh, gently, as Lucy’s fingers roamed across Reese’s naked body, fingers curving down between her legs. “Reese,” she breathed into her skin. She could feel her tremble ever so slightly as her fingers grazed over her pussy. And then with an air of confidence about her, said the last thing she ever thought she would to her best friend in the entire universe.
“Let me make you come.”



  CHAPTER 17  





        REESE  


IT WAS EARLY. The sun had just started to peak in the Santa Monica sky. Reese had barely slept, doing her best to be as quiet as possible as she scampered across her townhome kitchen in nothing but a pair of boxers and an undershirt. A pan clattered noisily on the stove. Reese cursed to herself, holding it steady before she fumbled in the pantry and the refrigerator. Ungracefully.
“Shit,” Reese said, an egg rolling out of the carton to the floor. Reese scrambled to find something to pick it up with. A paper towel. Anything. After, on her phone, she pulled up a recipe. One of her favorites. She’d never made it before, but figured now was as good a time as any to try.
Two English muffins plopped in the toaster on the counter that had never been touched before. Reese pulled out a set of ceramic bowls from the cabinets, all of which had accumulated dust. After a brief wash in the sink, she set to work cracking eggs into the bowl. The first one proved to be a disaster, egg shells falling into the bowl. Reese groaned, using two fingers to try and pick it out carefully.
A throat cleared from behind her. Reese looked over her shoulder. Lucy was wearing one of her button-down shirts, half buttoned, with what appeared to be nothing underneath. Her dark brown hair was crinkled and in disarray on top of her head in a messy bun. She looked sleepily at her, half smiling as she nudged her glasses up her nose.
It got to Reese every time she did that.
“Come here,” Reese said, extending a hand out to her. Lucy trailed into the kitchen, taking her hand as soon as she was close enough. Reese pulled her into her arms, kissing her softly on the lips.
“What disastrous things are you doing?” Lucy asked, looking over Reese’s shoulder while she nudged into her cheek, lips running down the side of her face.
“Terrible things,” Reese mumbled, a hand running in between the undone buttons of her dress shirt. Feeling Lucy’s warm skin beneath her fingertips. She let out a soft sigh as her hands stroked upward towards Lucy’s small, pert breast. Before she could get to it, Lucy slipped away, investigating the mess Reese had made in the bowl.
“You have eggshell in there, I hope you know,” Lucy nodded towards the bowl. Reese frowned, turning her attention back towards the food, just as the English muffins popped up from the toaster. Black and smoking. “And your toast is burnt.”
“I hate food,” Reese grumbled and Lucy let out a laugh.
“You don’t hate food.” Lucy corrected her. “Clearly you don’t know how to make food, which is an entirely different story.” Reese resisted the urge to roll her eyes at her as Lucy plucked out the muffins and threw them away in the garbage next to the counter. She disposed of the eggs in the sink and rinsed the bowl. “What are you trying to make, anyway?”
“An English muffin egg sandwich,” Reese admitted.
“Oh, that’s my favorite,” Lucy smiled, looking back at her.
“I know,” Reese smiled.
“Okay, get me some butter and milk and I’ll show you how to do this correctly,” Lucy said simply. The two sat together in the kitchen, working in unison. Lucy cracked eggs like a professional, letting them fall into a bowl. “Add a little milk for me.” Reese poured some into the bowl until Lucy stopped her. “So, you want to whisk the eggs to get a little air in them.” She handed the whisk to Reese and Reese attempted, poorly, to whisk. Lucy laughed, watching her.
“What?” Reese asked, somewhat aggravated.
“It’s just little wrist movements. Here.” Lucy took it from her for a minute to demonstrate and then handed it back to her. Once Reese got the hang of it, she smiled. “There you go.” She buttered a skillet and Reese tipped the eggs inside once the pan was hot.
Reese opened the oven for a moment to check on the bacon that had been cooking. It was just starting to look done, which pleased Reese that she’d gotten at least something right. Lucy helped take it out of the oven, setting it on top of a few pot holders on the countertop.
The amazing smells that filled Reese’s kitchen by the time the two were done cooking made Reese want to cook more often. Once they’d plated their food, Reese led them out to the veranda to eat. It overlooked downtown Santa Monica in the distance. “Wow,” Lucy said. “You have quite a view.”
Once Lucy had set her plate down, she buttoned up the shirt the rest of the way and then sat at her seat. Below, on the street corner, a stray paparazzi cameraman lingered. Likely waiting for the two to leave the apartment. When he spotted them, he cocked his camera upward. For a minute, Reese had an urge to shush him away. Instead, she gave a small wave and a smile, deciding it wasn’t worth the effort. Lucy noticed her waving and looked down. Hesitated for a moment, and then waved too. Eventually they turned their attention back towards one another and their food.
“I don’t know how you do it,” Lucy said, after she’d chewed a bite off of her sandwich.
“Do what?”
“Deal with all of that,” Lucy nudged her head in the direction of the paparazzi who was still taking pictures of them. Reese ignored him, keeping her attention focused on the beautiful woman in front of her. “Doesn’t it get annoying?”
“Sometimes,” Reese admitted. “But you get used to it. They kind of fade into the background.”
“Really? They seem so invasive.”
“They are. But only if you let them. He’ll get bored in a minute and leave. Just wait.”
Lucy occasionally looked down at the cameraman as she ate, and sure enough Reese was right and he wandered off after a few minutes. Seemingly satisfied with the photos he’d gotten.
“I don’t know if I’d ever get used to it,” Lucy admitted. “It’s an invasion of privacy.”
“There’re ways to avoid them,” Reese admitted, smirking. “I’ll have to teach you my ways.” Lucy smiled and they ate in silence for a minute.
“So, are you going to talk to me about the elephant in the room?”
“Elephant?” Reese said, finishing off half of her egg sandwich. “What do you mean?”
“The fact that you’re leaving Across the Universe. I feel like that’s something you should have told me about before you went and announced it to the world—”
“I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” Reese admitted. “I just got stirred up yesterday, so I decided to announce it then.”
“Why do you want to leave?” Lucy asked.
Reese pondered for a minute, then decided to answer honestly. “I don’t really like the show. It’s nothing against it, really. I just am tired of the same old thing, over and over. I’m not a huge fan of all this nerdy stuff—” Lucy looked offended for a minute, staring at the food on her plate, not looking up at Reese. “Hey,” Reese said, nudging her with a foot under the table.
“What?” Lucy looked up at her again.
“I do like that you like it,” Reese noted. “I think it’s cute. It’s one of the many things I like about you.”
“Really?” Lucy asked and Reese nodded. They sat in silence for a moment before Lucy continued. “You must like something about it, don’t you? Working on the show I mean.”
Reese seemed to ponder on the question for quite a while before she responded. “It’s really well written,” she admitted. “And I met Tom.”
“Tom does seem like a nice guy,” Lucy agreed.
“I like the people I meet. They’re kind. Very engaged. They love the show, and love my acting, and it’s nice to be appreciated…” Reese rambled on for a minute, realizing she’d said a lot more positive things than she’d intended to. “I guess I like it a lot more than I thought I did.”
Lucy smiled, seeming pleased that she’d gotten that sort of reaction. “I guess so.”
Reese turned back to the original question. “I’ve wanted to leave for a while,” she said again, picking up a scrap of leftover sandwich and plopping it into her mouth. “I just haven’t had a good opportunity. I got into the show when I was scrambling for work, and I just stuck with it for as long as I could.”
“What would you do if you didn’t do this show?”
“I don’t know, something more serious,” Reese said thoughtfully. “I always thought I’d be good at a crime drama, or a courtroom drama.”
Lucy sat pondering the idea before she nodded. “You’d be good at that I think. You have a very good resting bitch face.”
Reese had made the fatal mistake of taking a drink of her coffee while Lucy said it. It snorted up her nose. She coughed for a minute before responding. “A resting-what-now?”
“Resting bitch face. You’ve never heard that before?”
A laugh escaped her. “No, no I haven’t. You think I have a bitch face?”
“It’s a very cute bitch face though.”
Suddenly, the door to the veranda squeaked. Reese looked up quickly, noticing her mother in the doorway. “I thought I heard you two out here.” Emily was looking at Lucy, who was smiling at her. “It’s nice to see your face first thing in the morning.”
“You too,” Lucy replied. “We didn’t wake you both, did we?”
“Oh no, you’re perfectly fine.” Emily wandered out onto the porch, pulling up a seat next to Reese. “How are you girls this morning?”
“Good,” Lucy looked to Reese, who gave her a nod and reached for her hand.
“Really good,” Reese replied, reaching out to grasp Lucy’s hand and bring it to her lips to kiss it. Lucy’s face flushed and she nudged her glasses up her nose.
“You know, I was meaning to tell you the other day,” Emily said, turning to look towards Lucy. “I was cleaning up in our room and found some of your father’s writing in our things. I wanted to ask you if maybe you wanted it.”
“You read my dad’s work?” Lucy asked, surprised. “I didn’t realize he shared it.”
“Oh, plenty of times,” Emily nodded. “I can scrounge it up for you if you’d like.”
“I’d love that,” Lucy said, nodding. “He always wanted to write for a television show. I wish I had the courage to follow in his footsteps like that.”
“I don’t see why you couldn’t,” Emily said thoughtfully. “I’m sure Reese could pull some strings.” She turned her attention towards Reese then.
“I didn’t even think about that,” Reese shrugged. “I could see what I can do.”
Lucy looked as if she was pondering it for a moment, but finally leaned back in her chair. “To be honest, I’m really happy where I am. I like my job.”
“Think about it at least?” Emily said, and Lucy nodded. “It’s a little chilly. I should go check on your father and see what he’s up to. He was going to make some more coffee.”
“There’s breakfast in the kitchen. Lucy and I made it.” Reese nodded to her, helping her up from the chair.
“Look at you, making breakfast,” Emily smiled and looked to Lucy. “You always brought out the best in her.” Lucy smiled at her as Reese walked with her mother to the door. She kissed her on the cheek before she disappeared back into the kitchen and down the hall. After her mother disappeared, Lucy and Reese worked together to clean up dishes. Reese looked at the clock, realizing they’d need to be at work soon.
Once they’d snuck back into Reese’s room, Reese watched as Lucy undressed from her shirt. The sight made her approach, laying hands on her shoulders and gently kissing the side of her neck. “I wish you didn’t have to get dressed,” she whispered.
“I don’t think Kevin would approve of me coming to work naked,” Lucy laughed, turning to kiss her softly on the lips. “Nice try though.”



  CHAPTER 18  





        LUCY  


A FEW WEEKS later Lucy spent the evening meeting up with her friends and sister at Island Burgers, down by the beachfront. It was a nice evening out, a little windy but nice nonetheless. The group sat together, munching on a basket of fries and admiring the beach view outside.
“Man, it feels like forever since we’ve come down here,” Josh said, after taking a drink of water. “I miss the beach.” The rest of them agreed, nodding along.
They made small talk for a few minutes before Eve got to what everyone else had been wondering about but hadn’t asked. “So why did you want to meet up guys?” She was talking to Tegan and Everett who were sitting at the far end of the table, acting oddly suspicious. The pair exchanged glances before Everett nodded for Tegan to speak.
“So—we kind of have a surprise for you guys,” Tegan said, exchanging a look with Everett, who had broken into a smile. She paused for an awfully long time, so long that Lucy almost yelled at them to continue. “Everett and I decided we’re going to elope.”
The group erupted into excited chatter. “What really?” Josh said, surprised.
“Tegan that’s amazing,” Eve said.
“When?” Lucy asked, looking at Everett.
“We got someone to do it this Saturday. We thought it would be nice just on the beach right here. What do you guys think?” The group nodded in agreement. Tegan looked to Lucy then. “And you can bring your girlfriend, so long as she doesn’t bring a slew of visitors with her.”
Lucy smiled. “I’m sure we can disguise her well enough.”
“How’s that going, anyway?” Josh asked, just as the waitress brought their food to the table.
“Good,” Lucy said, admiring her mushroom Swiss burger, doing her best not to salivate all over it. “Really good, actually.”
“Better than good,” Tegan said, smirking at her. “Lucy hasn’t been back to the apartment for a few weeks now. She’s always spending the night with a certain someone…”
“Where’s Reese anyway?” Everett asked. “I figured you would have invited her to come.”
“She’s got shooting again today,” Lucy explained. “I don’t think she’ll be home till late.”
“I still can’t believe you’re dating a television star,” Eve said, shaking her head.
“She’s my best—” Lucy was cut off abruptly by a commotion behind her. When she turned, there were two young kids standing there, a boy and a girl. They looked excitedly at her. Lucy knew, without them even having to speak, what was coming. And it had nothing to do with the napkins and pens in their hands.
The parents were watching from a few tables away. Lucy gave them a sheepish wave. They nudged their children on, who turned to look back at Lucy, eyes wide. “Are you Reese Simmons girlfriend?” Lucy, who had been approached on more than one occasion lately by Reese’s fans, nodded. “Can we get your autograph?”
Lucy grabbed the pen and napkin from the little boy. “What’s your name?”
“Andrew,” he said. Lucy scribbled ‘You’re the best, Andrew’ on the napkin and then scribbled ‘Love, Lucy and Reese’. After she’d done the same for Eliza, the girl, the two hugged her and then wandered off back to their parents.
“Awwwww,” Tegan sighed from beside her. “Everett, when can we make a million of those? I want them!”
Everett stared at Tegan, shaking his head. “One thing at a time, woman.”
Lucy was about to continue eating her food when she felt another tap on her shoulder. A wave of dread washed over her as she turned back around. A small crowd had gathered. All waiting to talk to her, Lucy assumed.
“Can I get a picture?” the woman closest to her asked. “My husband won’t believe it.”
A half a dozen people later, Lucy was looking at Josh with crazy eyes, begging for an escape plan. He exchanged glances with the rest of her friends, saying something low and inaudible to them. As soon as he had, he got up to his feet and pointed down the beach a way.
“I see Reese Simmons! She’s down there by the pier!”
“Reese Simmons!” Someone shouted to Lucy’s right. A teenage boy. Most of the remainder of the group scurried off the deck of the restaurant, heading down the beach. As soon as they’d left Lucy some room, she felt Josh grasp her hand.
“Let’s get out of here,” he smirked.
    
“WHERE ARE WE GOING?” Lucy asked, unable to see anything due to the scarf Reese had wrapped around her eyes. She could just barely make out flecks of the sunset light from the edges. “I feel like we’ve been in the car for days.”
“Will you quit your whining?” Reese said, clicking her tongue. “We’ll be there in just a minute. You are the most impatient person I know.”
“I’m not impatient!” Lucy said defensively.
“Oh really?” Reese replied, just as the car made a left-hand turn and started up a hill. “I bet you can’t stay quiet until we get there.”
“You’re on,” Lucy said. The car grew quiet for a few minutes until Reese hit a rather large bump, which startled her. “Reese!”
“See,” Reese replied, just as she’d stopped the car. Lucy felt her put it into park and waited impatiently. “Now you just need to give me a few more minutes. Just sit here. No peeking.” Lucy sighed as she heard Reese get out of the car. She waited in darkness, fidgeting in her seat. Again, it seemed like an extraordinary amount of time before Reese opened the door again and reached for her hand.
“Come on, be careful, remember to step out of the car—”
“I know how to walk Reese,” Lucy said, somewhat annoyed. “Where are we going?”
“You just have to wait two seconds, come on.” Reese tugged her along the side of the car. Lucy rested a hand on the side until they’d come around to the backside. When she stopped, she sat Lucy down on the ground, on what felt like a blanket, and then removed the blindfold.
Lucy blinked a few times. It was still a little light out, but her focus hadn’t been on the dusky horizon. Instead, it was on the set of string lights that hung out from Reese’s car and were strung around a tent. Illuminating the small space around them. A blanket had been laid outside of the tent, with a picnic basket and a stack of board games. They’d parked on the edge of the hill that overlooked Hollywood and Santa Monica in the distance. She found herself sighing a little at the sight of it all. “My first date idea,” she said, a smile stretching across her face.
“Well, definitely not our first date,” Reese said. “But I figured after your eventful afternoon you might want a nice quiet evening.”
The commotion at the restaurant earlier had been a lot to take for Lucy, but Reese had assured her when they texted one another that she had the perfect way to make it up to her. And she certainly had. “Please tell me you didn’t bring Monopoly,” Lucy said, sifting through the games.
“I brought something better,” Reese said, defensively, pulling a game out of the stack. It looked old and worn, and Lucy hadn’t seen it before, though she’d heard of it. “This is a first edition Hero Forge. I thought you might like it because—”
“ —Because of D&D,” Lucy smiled, flipping the box over to inspect it. “This looks like it’s a century old.”
“It was one of the first board games my dad bought me,” Reese said, when Lucy had turned her attention back towards her. “We used to play it on set sometimes when they’d run late into the evenings. Even my mom really liked it.”
“So, the Simmons are a little nerdy after all,” Lucy grinned.
“Want to play it?” Reese asked, but Lucy had already opened the box. “I’m guessing that means yes…”
As usual, they were lost in conversation through the game. Reese had been winning for a stretch, but Lucy, not surprisingly, had caught up to her towards the end. “How you always do that, I don’t know…” Reese said, shaking her head.
Lucy looked up and the two met eyes. It was dark now, the light of the string lights illuminating the space for them. She smiled, and Reese looked curiously at her. “What?”
“I still can’t believe it,” Lucy said, simply. “Me and you, I mean.”
“Me either,” Reese agreed, moving her token across the board. “I mean, I thought about it from time to time…”
Lucy’s head jerked up in surprise, eyes growing slightly wider. “You thought about it?” Reese smiled, seeming to enjoy Lucy’s surprise.
“Of course,” Reese said, nodding for Lucy to take her turn. As she moved, Reese continued. “You know, when we were on that date with Justine… What I said, it wasn’t completely inaccurate.”
“What you said about what?” Lucy asked, looking back up to her.
“About wanting to kiss you,” Reese said, eyes focused dead on her. “Sometimes it’s hard not to want to.”
“Really?” Lucy said. “I mean, you literally could have any woman you want…” Suddenly Lucy was feeling a little awkward at the thought. Her face dropped a little. Until she felt Reese slide closer to her, lifting her chin up so they were looking at one another again.
“Lucy,” Reese said, shaking her head. “You might not realize this, but you’re amazing.” Lucy couldn’t find words to reply with, so Reese continued on without her. “You’re kind, you’re generous, you have an amazing smile…” She paused for a second. “And that little thing you do where you nudge your glasses up your nose.” Instinctively, Lucy’s finger nudged at the bridge of her glasses. Reese let out a groan, pulling her face to hers and kissing her firmly. “Yeah, that gets to me every time.”
Lucy smiled, placing their lips together again, just to feel the brush of them together for a brief moment. When she pulled away, she spoke again. “Well, I’ve always thought you’re cute too, you know. Sometimes an embarrassing amount.”
Reese laughed. “Of course, I’m cute. That’s a given.” Lucy shoved her playfully, letting her fall back onto the blanket. Before she knew it, Lucy had crawled over the board game, scattering pieces. She pulled herself on top of Reese, looking down at her with a smile.
“You messed up the board game,” Reese noted, just as Lucy’s mouth came down to the side of Reese’s cheek.
“I realize that,” Lucy replied, whispering quietly into her ear. She felt Reese shiver beneath her, and it caused her to smile.
“You only did that because I was winning,” Reese teased, having known full well she was losing. Badly. She arched her back slightly and let out a sigh as Lucy’s mouth dipped into her neck.
Lucy broke away momentarily. “Reese.”
“What?”
“Shut up.”



  CHAPTER 19  





        REESE  


REESE LOVED the smell of hot wings and fried pickles. More than she loved just about anything. The ambiance of the sports bar, patrons chattering amongst themselves, the squeak of the kitchen door hinge, clinks of glasses and plates. The sound of the sportscaster chattering away above them as they took their seats at a booth along the far wall. It was mostly empty, just a few at the bar watching a golf game on another television. Reese never liked golf, too slow-paced for her attention span.
Once they’d gotten seated, Reese turned her attention to Lucy, who’d been eyeing her from across the booth. “What?” she asked, taking a sip of the water that had been put down in front of them.
She watched as Lucy blushed, looking down at her menu. “Nothing. You just look nice is all.” Reese had worn a 49ers baseball cap inside, and changed into regular street clothes. While they’d wanted to attract attention most of the time, all she wanted today was a nice quiet meal out. Figuring Lucy wanted the same, she’d done her best to disguise herself.
Reese grinned. “Good to know.” Lucy still looked humiliated, looking down at her menu. She found it rather cute she’d gotten so worked up about the compliment. Reese finally nudged her under the table with her foot, trying to break the tension. “The wings are really good here.”
Lucy nodded, thumbing through her menu for a minute. Finally, she looked up at the television screens. “Hey, isn’t that your team?”
“Yep. They’re playing the Broncos today. I hope you don’t mind if we sit and watch for a little bit. I haven’t been able to really enjoy a football game in a while.”
“I don’t know anything about football,” Lucy said, staring at her. “With the exception that there’re a lot of people being pummeled. And there’s a ball involved.” Reese let out a little laugh at the comment, staring up at the television for a moment before deciding to move to sit beside her at the other side of the booth.
“I’m very well aware of your football ignorance. It’s about time you learned.”
Reese’s attention had turned to the football game above.
“Hi there.” When she looked back into the aisle of the restaurant, a young waitress was standing between them, smiling. By the way she was holding herself, Reese guessed she was nervous. She’d been around plenty of actors with stage fright to know it when she saw it. It wasn’t her usual waiter Steve. “Can I get you guys something to drink? Something to eat?”
“I’ll have a Sam Adams,” Reese said. “Bottle, please.”
“Coke for me,” Lucy said.
“I think we know what we want.” Reese looked to Lucy, who nodded. Reese always got the same thing. “A dozen honey barbeque wings and a side of fried pickles.” The waitress scribbled it down, looking to Lucy.
“Purgatory wings and—” Lucy’s head jerked up to look at Reese. “Fried pickles?” Her nose scrunched in disgust.
“They’re amazing.”
“I’ve never had them, but that sounds disgusting.” Lucy turned her attention back to the waitress, embarrassed. “No offense.”
She laughed. “None taken. I think it’s a little weird too, but she’s right. They are pretty amazing.” The waitress took their menus and wandered off back to the kitchen, leaving the two alone.
“You do realize you got the hottest wings they have here,” Reese noted, when she’d turned her attention back. “I don’t know anyone who has eaten a full basket of purgatory wings. Even you, miss spicy queen.”
Lucy grinned. “I can handle it.” She looked up at the television briefly, and then back to Reese. “Did your team just score?”
Reese followed her eyes back up to the screen. Watched the replay, where they, in fact, had scored a touchdown. She’d been so fixated on Lucy, she hadn’t realized. “Yeah, they just scored a touchdown.” The kicker went to the middle of the field, preparing to kick for the field goal.
“So, what’s going on now?”
“They get to kick a field goal after they score a touchdown. It’s like an extra bonus point. That guy is called the “kicker”. Reese pointed towards the guy headed into the center of the field. “He’ll try to kick the ball through the goalpost and score an extra point.” Just as she spoke, the ball flew through the air, straight into the middle of the goalpost. She let out a little cheer in response.
“So how many points do they get from a touchdown?” Lucy asked.
Reese couldn’t help but smile because of her curiosity of the game. “They score six points for a touchdown, and then an extra point for a field goal.” She took a sip of water. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to explain the rules to someone.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Reese was still smiling.
“They’re up by seven, then?” Lucy inquired. The score was thirty-nine to thirty-two, the 49ers having just scored an additional seven points, bringing them up from thirty-two to thirty-nine.
Reese looked impressed. “Exactly.”
They watched the game up until half-time, when their food arrived. Reese’s eyes were watering just from the smell of the spices on Lucy’s, hardly able to believe she was going to stuff them in her mouth. Lucy unraveled her napkin from her silverware, stuffing it in the front of her shirt. Then she pulled an additional collection of napkins, folding them into her lap. Reese had become so entranced by her routine that she’d stopped to watch.
“What?” Lucy asked, when she looked up at her.
“You’re just—extra prepared,” Reese noted, a grin on her face. Admiring Lucy’s make-shift bib that she’d made.
“I hate eating wings in front of people,” Lucy admitted, staring down at her food. “They’re so messy.”
“And oh-so-delicious,” Reese noted, digging into one without reserve. “And perfect for football.” Lucy rolled her eyes, picking up a wing and putting it up to her nose.
“These even smell spicy,” Lucy said, visible watering of her eyes commencing.
“I told you,” Reese warned. “You better be careful.”
Lucy ignored her, taking a whopping bite from the wing in between her fingers. Chewing slowly. Reese watched in awe, waiting for her to scream in agony. Beg for water. Instead, she was surprised when she continued nibbling on the wing until it was clean to the bone. She wiped her face carefully, and turned her attention back to Reese. “What? It was good.”
“You’re a masochist,” Reese laughed, finishing off her wing and shaking her head.
“Try these—” Reese said, handing over the basket of fried pickles. Lucy looked at it in disgust for a minute before she plucked one out of the basket and stuffed it into her mouth. Chewed. Chewed. Swallowed. Reese waited. “Well?”
Lucy made a strange face for a brief second, as if she was bracing herself for something bad. Then looked back at Reese, a small smile stretched across her face. She reached over for more. “They’re good.” Reese smiled pleased, letting her take a large scoopful for herself.
“My grandma used to make fried pickles,” Reese noted. “When I was a kid. They’re kind of a staple in my household.”
“Something I didn’t know about you,” Lucy said, sounding amused. “Now you have to try one of these wings.” Lucy handed over the basket of death-wings in Reese’s direction. She narrowed her eyes, shoving the basket away.
“No way in hell,” Reese said, flatly and Lucy laughed. Before Reese could say anything else, her phone vibrated in her pocket.
Regina McNally.
“Jesus Christ, really?” Regina had known she was watching the game today. Reese had told her specifically no phone calls. Today was her day off. She wanted to spend time with Lucy. Enjoying the football game. In peace.
But no.
Reese ignored the first phone call, predicting there would be another. Sure enough, a minute later, the phone rang again. Reese grumbled.
“Who’s that?” Lucy asked, looking over at her after having finished off a wing. There was sauce all over her face, but Reese didn’t say anything.
“Regina,” Reese said annoyed. “Give me a minute.” Reese scooted from her seat, out into the aisleway and into the hall behind the booth. Once she’d made it, she answered Regina, after she’d begun her third phone call.
“I thought I said I was going to be on a date today watching the game,” Reese snapped, the minute the phone had reached her ear. “I told you specifically. No work today. Period.”
“I called during the half-time,” Regina noted. “I just need you for a minute, darling. No work, I promise. Just a reminder.”
Reese leaned against the wall, watching people walking by with concession stand food. “What’s the reminder, then?”
“You have the gala on Sunday,” Regina said. “The one at the Arts Center. You’ve been booked for months.”
The event had completely slipped her mind. Reese muttered something inaudible under her breath, mostly just a grumble. “I’ll go. I’m bringing Lucy, though.”
There was a hesitation on the line. Reese knew exactly what Regina was going to say, and was fully prepared to argue with her. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to bring Justine.” Reese opened her mouth to speak but Regina beat her to the punch. “Justine doesn’t have a date, and it will be good publicity for the two of you to be seen together. We’ll make it just as friends, but it’s going to happen this way, Reese. Whether you like it or not.”
Reese nearly threw the phone, aggravated. “Can’t Justine get a date before Sunday?” She knew this was on purpose, especially on Justine’s end. “I mean it’s not like it’s tomorrow. She has a little bit of time.”
“You’re going with Justine. End of discussion.” This was done on purpose, Reese knew it. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the shoot. I have some things I need to discuss with you about upcoming projects. And what we’re going to do about your stunt on Entertainment Tonight about leaving Across the Universe. That will need to be fixed.”
“I meant what I said, Regina,” Reese argued.
“We’ll see, darling. We’ll see.” Regina said, and before Reese could utter another word, she’d hung up.
“Can I get you guys anything else?” The waitress asked when she returned to the table.
“We’re good,” Reese said, offering a small smile.
“Everything okay?” Lucy asked, as Reese settled in beside her. Reese had already decided she’d save the conversation with Regina for later.
“It’s fine,” Reese replied, nodding.
    
LUCY HAD DECIDED to come to the set again, after pleading with Reese and then agreeing to not freak out as much as she had the previous time. Reese had worked well into the evening, staying after to run over her lines of dialog she’d speak by herself in a scene they were shooting the next day.
For a little while, Reese saw Lucy watching as she worked, then lost herself in her notebook she’d been working on off and on while Reese was rehearsing and shooting.
“Whatcha doin’?” Reese was hovering over her after she’d rehearsed sufficiently. Lucy slapped her notebook shut, shuffling the papers back inside.
“Nothing,” Lucy replied quickly, hopping up from the chair she had been sitting in and heading over to a table with food. As she was leaning down to fetch a snack, her notebook slid from her hand, spilling papers onto the floor. Reese sat up to help her clean up the mess.
As she was picking up the papers, she realized they were handwritten. It looked as if it was Lucy’s handwriting. And the more she looked at it, the more she realized it was a script.
“Is this what I think it is?” Reese said, lifting a curious eyebrow at her. Lucy’s eyes went wide, scrambling to grab it from her.
“You can’t see that yet, it’s not ready.”
“You’ve never let me look at it,” Reese argued, scanning over the page quickly, throwing a hand up to block her. “I just want to see what this is all about.”
OVER
BLACK there is a sound of deep HEAVY BREATHS. Wet FLESH FLAPPING accompaniment.
A PAUSE. A rustling of sheets. The thrusts resume at a quickened pace. The SQUEAKING of bed springs and rattle of a headboard joins in.
FEVERISH THUMPING. The LAPPING of a tongue. A WOMAN’S VOICE lets out a quiet GASP and then MOANS.
KESS
Oh, God, Harper. Yes. Right there. Right. Fucking. There.
ANOTHER LONG, desperate MOAN. The breathing gradually slows to normal and KESS lets out a relieved sigh of finality.
INT. CIVILIAN QUARTERS ABOARD STARSHIP ATLANTIS
CAPTAIN
KESS
PIKE, 30, lays naked, drenched in sweat, wrapped in white cotton bedsheets, PANTING softly. LIEUTENANT HARPER REED, 30, crawls from under the covers, wrapping them together. They kiss passionately.
HARPER
I like it when you tell me what to do.
KESS’S FINGERS trail along Harper’s cheek.
KESS
You do, do you?
THE TWO SMILE at one another, noses rubbing softly together. CRACKLING of an intercom breaks the silence. The BLARING SOUND of a red alert erupts into the room. An EXPLOSION vibrates the floors. Kess reaches for her communication badge on the nightstand, just as a MALE VOICE CRACKLES over the speaker…
“WHO’S KESS?” Reese asked curiously.
“No one,” Lucy said defensively, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear and nudging her glasses up her nose. Reese found it incredibly endearing the way she was acting.
“She’s not no one,” Reese said, scanning over the second page. Eventually, it clicked. “She’s you? Isn’t she? The fanfiction you were writing. Kess is your character.”
Lucy buried her face in her hands, groaning. Walking away from her.
“Goddamn, I didn’t realize you were so dirty,” Reese grinned, wandering after her, script still in hand. She’d made it to the second, and then the third page, her eyes growing wider with each part she read.
“It’s not dirty,” Lucy argued, turning back to face her. They’d been left alone, the building having been cleared out for the night. “They’re in love. They were just…expressing that love. It’s a natural thing, you know.”
“Lucy,” Reese grinned, handing her back the papers. “I know the difference between “making love” and some hot and nasty sex. That right there is hot and nasty sex.” Reese loved the way Lucy squirmed as she was handed back the script she’d written.
“It’s not funny,” Lucy scolded her, stuffing the papers back in a binder in her hands. She set her stuff down on the table and then wandered off towards the set, humiliated.
“Hey…” Reese trailed after her, trying to keep up with her, but she was fast. By the time she’d reached her, they’d gotten to the shuttle set. Lucy was busy staring at it, trying her best to avoid eye contact with Reese. Reese trailed around in front of her, cupping her fingers underneath her chin and pulling her up to look her in the eye. “I wasn’t making fun of you. I promise.” She sighed, still unable to look at her. “If anything, I think it’s kind of sexy.”
That seemed to do the trick to get her attention back. Lucy looked up into Reese’s eyes, staring intently. “Really?”
Reese’s smile curved into a playful smirk, leaning down and around the side of her face to plant a kiss on her earlobe. “Have Kess and Harper ever fucked in the shuttle?” She said it with no reserve, and loved it when Lucy erupted into a violent shiver because of her words.
“No,” she whispered quietly, leaning her face into Reese’s touch. Reese let her tongue outline the edge of her ear, nibbling along the way. Lucy let out a tiny sigh, hands pressing against her chest.
“Where would they do it? If they did, I mean.” Reese leaned back, looking at her. Lucy turned to examine the shuttle set for herself, pondering for a minute. She wandered away from Reese, headed to the center console in the middle of the room. Reese watched her, entranced by the way she walked so slowly and deliberately. Lucy turned, pulling herself up onto the console. Staring at her with a wicked look of delicious intent.
Reese moved forward to her, until they had come together, lips colliding in a feverish kiss. One that left them both gasping, almost at once, in surprise. Lucy ran her fingers through Reese’s locks as Reese trailed her lips into her neck, biting against her flesh. Lucy moaned, just as Reese wrapped her hands around her waist, pulling her back to the ground.
The minute her feet had landed, a wave of confidence floored through Lucy. “Turn around,” she demanded to Reese, her voice nearly growling in Reese’s ear. Reese did as she was told, turning around to face the console. “Keep your hands where you have them.”
Lucy’s groin into her, her fiery loins burning into Reese. It only seemed to fuel her further. “You know what I like most about these uniforms?” she whispered, running her hands around the front of Reese’s Star Command uniform that she still wore. Slowly and deliberately.
“Mmm,” was Reese’s only reply, writhing at her insistent touch. Unable to react any other way with her hands in place.
“I know where every button…” Lucy whispered, running her fingers over a button that fastened the collar of the uniform down. “Every zipper…” Her hand fell down at the diagonal zipper on the pants that Reese was wearing. “Every opening is...” Lucy let her fingers roam under the fabric of her pants, letting them brush underneath her cotton boxers and over the pubic hair there.
Reese moaned as Lucy’s other hand fell underneath the two buttons that had been undone at her collar, tugging the fabric down. Her hands fell underneath, finding an already hardened nipple that she tugged on roughly. Another moan escaped Reese, and she couldn’t take it any longer, twisting around to grasp hold of Lucy and raise her up onto the console. Then she pulled them together, mouths nearly on top of one another. “Where does Kess like to be touched?” Reese whispered quietly, leaning into her cheek and breathing onto her earlobe. Lucy’s hands fell underneath her uniform jacket, wrapping around a nipple again and tugging it roughly, pinching hard.
“Oh God,” Lucy groaned, hips thrusting forward, closer to Reese. “Everywhere,” she begged, head tilting backwards, eyes closed. Reese’s mouth fell into the crook of Lucy’s neck again, as her fingers worked at the button of her jeans, sliding under the fabric and plunging down between her legs. It was hot and sticky with arousal, and Reese grasped roughly against Lucy’s clit. She brushed it with the pad of her thumb, watching her as her head rolled backwards, mouth hanging slightly open.
One finger fell inside of her. Then two. Lucy’s muscles tensed, clamping onto her as she worked inside of her in a frantic way. Their mouths crashed together, tongues thrusting back and forth, unable to keep still. Lucy never stopped vocalizing as Reese worked, having wrapped her arms around her neck. Reese brushed against her clit again and felt Lucy begin to contract, her grip on her tightening as she released.
When she removed her fingers, Reese leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Bet you never thought that would happen.” Before she could think, Lucy’s hands were at her waist, tugging at her pants.
“What are you doing?”
“You didn’t get to that part of the script,” Lucy was panting softly into the side of Reese’s face, hands falling frantically under the fabric.
“What part is that?” Reese could barely speak as Lucy’s fingertips brushed over her.
“That Kess loves pleasuring Harper,” Lucy whispered. Her words lit up Reese’s skin with goosebumps. “She loves the way she tastes.” The inflection of her voice when she said it sent a shiver through Reese. Had her skin electric. Lucy wasted no time pulling off her pants and boxers, and Reese stepped out of them tossing them to the side. Reese watched Lucy’s eyes follow her as she wandered across the set to the chairs that sat in front of the main shuttle windows. Fell into one, haphazardly, and spread her legs wide.
“Well, come taste me then,” Reese said, slowly undoing the remaining buttons of the top of the uniform. Letting it slide off her shoulders and onto the floor. Completely naked and waiting for Lucy.
Lucy walked slowly towards her, taking her time. Fell down to her knees in front of her, which was such a breathtaking sight that Reese hardly could contain herself. She didn’t touch her. Didn’t say a word, only waited. Feeling Lucy’s breath on her middle. Not once did her hands touch her. Instead, Reese watched her as she dipped her face down, straight into the middle of her folds. Letting her tongue run up the length of her before sucking her clit in between her lips.
Reese erupted into a spectacularly loud moan. Her hands found Lucy’s head, wrapped her fingers in her hair. Held her there, as Lucy worked her tongue up Reese’s middle, over and over and over. Lapped at her with an intensity like Reese had never felt before. Never had a woman fucked her with just her mouth. Lucy hadn’t touched her once with her hands.
And she was about to come, all over her face.
The thought of it sent her over the edge. Reese’s legs clinched, hands gripped roughly onto her head. Twitched violently as the orgasm hit her from her middle, in explosive ripples through the entire length of her. Her lips moaned Lucy’s name, hardly able to breathe.
When she’d finished, she sunk into the chair, panting lightly. She looked down to Lucy, fingers running over her head. “How did she taste?”
Lucy licked her lips, in a slow, delightful manner that caused Reese to shiver.
“Delicious.”



  CHAPTER 20  





        LUCY  


IT WAS A NICE AFTERNOON. A little cloudy, and a little chilly for Santa Monica weather this time of year. Still, it was a great day for a wedding. Tegan and Everett had invited their parents and a few other friends they had, along with Joshua, his wife, Lucy, and Reese.
Reese had kept Lucy at the car for longer than she would have liked. Pinned up against it, to be more precise, face buried against hers. “Ugh, you look so cute.”
Lucy’s face was hot. Embarrassed. Screw her anyway. “Quit it. You weren’t supposed to comment about it. It’s just for today. Just. For. Today.” Reese grinned, pulling away from her and eyeing her over once more. Despite her protests, Tegan had insisted Lucy wear a dress to the wedding, since she was the maid of honor. “But it was supposed to be simple,” Lucy had whined to her, but she hadn’t won.
So here she was, in a light purple beachy looking sundress. Being humiliated by the worst girlfriend in the entire universe, who had promised she wouldn’t bring attention to it.
“Lucy,” Reese said, smiling at her. “You look adorable, quit whining.” Lucy gave her a dirty look. Reese was wearing a very fashionable sandy white button down and a pair of slacks. Lucy grasped a hold of her shirt, tugging her forward into a small, quick kiss.
“Says the person who got to wear what they wanted.”
“You know the nice thing about dresses,” Reese said, leaning into her to whisper into her ear. Just the act had Lucy’s breath caught in her throat.
“What’s that?” But Lucy already knew the answer when she felt Reese’s hand creep up the side of her leg and under the hem of the dress. “Reese! We’re in public.”
“Easy access,” Reese nipped playfully at her ear and then wandered around her, grasping her hand in her own. “Come on, we’re going to be late.” Lucy’s face was burning so hot she could hardly stand it, but she held onto Reese’s hand and they continued on anyway.
The wedding took place on the far side of Muscle Beach, in south Santa Monica. It was quiet for the afternoon on a Saturday, but none of the group was complaining. There were only a few people that had come, but they all stood around for the ceremony, which was short and sweet.
Shortly after the minister they’d hired said a few words, Lucy went to give her small speech as maid-of-honor, as much as she hadn’t wanted to. She’d practiced over and over any spare moment she had, multiple times in front of Reese, and even her sister Eve. Even with all the practice, she still was nervous as she could be.
“Tegan and Everett and I have known each other since we were kids in high school,” Lucy started, looking to each of them, smiling. “We met over our shared interest of nerdy things. Science fiction, fantasy, comic books, video games. You name it, we loved it.”
“I knew early on that Tegan and Everett were meant to be together. Anyone could see it, by how they interacted with each other. But it wasn’t the interactions that were the giveaway. It was the small things. The way Everett would look at Tegan when she wasn’t looking. The smile Tegan would get when she’d talk about Everett when he wasn’t there. It was clear, very early on, that they were soulmates. That they were meant for each other.”
Lucy looked over at Reese briefly, who was smiling at her, nodding her on.
“The funny thing about Tegan and Everett though, as much as they are alike, they are different in so many ways, too. You would never guess it, by how much they love each other, and what they’re like around most people. But they couldn’t be more polar opposites in so many ways.”
“But the thing they’ve taught me over the years, is that no matter how different we might be from one another—if our interests are different, if our beliefs are different, if our lifestyles and the way we go about our day to day are different—there’s still one thing that bonds us. One thing that can unite any two people, regardless of all of that. And that’s love. Love for a person, just the way they are. Regardless of how different they might be from you. And that is what Tegan and Everett have had from the beginning that made them perfect for each other. Love.”
Tegan was crying by the time Lucy had finished her speech. The two of them hugged, then Everett and her, before she made her way back to stand next to Reese.
“Nice speech,” Reese whispered, nudging her softly.
Lucy looked up at her, smiling. “I meant it.”
After the ceremony had concluded, the small group headed up the beach to a small restaurant that overlooked the ocean. Tegan and Everett had booked a few tables for the group. Reese and Lucy sat next to one another, sharing a basket of French fries, while Reese ordered a fish sandwich, and Lucy ordered a chicken sandwich.
“You’re eating chicken at a seafood restaurant,” Reese shook her head in disappointment.
“I hate fish,” Lucy said, shuddering. “It’s so gross.”
“At least you like French fries,” Reese noted, crunching into one.
“Just not with ketchup,” Lucy said in disgust, looking down at the pool of ketchup on her tray. “Ugh.”
Reese laughed, stuffing fries in her mouth and then taking a swig of her drink. They ate in silence for a few minutes, admiring the view, watching people dancing and chatting and generally having a good time. Tegan and Everett were on the dance floor, dancing to an up-tempo song. Lucy watched them for a few minutes before she was interrupted by a soft tapping on her shoulder. She turned to look at Reese, who had suddenly grown somewhat serious.
“I need to tell you something,” she said, calmly. By her facial expression, Lucy got quickly worried.
“You aren’t going to break up with me at my friend’s wedding, are you?”
Reese laughed and smiled. “No, no, nothing like that.” She cleared her throat. “—But I might have to go to a gala event next weekend.”
Lucy stared at her, surprised. “That’s not that bad, is it? You don’t want me to go with you, do you? Ugh. Don’t tell me I have to wear another dress…”
The look on Reese’s face said it all. Lucy knew before she’d even spoken what was going to be said. “My agent is insisting I take Justine.”
“Oh,” Lucy said, trying not to make a big deal of it. Chowing down on a bite of her chicken sandwich to hide any shred of disappointment on her face. Reese reached out to snatch her hand the minute she put down her sandwich.
“It’s only just for that night,” Reese promised. “If it’s any consolation, I fought her on it. It’s kind of out of my control to some extent…” She trailed off for a minute. “You can come over after?”
“You aren’t embarrassed by me?” Lucy half-joked, not able to directly look at her.
“Of course not,” Reese’s face grew serious, moving to sit on the same side of the table as her. She caught her chin with her fingers, turning her to look at her. “If I had my way, I’d take you to everything. You should know better than to think I was embarrassed by you. At all.”
Lucy sighed. “It’s just…Justine, of all people.”
“And here you were being so nice to her just a little while ago,” Reese laughed, kissing her cheek. Lucy rolled her eyes.
“Until I found out how obnoxious she is,” she replied. Reese leaned into her, still laughing. “She’s just a mean person. I completely understand why you avoided her for so long.”
“I love you, you know that?” Reese squeezed her gently before she went to sit on the other side of the table again. “You sure you’re okay?”
“I guess I’m going to have to be, right?” Lucy said, having grown serious. “This is just a part of the job.”
“Just a part of the job,” Reese agreed, nibbling on another fry.



  CHAPTER 21  





        REESE  


THERE WAS ABSOLUTELY nothing in the entire damn universe that was sexier than a woman who knew how to fasten a tie on another woman. A woman wearing a tie (or a suit for that matter) was a close second to that, but Reese was the one wearing the ensemble that evening. Lucy Parker was doing the fastening, and was she ever fascinating to watch. Biting her lower lip, deep in focus as she looped the fabric around Reese’s neck. Leaned in closer to fasten it neatly. Folded her upturned collar down, hiding the tie underneath. Adjusting the knot, just slightly.
“I could watch you do that all day,” Reese said, matter-of-factly, and then tugged her close, kissing her square on the lips without reserve. Lucy sighed. “Where did you learn to do that so well?”
“I watched my stepdad tie his ties all my childhood,” Lucy admitted. “I don’t know why, but there was something fascinating about it.”
“Well, you definitely make it fascinating,” Reese agreed, as Lucy slipped away from her to grab the vest that went with the three-piece suit Reese would be wearing to the gala event that evening. Reese fastened the grey vest over top of her navy blue button down shirt. Lucy held her suit jacket out and Reese slipped it on carefully, fastening it shut in the front.
Lucy looked as if she was swooning, staring at her.
“What’s wrong?” Reese turned to look at her.
“I—” Lucy trailed off for a minute. “It’s just… I’ve always seen pictures of you dressed up like that, but… every time in person... I mean just—wow.”
Reese grinned. “Well, I’ll be sure to let you take it off me later when I get home.” She leaned in to kiss Lucy chastely against the side of her mouth, watching as her face grew hot pink. “Oh, you know you’ll want to.”
“I might want you to keep it on,” Lucy sighed, wrapping her hands around the tie. “I just hate that you look this nice and have to go out with Justine.”
“Me too,” Reese agreed, wrapping her arms around Lucy and nudging their noses together. “Just know, I’ll be thinking about you the entire night.” Lucy went flush again, and Reese smiled, loving every time she got to her that way. She patted down Reese’s tie and adjusted the collar of her suit a final time before stepping away from her.
“You better go,” Lucy warned her, looking at the clock on the wall of her townhouse. “You don’t want to be late.”
“You sure you don’t want to just stay here for the evening? I won’t be back too terribly late, I don’t think,” Reese said. “Relax, enjoy yourself. My place is yours, you know that.”
“As much as I know you want to think about me roaming your apartment naked all night waiting for you,” Lucy rolled her eyes at Reese. “I promised I’d hang out with Eve tonight until you got home.”
“I wasn’t thinking about naked—” Reese grinned. “But now I am.”
“Quit it,” Lucy said, smacking her playfully on the head. “You’ve got actresses to butter up.”
“There will be no buttering up Justine Turner,” Reese groaned, heading out towards the front door of the townhouse. Lucy followed after her, grabbing her keys to her car and her jacket. They met one another out on the street in front of Reese’s Volkswagen, where Lucy leaned in to kiss her once more lightly on the lips. Before she could get away, Reese held her tightly, deepening the kiss. Tasting that sweet uniqueness that Lucy brought into her life.
When she pulled away, Lucy was breathless. “What was that for?”
“No reason,” Reese smiled, kissing her on the cheek before she settled down into the car. “I’ll text you when I’m leaving.”
“Don’t stay out too late,” Lucy teased.
“Oh, trust me, I don’t plan on it.”
    
BERGAMOT STATION WAS a premiere art center in Santa Monica, with a variety of galleries and exhibit halls. Every year, they hosted a rather large event with television celebrities to benefit local charities. Reese had been going for the last four, since she’d started on Across the Universe. It had never been a requirement when she’d worked on the soap opera. The only reason she went now was at Regina’s insistence every year.
The place was packed with ritzy, overdressed celebrities that had nothing better to do with their evenings. While Reese wasn’t opposed to nights out like this, or charity events, she was definitely opposed to spending any extra time she had to with Justine. She would have much rather had Lucy on her arm at that exact moment. Instead she was standing in front of a stretch limo that had driven Reese and Justine from her home in West Hollywood to the art center.
“Smile, dear,” Justine said, nudging a very awkwardly posing Reese in the side. Reese did her best to flash an awkward smile, keeping a safe distance away from her. Every time Reese would back up a step or shuffle to the side, Justine found a way to weave her arm around her, or lean into her in a certain way.
“You do realize I have a girlfriend,” Reese said, somewhat annoyed as they walked up the aisle towards the entrance to the gallery. Justine had a firm grip wrapped around Reese’s arm. So firm, it actually hurt a little bit. “Jesus, can you lighten up a little?” Reese grumbled, trying to ease her off a bit. Justine didn’t budge.
“I do realize you have some sort of thing going on, but if we’re going to be in public together, we have to at least act like we like each other.”
“I definitely don’t like you,” Reese said flatly. “And I definitely don’t want to be seen with you.”
Justine’s nostrils flared when Reese looked at her briefly. For a moment she thought to apologize for being so crude, but then Justine spoke again. “Well, I guess I’m just going to have to make you like me then.”
“What the hell is that supposed to—” Another camera flashed nearby. Justine threw her lips onto the side of Reese’s face, wrapping an arm around her waist.
“Oh, I just absolutely love Reese!” She squealed, after she’d moved her mouth away. That disgusting stench of strawberries filled her nostrils. Reese doubted she’d ever have an appetite for strawberries for as long as she lived. Justine had the tendency to ruin a lot of things.
Like a simple evening out. That wasn’t supposed to be a big deal.
“Will you quit it?” Reese said, shoving Justine’s hand down to her side. She wrapped their hands together quickly, in order to prevent her from fondling her further as they tried to make their way inside. “I just want to get this over with.”
“It would be easier if you just played along a little bit,” Justine replied curtly, as Reese held the door open for her. She had half a mind to let it slam in her face, but she wasn’t that rude a human being—even to an obnoxious Justine Turner.
The two made their way inside. Just when Reese thought things couldn’t get any more intolerable, a flash of green filled her peripheral. That God-awful Gucci perfume.
Reese resisted the urge to spew curse words as Regina McNally’s long painted fingers wrapped around her shoulder. “Well, don’t you two look smashing?” Smashing. Reese cringed at her use of the word. It made her sound like she was trying too hard. Which, when it came to Justine, you could never try hard enough. “I’m so glad you could make it out tonight.” Regina’s obnoxiously red lips smacked against her cheek, and then on Justine’s.
Kill me now. Reese thought, resisting the urge to squirm. “Regina,” she said calmly. It wasn’t often Regina came to events like this. She usually was all business, no play. But something told Reese that she wasn’t just here for fun. She was here with a mission. Likely to keep Reese in line with Justine tonight, which her presence being there would definitely help. Reese didn’t think the night could get any worse.
At least seeing Tom for a minute, with his beautiful and very-pregnant wife, was a nice surprise. Reese gave them a wave from across the room. She exchanged annoyed eye rolls with Tom, who was nodding towards Justine. He seemed to get the picture that this was not her doing. At all. Nor would it ever be.
Before long, dinner was served in the main part of the gallery. Justine and Reese sat together and for some horribly unknown reason, Regina came to sit opposite them. “They make such delightful food at these things.”
“Indeed they do,” Reese said, somewhat crudely. “There’s always a takeout option, if you’d prefer to get back to work, Regina.”
“Oh, I thought I’d stay for a bit and see what all the fun is about.”
Fun, sure. If that’s what she wanted to call it. “Can I get a drink?” she asked the server who had passed her by twice now.
Five drinks in and an hour and a half later, the party had turned out to be not so bad. Reese had won a set piece from Across the Universe in an auction, which she’d intended to give to Lucy as a surprise. Justine and Regina had both become more tolerable as the night went on and the alcohol had started to hit. In fact, Reese almost thought she was having a little fun.
“There’s not a lot of things I like about you,” Reese said, looking towards Justine as she finished off her plate of salad. “But you do have a nice smile.” Reese reached out to pat her on the cheek. “Too bad you only smile once a millennia.”
“I smile,” Justine retorted, taking a sip of drink afterwards. “You just don’t pay attention.”
Reese grinned. “You’re right about that. I definitely do not pay attention to you.”
“How many drinks have you had? You should slow down, darling,” Regina snatched Reese’s half-drunk Jack and Coke from her, setting it just far enough away that she couldn’t reach.
“Now that’s not nice,” Reese said, reaching for it. Regina slid it further away.
A cameraman came by the table and Reese reached for Justine, wrapping her arm around her. “This woman,” Reese said loudly, “what am I going to do with you?” The cameraman took a few shots. Justine rested her arm on Reese’s chest and smiled as best she could.
The world was becoming more and more hazy by the moment.
“Maybe we should get you home dear,” Regina said thoughtfully.
“I can take her,” Justine offered.
Reese’s eyes went wide. “No, you will not—”
“Reese darling, you’re drunk,” Regina reminded her. “I think it's best you take her up on the offer.”
    
WHEN REESE AWOKE, she was nestled under a large fluffy white and floral print comforter. A comforter that reeked with perfumes that Reese was not used to smelling. Perfumes that were overwhelming her senses. She sat up abruptly, regretting the decision when her head spun and she started to feel as though she was about to barf.
The room did not look familiar—not in the least. Reese was trying to figure out where she was and how she’d gotten there, when bits and pieces of the night before came back to her. She’d drank too much again, by accident, and now she’d wound up somewhere she didn’t remember. And the longer she was awake, the worse feeling she was getting about it.
Reese made the fatal mistake of sitting up too fast, feeling her head spin and the room around her grow blurry for a moment. When she finally came to, there was an abrupt knocking and a squeak of a door. “I’m coming in, whether you like it or not.”
That voice. Why did that voice sound so familiar…?
It only took Reese a second. Why it hadn’t occurred to her immediately was beyond her, but the minute she’d walked completely into the room, Reese about died of shock. Justine Turner was standing with a bottle of aspirin and a glass of water. “It’s about time you got up,” she snapped, somewhat aggravated. “You can’t sleep all day, you know. We have work soon.”
“Why am I in your house?” Reese asked, taking in a sharp breath. Justine had wandered around to the side of the bed. “For that matter, in your bed? We didn’t—I mean, nothing happened last night did it?”
“Well, you certainly were drunk,” Justine said. “And I’m sure hungover, so take these. I’m getting tired of holding them for you.” She held out the aspirin and water and Reese took it from her somewhat annoyed. Chugged down the water after swallowing the pills and then handed the glass back to her.
“Justine,” she snapped.
“No, we didn’t sleep together,” Justine scowled at her. “And this is my guest room. I wouldn’t want you throwing up on my nice sheets.”
Relief shot through Reese at a rapid pace. They hadn’t slept together. That was good news at least. But still, she’d spent the night at her co-star’s house. And, for that matter, hadn’t spoken to Lucy.
Lucy.
Reese realized in that moment, as she ripped the sheets off of her that she was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Thank God. The suit jacket was thrown haphazardly on the floor. A very expensive suit jacket. Reese managed to get herself from the bed wobbling to a squatting position to get her jacket. When she’d retrieved her phone, there were ten missed calls and a flood of texts.
Where are you? Are you okay?
It’s getting late, Reese.
Send me a message and let me know you’re okay.
I’ll be up for a little bit longer. I’m worried.
Call me when you get this.
Reese. Please answer me.
For a second, Reese thought to call her immediately. But then her head spun and her insides churned and she wanted nothing more than to curl back up into bed. She turned, reaching for the mattress to hold herself up.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Justine said flatly. “I called your town car. He’ll be here in a few minutes. You’re going to take yourself back home. I don’t need you vomiting and stinking up my entire house.”
Reese, for a split second, thought maybe Justine had a little humility in her, until she’d snapped at her. “Fine then, can you at least help me out?” She grabbed her suit jacket, slinging it over her arm. Justine, very unhappily, grabbed her free arm and wrapped hers around it. The two made their way out of the room and down the hall towards the front door of the ranch style house. Luckily it was only one story. Reese doubted she’d be able to make it down stairs at this point, even with Justine’s help.
When Justine opened the door to the front of the house, she regretted having ever left. Regretted that she’d gotten out of bed. Regretted that she hadn’t projectile vomited all over her clean guest room and then some.
A slew of paparazzi sat outside, cameramen, reporters. Some of them she recognized, some she didn’t. But either way, she didn’t care. She was too busy shielding her face from photos. Trying desperately to recover from being caught off guard. It was too late. They’d already gotten proof she was in Justine’s house with her. Probably had known she stayed the entire night.
“Smile, dear,” Justine said, giving the cameras a wave. She turned to a reporter who was badgering her with questions, but Reese’s ears were ringing too loudly to know or care what she was saying. Justine reached up to plant a kiss on her cheek. Reese wanted to vomit again, stepping away from her. The town car had been waiting in the driveway for her. She waved down the driver, who came immediately to her aid. Some of the reporters were asking questions but she waved them off.
“I did not sleep with Justine Turner,” Reese said, over and over again. “No matter what she tells you.” As soon as she’d fallen into the backseat of the town car, Reese scrambled for her phone. Dialed Lucy immediately. Maybe she could make things right before the news got to her. The first try, there was no answer. Second, none. Third… Reese hung up aggravated, throwing her phone across the backseat of the car.



  CHAPTER 22  





        LUCY  


“SHE PROBABLY JUST PASSED OUT AFTER the gala,” Eve reassured her. A half dozen polo shirts of an obnoxious lime green glared back at her on the hangers in her closet. They smelled of lemons and limes, a smell Lucy very much liked. Pick one, she thought. It didn’t really much matter, they were all the same. Yet, Lucy was still feeling rather indecisive today. “Just give her another text here in a little bit.”
“I’ll just wait and see if she calls me back,” Lucy replied, finally picking out a shirt. She quickly changed into the cotton polo with the Natural Twenty logo embroidered to the breast and slipped on a pair of khaki pants. Once she was through, she turned her attention back to her sister. “Besides, I’d rather spend some time with you right now.”
“You act like I’m leaving forever,” Eve said, rolling her eyes. “It’s just for a year. I’ll be back before you know it.”
“It’ll feel like forever to me,” Lucy said, rolling her head dramatically. Her sister laughed and then Lucy hooked her arm around hers and the two made their way out of the room and into the hall. Large floral paintings hung on the walls leading out into the living room and dining room area. Lucy had always hated the paintings, preferring the ambiance of the game store, and even Tegan and Everett’s place felt better. It felt more genuine to her.
Her parents had already left for work for the morning, so it was just the two of them in the house. Lucy pulled out cereal from the cabinet and bowls and spoons, while Eve went to fetch milk and two bananas. The two of them sat at the island, enjoying their breakfast while they chatted. “So, the internship is in northern Seattle? Why couldn’t it have at least been southern? Maybe I could have made the trek with the Subaru if it was just a little bit closer. But you’re going to be too far away.”
Eve rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you just come with mom and dad? They already said that they’d come and visit a lot. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if you tagged along.”
“I’m not taking charity from mom and dad,” Lucy said, looking somewhat annoyed. Her parents had been nice enough to let her live in the house for as long as she had, she didn’t need to owe them any more than that. “I’ll figure something out with work. I’m not going a whole year without seeing you.”
“You know, if you’re so stressed out about mom and dad, you should think about going to live with Tegan and Everett,” Eve said. “They’ve already offered you a dozen times to stay in their spare room.”
“I wouldn’t want to impose on them like that,” Lucy replied, taking a bite of her cereal. Tegan and Everett had, on many occasions, asked her to stay with them but she just hadn’t felt like it was fair to bother them. It was even worse now that they were married. Lucy definitely didn’t want to be in the way then.
“Lucy, when are you going to stop getting it in your head that you’re a bother? You’re not a bother. To anyone. They wouldn’t have asked you if they didn’t want you there, you know.” Eve finished up her food, sliding from the counter. Lucy finished up right behind her and the two went together to the sink to wash their bowls. There was nothing that their mother hated more than dishes in the sink, so they made sure to wash them and put them back where they found them. If it were up to Lucy, she wouldn’t mind a few dishes in the sink every now and then. Sometimes you just didn’t feel like doing the dishes.
The pair went into the living room. Lucy was running earlier than expected, so she wanted to relax for a few minutes before work. She plopped down onto the leather sofa in front of the television and flipped it on. There were commercials for the moment, so she turned her attention back to her sister. “I’ll talk to them about it,” she promised. “I’m still not sure that’s a good idea, but at least I have options.”
Eve looked satisfied enough. She smiled at her, squeezing her shoulder. Before she could speak, the news came on and she was sharply interrupted by the newscaster reporting. “— If you’re just tuning in, we’ve been talking about the Bergamot Art Gala last night.” Lucy perked up, turning her attention towards the television. “Celebrities from across Hollywood attended this annual gala to raise money for charity. It was reported that the event raised two and a half million dollars this year, which is a record.” Eve and Lucy exchanged an impressed glance. There were photos from the gala being flashed on the screen. One of Reese flashed up on the screen. Lucy would have been more taken with her in her suit again, if it hadn’t been for the fact that Justine’s mouth was pressed against her cheek, and her arms wrapped around her neck. The photos continued, and the more Lucy caught Reese in them, the more her stomach was starting to become sick. Justine Turner was in every single one.
“And I don’t know if you noticed this, Susan. Superstars Reese Simmons and Justine Turner attended the event last night. And it looks to me like they might officially be an item.” The anchor turned to look at their co-host.
“It certainly looks that way,” the woman replied. “Sources are reporting that the couple was seen together last night, and that they left together following the event.”
The room spun. Lucy couldn’t pay attention to the television any longer. She laid back against the couch, trying to catch her breath and believe what she had heard. Reese had left with Justine?
“You don’t know if that’s what really happened,” Eve seemed to be reading her mind. Lucy felt her hand wrap around her own and squeeze it softly. “You know the news. They can never get their facts straight. Just wait and talk to Reese. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.” While her sister had been right, she couldn’t help but get a sinking feeling in her stomach when she thought about it.
“I probably should go to work,” Lucy said, breaking the awkward silence. She got to her feet, her sister trailing behind her as she went to grab her lunch from the refrigerator and then her backpack by the front door. She didn’t speak again until she’d made it back. “I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding,” Lucy said, shaking her head.
“Just a misunderstanding,” Eve assured her. “Have a good day at work, Lu.”
Lucy was about to reply when she opened the front door to the house. A camera flashed. Lucy was blindsided for a moment, having to shield her face. When she finally came to, she realized a reporter had been standing there, waiting for her to come out.
“Lucy, are the rumors true that Reese Simmons had an affair with Justine Turner last night? What do you have to say about the allegations?”
“Jeez,” Lucy said, trying to skirt around him. “You can’t seem to leave me alone, can you?” Lucy hightailed it across the driveway towards the Subaru. The reporter did an excellent job of keeping up with her, along with his cameraman.
“I just wanted to ask you a few questions!”
“No!” Lucy said, turning on a heel towards him. “I’m not in the mood for questions. I have work to get to. I have things to do. No, I don’t think Reese was having an affair.”
“But she left with Justine,” the guy reminded her. Lucy hadn’t wanted to think about that. Her hand held onto the door handle of the car, just a little too tightly. Lucy took a deep breath through her nose, feeling her shoulders rise as she did. Trying to focus on her breathing for a moment.
“I guess I’m going to have to talk to Reese about that,” Lucy said, honestly. “But for right now, you’ll have to excuse me. I need to get to work. And if you follow me, I’ll call the cops on you, I swear to God.”
The reporter stared at her, motioning at his cameraman. “You really don’t know, do you?”
“I don’t know what?” Lucy turned, leaning back against the side of the car. The reporter spoke with the camera guy for a second in a hushed voice. The guy fiddled with his camera for a minute, pressing buttons and showing the guy until he’d paused. The reporter took the camera away from him carefully and walked it over to Lucy to show her. Stretched across the view screen was a photo of Reese, in her nice tailored suit, getting in a stretch limo with Justine. He scrolled through the pictures, showing the limo driving away, both of them inside.
Lucy felt sick to her stomach. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to throw up her cereal and bananas all over the reporter in the driveway. Before she could, she took another deep breath, looked the reporter in the eye, and said simply, “I’m going to have to talk to Reese.” And then she hopped in the car without another word.
KEVIN WAS WAITING for her at Natural Twenty, busy shelving some games. The store had already opened up by the time she’d gotten there. She’d never been late since she’d started at the store, but today she’d been almost an hour late, having gotten stuck in traffic. “Sorry, Kevin,” she barely managed to squeak out as she came through the doorway. He stared at her concerned. It must have been written all over her face how upset she was. Lucy hadn’t stopped crying the entire drive to the store. Somehow, she’d managed to pull it together in the driveway.
“I’m fine,” she said flatly, before he could ask her about it. Lucy went behind the register, falling promptly into the seat and staring out into the store, a heavy glaze falling over her. A customer came up to be rung up, and she focused on them, trying to get the idea of Reese and stupid Justine out of her head. After everything, all the trouble they’d been through together to keep Justine out of Reese’s hair. And she’d gone and done it anyway.
For most of the morning, Lucy worked the cash register, keeping to herself and trying to stay as busy as possible. When there weren’t customers checking out, Lucy organized the things in the glass counters. Reset the miniatures. Color coded the roleplaying dice. Anything and everything she could do to keep her mind from wandering to Reese.
In the early afternoon, after somehow managing to nibble on some of her lunch, Kevin had Lucy do some restocking. “It’ll keep your mind off of things. Whatever’s going on.” Lucy hadn’t said much about the ordeal, but it was likely pretty obvious given she was usually a bubbly outgoing type, and had stayed quiet and reserved all morning.
Lucy was busy shelving trading card decks when she heard the door jingle. She didn’t pay much attention, continuing to work. Kevin had taken over the cash register, so she could work in peace. One of the card decks she’d been trying to shelve was at the top of the rack, so she stood on tiptoes, hoping she could make it without having to get the stepladder.
A hand snatched it from her and shelved it quickly. An unmistakable hand that Lucy was definitely not in the mood to see in that moment. Lucy let a sharp gust of air roll out of her before she had the courage to turn to face her. Reese was incredibly close. Too close for comfort at the moment. And she was wearing her jean jacket and a 49ers baseball cap, which explained why no one had recognized her or said anything when she came in. She almost had her pinned against the rack. Lucy ducked underneath her and scooted away. By the look on Reese’s face, she knew what was up, and it was confirmed when she spoke. “I’m guessing you saw the news—” Lucy glared at her. “None of that was true, Lucy. I swear to you.”
“So, you didn’t get in Justine’s limousine? You didn’t stay over at her house?” Lucy stared at her in disbelief. The room went quiet as she waited for a response.
“Well, that kind of happened,” Reese admitted. “Honestly, I don’t remember exactly what happened. The night was kind of a blur.” Lucy couldn’t hold back tears, which seemed to make the expression on Reese’s face grow even more concerned. “Lucy, please don’t cry. I swear to you, nothing happened. I woke up this morning and left as soon as I got up.”
“Reese,” Lucy said, shaking her head. “The last time you were out of it, do you remember what happened? I had to carry you out of the freaking train station. And everyone thought we were a couple. How do you even know what happened if you can’t remember? And you left with her? Really? You left with Justine of all people? Why not Tom?”
“I don’t know, Lu, honestly I don’t,” Reese seemed barely able to fashion words to reply to her with. Which was only making Lucy feel worse. Lucy grasped hold of the rack she’d been putting things away on and turned towards her.
“Can you please just go?” she asked, somewhat firmly. “Please?”
“Lucy, you have to let me explain…”
“How can I let you explain anything if you don’t even remember what happened?” Lucy snapped at her. She must have raised her voice just a tad too loud because people in the store were starting to pay attention to her and Reese. “Please just go, Reese. Please.” Before she could get another word in edgewise, Kevin had appeared behind her.
“Everything okay?” Kevin asked, and when Lucy looked towards him, he was staring Reese down. Lucy knew that somehow Kevin had guessed there was something wrong between them. Even though it had been clearly obvious.
“I was just leaving,” Reese said, looking to Lucy one last time. She didn’t say anything else, however. Instead she turned and headed back out of the store, never looking back to Lucy.
Lucy was crying when she left, but just softly to herself. Kevin noticed and immediately pulled her into a hug. She sobbed into his chest for a minute, quietly. Finally, when she pulled away, Kevin was staring at her with a very concerned look in his eye. “I think you should take off for the day. Take a breather and relax.”
“I’d rather just stay here,” Lucy admitted, unsure of what she would do if she was by herself back at the house. Tegan and Everett were still on their honeymoon, so she couldn’t visit them. And while she’d nearly always call Reese when she was this distressed, she couldn’t now.
“Hey Lu,” a voice called out from behind them. When she and Kevin turned, Frankie was standing in the aisleway, looking right at Lucy. He, like Kevin, looked concerned. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, everything’s okay,” Lucy shook her head and wiped under her glasses and around her cheeks for remaining stray tears. “Do you need help with something?”
“We were just wondering if you’d like to come play Imperial Assault with us?”
Lucy stared at him for a moment. It had been awhile since she’d played a board game with the customers. Usually Kevin wanted her manning the counter. It had been ages since she’d played one with Frankie, who was usually a big trading card game nerd. She looked up to Kevin who nodded at her with a small smile. “Go. Have fun.”
“Okay,” Lucy said, turning to look at Frankie, who smiled happily. At least one thing was for certain. Even if she didn’t have Reese, she still had her friends at the game store. And maybe that’s all she really needed.



  CHAPTER 23  





        REESE  


THE SMELL of mineral oil burned Reese’s nostrils. A thick layer of liquid foundation was being dabbed on underneath her nose and around her lips. She’d always hated the way she could feel it, caked onto her skin. The bright lights surrounding the makeup chair hurt her eyes a little, but Reese’s attention blazed through them anyway.
“Reese, I’m going to need you to hold still—” Even through all her fidgeting, Reese was still being pinned down by the makeup artist. Today she was hating it even more, simply because it was distracting her from doing a whole lot of yelling.
“I swear I’m so mad I could strangle you,” Reese snarled at Justine, who was sitting in a chair opposite of her. “I’m done with you both. I’ve had it.”
“You’re messing up my lines.” The woman working on Reese snapped her head back forward. It was all Reese could do not to snap at her. She was in a terrible mood.
“Sorry,” she apologized, trying her best to hold her tongue. “I swear you are the most selfish, self-centered, arrogant…”
“You did it to yourself,” Justine said flatly.
“Reese, darling, no sense throwing a tantrum about it now. What’s done is done,” Regina, who had been thumbing through her phone beside Reese, finally spoke.
“Maybe if you hadn’t shoved Justine down my throat—” Reese started but was quickly interrupted.
“Maybe if you cooperated, things wouldn’t be so difficult for you right now.” Regina patted her softly on her shoulder. “You should really stop frowning, you’re ruining your makeup.”
The makeup artist seemed to agree, and Reese settled back in the chair trying her best to keep a straight face. “I swear I’ve had it with both of you.” Regina didn’t answer and instead walked over to talk to Justine’s agent, who had just hung up from a phone call. The sight of her phone caused Reese to look down at her own which was sitting in her lap. No messages. No calls. Reese texted Lucy again, begging for a response. Please talk to me.
This had been the longest Reese and Lucy had ever gone without speaking to one another. Usually they were in a constant conversation throughout the day. So much so, that they both had gotten teased about it on the regular. Now it had been radio silence for days, and it was starting to make Reese feel very uncomfortable, and very much alone.
Just as she was about to put the phone away, it buzzed in her lap. An area code she didn’t recognize. She ignored it, letting it go to voicemail. As soon as it had, she panicked wondering if it could have been Lucy. The minute the voicemail notification popped up on the screen, Reese put the phone to her ear.
“Hello, Reese. This is Stephanie Vestal with Redstar Productions. I’m calling because I know you said on air recently that you were going to be leaving Across the Universe at the end of the season. I wanted to offer you a spot on our show The Time Detective. It’s an independent show on the SyFy channel, and we thought you’d be excellent for the lead.” Before the makeup artist could badger her about putting her phone away, Reese got up from the seat. “If you’re interested, could you please give me a call back? We wanted to try to fill the position soon, and we were really hoping you’d want to be involved.”
Reese hung up the phone, standing shocked. Trying to process what had just happened. Another opportunity had fallen into her lap when she’d least expected it. Something smaller. Likely less money, but that didn’t matter much at all to Reese. So long as she could still continue to help care for her parents, that’s all that mattered. It was still science fiction, but Reese didn’t much mind that either now. It was a break. A chance to get away from this once and for all.
“Did you watch the game last night?” Tom asked, nudging her in the shoulder as he walked up beside her. He handed her a hot script, fresh off the printer, and Reese thumbed through it. She hadn’t needed to look, already having been prepared for a while now. Her friend, however, was another story, always cramming his lines last minute. Reese figured it was likely due to nerves, more than anything.
Truthfully, Reese didn’t remember much of the game. She had turned it on, but she was too busy trying desperately to get a hold of Lucy. Her life had been a blur the past few days, nothing else seeming to matter. She’d fought a half dozen times her desire to march over to Lucy’s parents’ house, or to Tegan and Everett’s to try and confront her, but she figured she should let her be. Let Lucy come to her. She’d messed up after all.
“The Bucs won, right?” Reese asked, and Tom nodded. Even trying to hold a steady face. Even with years trained as an actress, she couldn’t hold back the frustrations she was feeling in the moment. Thinking of Lucy. Tom reached out to place a hand on her shoulder.
“What happened with you and Justine?” Tom asked, curiously. He seemed to know exactly what was on her mind, despite Reese not having even remotely hinted at it.
Reese fought the urge to yell. Swallowed deeply. And finally, managed to reply. “She put me in a very bad position.”
“It seemed like it,” Tom said, and Reese looked up at him. “It’s funny she thinks she could get away with it, too.”
“You don’t believe that it happened?”
“Not by a longshot,” Tom said, laughing. “The day you hook up with Justine—” Tom trailed off, shaking his head. “Well, let’s just say there’s nothing in the entire universe that would make me believe you’d do that.”
If only Lucy could have seen through it too. Reese would have never done anything to hurt Lucy, at least not purposely. Relieved, Reese sunk. “At least someone believes me.”
“Lucy? I’m guessing she didn’t take it well.” When Reese let out a heavy sigh, Tom squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll come around. It’s crazy to think you’d ever do something as dumb as hooking up with that bitch.” And Reese snorted loudly, feeling a lot better.
    
IN THE EVENING, Reese went for a drive. She took the side road down the streets of Santa Monica, heading up towards her favorite overlook. It was getting dark out, nearly about time for stargazing. The last time she’d been up here was with Lucy not too long ago for their date. But she was craving the scenery again. The peace and quiet.
She parked the Volkswagen near the far side of the hill, leaning the seat back and closing her eyes. Trying to shut off her brain. Then she heard the crunch of tires hitting the gravel and dirt road beside her. She leaned up to look for a moment, surprised when she saw who it was that had parked on the other end. Recognizing the Subaru.
Reese didn’t hesitate, grabbing her keys and breaking out in a trot to get to the car before she realized. Wanting desperately for another chance to talk to her, especially if she was hurting because of Eve leaving.
Lucy didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see her, waiting at the side of her car as Reese approached her. “I kind of figured you might come up here,” she said, wiping her teary eyes with the back of her hand. “Although I kind of wanted to be by myself but I just couldn’t… I don’t know…” Lucy struggled to catch her breath and stammered for a minute. Reese didn’t hesitate, pulling her into her arms and Lucy sobbed quietly. “She left,” Lucy said, crying. “And I don’t know what to do.”
Instead of kissing her, like Reese would have normally done, she just held her until she calmed. When Lucy pulled away, Reese ached to hold her longer, but didn’t. Instead, they just stared at each other for a moment in silence. “I probably shouldn’t have come up here,” Lucy said. “I just didn’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do with my life anymore. And I’m still so mad at you.”
“Lucy, I swear to you,” Reese said, trying to plead with her again.
“We should have ended it before,” Lucy said, wiping her face again. “We’re just too different, you and me. It made sense it wasn’t going to work out.” Lucy took a deep breath. “I don’t know why I came up here. I’m going to go. I—” she trailed off, and then waved Reese off. “Thanks for the hug,” she said.
Reese wanted to argue with her, but didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded. Just as Lucy was about to get back in her car, she blurted the only other thing that was on her brain at the moment. “I had an audition today,” she said. “For another show.”
Lucy stared at her. “What show?”
“A science fiction cop drama,” Reese said quickly. “With an independent company. They’re going to be on SyFy.”
“Are you going to take it?” Lucy asked curiously.
“I don’t know,” Reese admitted.
Lucy hesitated. Looked as if she wanted to say something more, but then stopped herself. “Well, I wish you luck, whatever you decide.”
Reese nodded, unsure of what to say. “Thanks.” Lucy nodded too, situating herself in her car and shutting the door. Neither of them spoke again, and Reese instead watched as she drove away in the car, leaving her at the hill alone.



  CHAPTER 24  





        LUCY  


“LUCY, dear, you don’t have to leave if you don’t want to,” Lucy’s mother was trailing behind her as she lugged another box from her room out to the car. “Warren and I don’t mind having you here.”
“I think it’s best, Mom,” Lucy said, holding the door open with her foot until her mother came to catch it. “Besides, I’m just moving across town. Tegan and Everett have a spare bedroom I’m going to stay in for a while. It’s time I grow up a little.”
Lucy walked across the driveway to her silver Subaru, laying the box down beside the rest. Just a few more bags of clothes and some miscellaneous things and she would have her entire life packed away in the car. Her mother trailed behind her as she made her way back inside. “If you’re going to leave, let me at least help you.” Lucy let her shuffle through her things, collecting some. Just as Lucy was about to grab another bag of clothes, she watched her mother look down to the garbage can. Spot the stack of notebooks that she’d tossed in the trash earlier that week.
“What’s this?” Theresa asked, pulling the notebooks out. Before Lucy could stop her, she’d thumbed through them a bit. Lucy reached out and snatched them from her. “Are those your screenplays?”
“I think I’m done with it,” Lucy said flatly. “I have my career to focus on. I was thinking maybe I’d even try to apply for grad school like Eve.” It had been a recent thought. Something in her life had to change. She couldn’t let it keep going the way that it was. Despite how much she loved the game store, it wasn’t going to sustain her long-term. She needed to think bigger picture. Graduate school was definitely bigger picture.
Theresa looked surprised. As if she might say something in reply to that. Then she moved to sit on the edge of Lucy’s bed, patting the space beside her. “Come sit down.”
Lucy hesitated for a moment. “I gotta get the rest of this stuff to the car, Mom.”
“You’re not in that big a rush,” Theresa’s eyes narrowed. “Sit, Lucy.” Her mother's tone meant business, so Lucy did as she asked, coming to sit next to her. “You’re a lot more like your father than you realize,” she said. Lucy was surprised she was bringing up her father. “Stephen loved his writing more than just about anything. And I know you do too.”
“Maybe I can pick it up again someday,” Lucy argued. “I need to focus—”
“I was always jealous of your father,” Theresa interrupted her. “I mean, of his work. That he lived and breathed it. That he was so passionate about it. I always tried to live vicariously through him. Doing what I do for a living, what your stepfather does… Sure, I love it. It makes me happy. But the way your father talked about what he did…” Theresa trailed off for a moment lost in thought. “I wouldn’t want to take that away from anyone. And I especially wouldn’t want you to lose what you love…” Her mother handed her notebooks back to her, taking her hand into her own. “Don’t stop writing, sweetheart. You love it. It’s what you should be doing.”
Lucy felt a lump in her throat. Let her mother squeeze her hand for a moment before they came together in a hug. She sighed, resting her head on her shoulder. “I miss Reese,” she said, sobbing. “And Eve.” Her mother ran her fingers through her hair, letting her cry. When she finally caught her breath, she sat back up. “I won’t stop writing,” she promised.
Once the last bag was loaded into the car, Lucy hugged her mother goodbye before she disappeared into the house. When she’d settled into the car, she realized her phone was buzzing. She dug into the pocket of her jacket and pulled it out. Across the screen was a half dozen text messages and a few phone calls. All from Reese.
Lucy, can you come? It’s mom.
    
“I CAME AS quick as I could—” Lucy stumbled into the doctor’s office in a panic, after having run from the parking lot inside and convinced the nurse at the front desk that she was family. She immediately stopped herself from talking when she saw Emily crying across from her, laying in the medical chair. “What’s going on?”
Reese motioned towards the empty chair next to David and Lucy sat down promptly. “Mom, do you want to tell her?” She looked towards Emily who sniffled and wiped the tears from under her eyes.
“I’m in remission,” Emily said, smiling. “The doctor just came in and told us a few minutes ago.”
Lucy’s breath stopped momentarily. Her head got a little dizzy from the words, so she balanced herself on the counter on the far side of the room. “She’s what?”
“Dr. Denza says it’s nearly gone. One more round of chemotherapy and it should be completely gone.” Emily was crying again and Reese held on around her shoulders, comforting her. Lucy rushed to her, wrapping her arms around her tightly. Reese’s arm was still in place and Lucy laid her head against Emily’s shoulder and Reese’s arm, sighing softly.
“Emily, that’s amazing,” she managed to say. They stayed together for a while. Lucy, enjoying the comfort of feeling Reese’s touch again. It had been a while and she’d missed it terribly. Lucy felt Reese tug away again, and lifted her head to see why.
“I need a minute,” Reese said, holding up a hand. She turned and disappeared out of the doorway. She wandered down the hall of the office and saw Reese sitting outside on the curb, face buried in her hands. Lucy came to sit beside her, resting a hand on her back once she had. When Reese looked up, she looked as though she’d been crying, tears streaming down her face. Lucy pulled her into her arms, and Reese’s head fell onto her shoulder. “Are you okay?”
Reese seemed to calm. Lucy ran her hand over Reese’s short brown locks, feeling them between her fingers. Resting on that familiar smell she had missed so much. Fresh and clean, like new laundry. Lucy felt herself taking a big breath in to keep the smell a little bit longer, until Reese finally pulled away, sniffling.
Reese wiped her face with the back of her hand, having already calmed from crying. She’d always been tough, like her mother. Lucy had very rarely seen her cry in all the time of knowing one another. “I’m okay,” she said, clearing her throat. “I can go back in now.”
The two got to their feet, preparing to go back inside. Just as Lucy was about to open the door again, Reese caught her wrist and she turned. They were close. Very close. So much so, that Lucy had a terrible ache to kiss her. “Reese…”
“Lucy, I swear to you—”
“I know,” Lucy said, breathing her in again once more. Feeling a shiver run through her as she looked up into those blue-grey eyes that always got to her. It definitely wasn’t just an actress thing. Reese had a hold on her like nobody else ever could. “I know. I believe you.” Lucy leaned in to kiss her on the cheek softly. Just for a second. If it had been any longer, she might have reacted more. Instead, she pulled back and looked her square in the eyes, staying steady. “I believe you, but I don’t forgive you. And I don’t know if I ever will.”
And before Reese could say anything else, Lucy turned and walked straight back into the doctor's office, without speaking another word. She couldn’t. Another second longer, she wouldn’t have lasted. Reese’s hold was too strong on her still. And the thought made her ache inside, because it only meant their friendship would never be the same again.



  CHAPTER 25  





        REESE  


THE HEAT from the Fresnel lights above beat down on Reese’s flesh. Sounds of a dozen crew members working diligently to set up the scene behind her filled her ears. Reese could smell the Folgers coffee in the break room, ready for the taking as soon as she was done. It was the final day of shooting. The final day of her time on Across the Galaxy. Reese had been waiting for this moment for what had felt like ages. What she would do after, what was in store for her was still a mystery. But right now, this final scene was all that mattered.
Her last few moments aboard the Starship Atlas. Her last few moments with the crew, in its entirety. The last time smelling the fresh paint on the set walls around her. The last time she’d have to stare blindingly into the green fabric behind the walls of the ship.
Harper Reed was leaving. Maybe to return one day for a cameo. But for now, this was her final few moments aboard the ship she’d called home for so long.
She was leaving. And these last few moments were it.
And, god damn it, she was crying about it.
“Will someone bring Reese a damn tissue,” Jack hollered from off the set. An intern hustled across the stage with a box of Kleenex, and Reese took one, wiping her face and blowing her nose. When she handed it back to the young girl, she did her best not to make a disgusted face. Reese almost laughed.
“Sorry,” she apologized, just as the girl ran off the set. Reese looked back up at Jack and Michael behind the camera, and the rest of the crew that was patiently waiting. “All right, I’m good. Let’s do this.”
Jack worked with Michael for a minute to set up the shot. Reese was sitting in the center of the bridge of the ship, at her usual seat alongside Justine Turner. Who, for once in their two years of knowing one another, didn’t seem so terribly frustrating. In fact, she may have just looked the slightest bit sad. But Reese had been overjoyed. Only these final few minutes before she’d never have to stare at her smug, arrogant face, hopefully ever again.
“All right folks, quiet on the set.” Jack’s voice boomed across the room. He’d always had a very commanding voice that demanded attention. “We’re ready to go here. And I’m counting down— in five, four, three, two, one… action.”
Captain Joelle King and Lieutenant Harper Reed had just run onto the bridge after dealing with a crisis in the Engineering Bay. They both had been called by Ensign Stein who was manning the pilot’s seat for the night shift. Nearly all the crew was gathered in the room when they’d gotten there.
“Did we make it?” Joelle asked, looking out into the expanse of space. In front of them, Earth filled up most of the view.
“God, she’s beautiful,” Ensign Paris stood beside Harper. “She takes my breath away every time I see her.”
Captain King turned towards Harper then. The two met eyes, looking at each other for a long moment before either of them spoke. They both stood in the center of the bridge, both paused and unmoving. Joelle moved to Harper, securing a pin to the jacket of her uniform. “It’s been a pleasure working with you, Captain Harper. You’re going to do a fantastic job, I’m sure of it.”
“Thank you, Joelle,” Harper whispered, smiling at her.
“To the new Captain of the Starship Pluto,” Joelle said.
“To the Captain!” the crew replied, cheering.
    
“MOM, BE CAREFUL!” Reese said, watching as she trailed outside to the garage where David’s old sedan was parked. It had been three weeks since the visit to the doctor’s office. Three weeks since they’d found out she was in remission. The very idea of it had just given her more energy than Reese had seen her have in several years since she’d been diagnosed. “I just want to go for a ride Reese, that’s all. Just down to the park to look out at the ocean. I haven’t been to the park in forever.”
David, who looked as worried as Reese was, held the passenger side door open for Reese’s mother as she managed to get herself inside. “Well, don’t stay out too long,” Reese said. “I have steak for dinner that I was going to put on.”
Since it had been the final day of shooting Across the Universe, Reese had bought food to celebrate. She had wanted to call Lucy to invite her over, but she’d been busy with her friends playing Dungeons and Dragons. Besides, their friendship had changed now.
When Reese’s father hopped into the car, Reese came around to meet him at the window. “Drive the speed limit. Just to the park. Come back soon.”
“Reese, honey,” David said, patting her hand that had wrapped around the window. “You don’t have to worry. I can take care of both of us just fine. Go make dinner.”
Reese sighed, and nodded, letting the car pull out of the garage and driveway. She watched as it disappeared down the street, feeling sickly nervous and worried, but eventually shook it off and went back inside.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she reached to get it. A missed call from an area code that she didn’t recognize. When she checked voicemail, it was from Stephanie Vestal. “Reese, this is Stephanie again. I was just calling to see if you were still interested in working with us for the show. We had another actress in mind if you weren’t available, but I wanted to give you a final offer. We start shooting in a week. Hope you’re well.”
The phone sat in her hand after she’d hung up, and she stared down at it. Contemplating what she was going to do. She’d meant to call her weeks ago to tell her a firm no, but still hadn’t brought herself to do it. The role sounded pretty perfect. If it hadn’t been in Vancouver, she would have taken it in a heartbeat. Instead, she was waffling, unsure of the right decision.
Finally, she dialed the number. It rang once. Twice.
“Ah, Reese, hey there,” Stephanie answered, sounding as perky as ever. Her voice reminded her of Lucy. Reese sighed a little at the thought of her. “I just left you a message, did you get it?”
“Listen, Stephanie—”
“Oh, so you’re calling to tell me no? Okay, I get it.” Stephanie said. “It’s just, it sounded like you were really excited about it before. And we really think you’d be perfect for the part. But if you have plans elsewhere—”
“It’s just it’s in Vancouver,” Reese admitted, honestly. “If it was anywhere closer. My parents are in Santa Monica. I can’t just leave them. They need me.”
“I completely understand,” Stephanie said. “You have to do what you have to do.”
“Exactly,” Reese said. “I’m really sorry, Stephanie. I hope the other actress works.”
“Well, she’s definitely no Reese Simmons,” Stephanie laughed. “But we’ll make it work. Take care, Reese.”
“You too,” Reese replied, before hanging up the phone. The minute she’d sat it on the counter, she heard a rustle from the mudroom. Her father stuck his head around the corner.
“Sorry sweetheart, I forgot my wallet.” David paused, looking at her. “Though I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation…”
“Of course, you did,” Reese laughed, shaking her head. “Dad, I’m not taking the job. I can’t leave you and Mom. No matter how much you try to convince me otherwise.”
“Reese,” David said, walking back into the kitchen. “It’s been really great staying here with you. You helped a lot with your mom and me the past few years, and we really appreciate that. But I can take care of your mom. You don’t have to worry about us. We can stay here at the beach house, if that would make you feel better. Stephanie said you could come on weekends and off days back to Santa Monica, right?”
“Yeah, but who knows how often that would be,” Reese argued.
“But who knows when another opportunity would come around like this. I haven’t seen you this excited for a role in a really long time.”
Reese pondered on what her father had said. He hadn’t been inaccurate. This was definitely a role she’d gotten excited about, and she hadn’t felt that way in a while. “Are you sure you’d be okay? I mean, if I left.”
“Of course,” David said. “Go. Do what you were meant to do. We’ll still be here when you get back.” He smiled, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder.
Reese sighed, looking to her phone. “I’ll call her back.” She looked back at her father. “Just be home soon. I’m making dinner, remember.”
“Back in a jiffy,” David nodded, heading back out of the room.
Once her father had left, Reese picked up the phone again, twiddling it in her hand for a moment. Then she dialed Stephanie back, waiting for her to answer. It went to voicemail, but Reese left one anyway. “Stephanie, this is Reese. I just wanted to say I’ve changed my mind. I’ll take the job. I think it would be good for me at this juncture of my career. I just have a favor to ask you. So, if you could give me a call back, I’d really appreciate it.”



  CHAPTER 26  





        LUCY  


CAN you meet up on the hill?
Reese’s text was sprawled across her phone. Lucy took a sharp breath in, and sighed out. She hadn’t seen Reese since the night at the hospital. Hadn’t really had a reason to, despite wanting to on many occasions. She’d kept her distance. While she had decided to believe her about Justine, she still hadn’t forgiven her for putting herself in that position— whatever had really happened. And Lucy had firmly decided it was best that they just remain friends. Cordial. Except things weren’t the way they used to be, not by a longshot.
So, Reese’s text had come as a surprise.
I’ll be there in a little while. Lucy was sitting at the gaming table in Tegan and Everett’s living room, surrounded by her friends playing Dungeons and Dragons. The final episode of Across the Universe had been shot, and Lucy had meant to congratulate her, but she just hadn’t gotten around to it. She blamed it on being busy. Congrats on the show ending, by the way. I’m sure you’re relieved.
Reese didn’t acknowledge her response. I’ll be waiting for you.
Lucy sighed, looking to Joshua. “I have to go run an errand.”
“What kind of errand?” Tegan asked, raising a brow as she rolled her dice on the table. “Shit, I missed.”
Josh looked at her dice roll briefly. “Yep, that’s a miss. Demon’s turn.”
“I freaking hate demons,” Everett groaned.
Lucy was not looking forward to the idea of having to go see Reese and missing part of the game. She sighed, grabbing her jacket from off the back of her chair and slinging it over her shoulders. “Reese kind of errand.”
“What does she want?” Tegan asked.
“I have no idea, but I’ll be quick.” Lucy handed her character sheet to Tegan. “Don’t let me die.”
“My rolls have been shitty,” Tegan said, smirking. “I wouldn’t count on me.” She handed off the sheet to her husband. “Everett will make sure you don’t die. For whatever reason he never rolls a crappy roll.”
“Of course,” Lucy said, smiling at him. “If you get me killed, my next character will make sure you pay.”
“I’ll take good care of her,” Everett said, just as Lucy trotted off towards the door.
“Hey, Lu?” Tegan called after her. Lucy turned on a heel to look back at her friend. “Don’t let her worry you too much, okay? Take care of yourself.”
“I won’t,” Lucy promised, grabbing the keys to the Subaru and heading out the door.
TWENTY MINUTES later she’d made it up to the familiar lookout that she and Reese had loved after all these years. Except it had been quite a while since she’d been there now. Reese was already waiting for her, sitting against the hood of her car. It was dusk out, the sun starting to set off in the distance. It made a pretty view from the hilltop.
Once Lucy made it out of the car, she stared at Reese for a minute. The way the sunlight caught her hair. And her small smile she gave as she approached. Lucy hated even after all this time how she still got to her. “What did you need, Reese?”
Reese met her at the car, face having grown serious. “I wanted to tell you I took the job.”
“The new show in Vancouver?” Reese nodded when she asked. “Well, good for you. Couldn’t you have just texted me that?”
“I could have,” Reese admitted. “But I wanted to see you.”
“Reese…”
“Just hear me out,” Reese said, raising up a hand to interrupt her. “Lucy, I want you to come with me. To Vancouver.”
“You want me to what?” Lucy stared at her in disbelief. “Reese, I have a job here. A life. My friends are here…”
“Your sister is in Washington. It’s just a short trip away,” Reese noted. “Plus, I kind of did something…”
Lucy’s eyes narrowed. “What did you do exactly?”
“I got you a job,” Reese said. “At the studio. With the writers. You’d be an intern, it doesn’t pay a whole lot… But I was thinking maybe we could live together. Even if it was just as friends. Lucy, I think you should take this.”
“You got me a job?” Lucy said, in somewhat disbelief. “Why did you get me a job? Reese, I told you. I believe you that nothing happened between you and Justine, but I just want to be friends, okay?”
Reese hesitated, stared at her for a long moment before replying. “Lucy, we can do this as friends.” The expression on her face read otherwise. “I’ll be okay. I just want you to be happy.”
“I am happy!” Lucy snapped, turning away from her. “I can still do writing on the side. I love the game store. I love my life the way it is, Reese.”
Lucy heard Reese sigh from behind her. She turned, meeting eyes with her. Reese put something in her hand, folding her fingers around it. A business card. “That’s Stephanie Vestal’s number, if you change your mind. I’m leaving tomorrow.”
The thought of Reese leaving shook her a little. “Well...Good luck then.” Lucy said, flatly. “I’m sure you’ll do a good job.” She didn’t hug her, didn’t say anything else. Instead she turned and marched back to her car, still slightly irritated.
Just before she got inside, she heard Reese call out to her again. “I love you Lucy Parker.” Lucy turned again, to look back at her. Reese had told her a thousand times she loved her. They both had. But she’d meant it differently this time. It wasn’t a friendly ‘I love you’. This was more. Lucy sighed. Walked back to her and wrapped her arms around her neck, pulling her close.
“I love you too, Reese.” Lucy cried onto her shoulder and Reese held her for a few moments. “And I miss you.”
“Then come with me,” she said, pulling away to look at her. “Come with me to Vancouver and take the job.”
“I can’t,” Lucy said, wiping her face again. “And I have to go.”
THE GROUP WAS WAITING for her when she got back to the house. Luckily Everett had kept her character alive and handed her back her character sheet when she’d returned. “You were kicking some ass,” he noted.
“That’s what I like to hear,” Lucy said, her voice breaking as she sat down.
Tegan saw through her sadness almost immediately. “Do I need to go punch her?”
“No, no,” Lucy said, wiping stray tears from her eye. “Reese is just leaving tomorrow. She took a job in Vancouver.”
“Aw, Lu,” Tegan leaned into her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay?”
“I should be,” Lucy said sighing. “I mean, it’s what she wants. I should be happy for her.”
Josh looked up from what he’d been writing. “This was the sci-fi cop drama show right?” Lucy nodded. “She’ll do a good job.”
“I just wish I wasn’t so sad,” Lucy said, sighing. “And the worst part is, she asked me to go with her.”
“She what?” Tegan’s voice raised a half-octave.
“She wants me to go work for the production company, as a writing intern.” Then Lucy proceeded to explain the entire conversation. How Reese had gotten her the job. How she wanted her to go with her. How they even could go ‘just as friends.’
The whole entire group seemed to pause what they were doing to look at her. “Dude, really?” Everett’s eyes grew wider. “That would be really cool. Redstar is a pretty big production company. They’ve made a bunch of cool science fiction shows…”
Lucy leaned back in her chair, looking at her character sheet briefly. “Where are we at Josh?” Once she’d asked, they all seemed to drop it and Josh brought her up to speed. The group played through the evening, fighting demons and zombies. Josh was harder than usual, but Lucy liked the distraction. When they were picking up, Tegan brought it up again. “How long are you going to be happy working at Natural Twenty?”
Lucy looked up after handing Josh a handful of miniatures to put back in his bag. “What do you mean by that?”
“I mean, come on Lu. We all know how much you love writing. It’s a given. Why aren’t you giving this a chance?”
“Because Reese hurt me!” Lucy snapped, letting her fist fall down on the table. “I never thought she’d hurt me like that and she did. And besides, I’m happy here. I have a stable job. I can still write. I don’t see the point, Tegan.”
“Lu,” Josh said, zipping up his bag. “Reese did say you could just be friends. You could just go and work for the production company.”
“I don’t want to be ‘just friends’ with Reese,” Lucy sighed, stacking Josh’s books together. Drumming her fingers on the top. “I can’t just be friends with Reese. Not anymore.”
“I’d just hate to see you give this up because you were scared,” Tegan said. “Hate for you to be filled with regret.”
“I’m not scared,” Lucy said, flatly. Truth be told though, she was. Terrified. The thought of leaving the game store, of the life she’d known now for years… It was petrifying. But the thought of losing Reese was so much worse she could barely stand to think about it.



  CHAPTER 27  





        REESE  


DETECTIVE AUSTIN KEPNER WAS INJURED. Badly. There was blood dripping out of a gash on her right side, that had pierced through her favorite black leather jacket. A deep cut on her forehead was dripping blood down the side of her face, blinding her in one eye. But Austin didn’t give up, even in a good fight. She had a mission to do. A mission that was crucial to saving all of humanity. She had to dismantle the time phasing device before it detonated and sent everything Austin knew and loved into a black hole of oblivion.
No pressure.
The scrimmage she’d gotten into with the pair of AQUA agents had been rough, but she’d brought them both down. Bought herself a little bit of time before more showed up. She’d fallen to her knees in front of the device, studying it.
A voice echoed into her ear. Kenneth. “You’ve got thirty seconds, Austin.”
Fuck. That wasn’t much time, and Austin hadn’t ever seen a device like this in her entire life. She studied it quickly, hands running over the wires that trailed along the outside. Bit at her bottom lip as she pondered what to do. Kenneth’s warnings weren’t helping matters. “Damn it, Kenneth. There’s not enough time. This thing is complicated.”
There wasn’t enough time, but Austin was going to have to try and make it enough time. For the sake of all humanity. “You have to Austin,” Kenneth warned her. “Just do it. Don’t think.”
Austin studied the device for a second more, before diving in. A wire flew. Nothing. Another. Still nothing. The timer kept counting down.
“Fuck,” Austin said, frustrated. “What am I missing?”
“Ten seconds,” Kenneth spoke in her ear again. Austin could feel her heart ramping up in her chest. Her blue-grey eyes flitted back and forth over the device, finally deciding to take a risk. To pull another set of wires.
Five, four, three, two—
Austin yanked, as hard as she could. The wires snapped off and she tumbled backwards, just as the timer counted down to zero. Nothing happened. The room sat eerily silent.
“And— cut!” Stephanie shouted from off the set.
Reese rolled from the floor to a standing position. A round of applause erupted across the room, along with a bit of cheering. It had been the first full day of shooting in Vancouver. The day had been long and grueling. They’d just finished with the final scene. Harold, who had played Austin’s right hand man Kenneth, came from off the stage to meet her. “Nice job, Reese.”
“Thanks,” Reese smiled, and nodded. While Harold wasn’t Tom, by any means, he’d been nice to work with. She wandered over to her jacket and phone that she’d left on a chair off the stage and turned the screen on. A slew of text messages waited for her.
Hope the first day went well. Can’t wait to see it on television. Lucy stopped yesterday to say hello. She looks good. Happy. A message from her mother. Reese would reply in a few minutes once she’d settled down to look over the script for the following day.
Another message was littered with adorable pictures of two twin babies, who looked the splitting image of Tom Quach. They were born last night. Thought you might want to see a picture. BTW, HAWKS ARE GOING TO THE SUPERBOWL! YEAH! Reese laughed, rolling her eyes.
Last, but certainly not least was a short message from Lucy. Good luck on your first day! Love you. Reese had missed the texts and small conversations they had used to have throughout the day. Since she’d left for Vancouver, Reese had received more and more messages from Lucy, breaking the tension between them. She still missed her terribly, but was glad to have the friendship back that they used to have. Reese went ahead and texted her back a short message. Love you more.
Once she’d pocketed her phone, Reese took off to the break area, a fresh script for the following day in hand. She had rather enjoyed the first day, feeling like she could get used to playing Detective Austin rather easily. Her co-stars were tolerable. There was no insufferable agent breathing down her neck. Reese rather liked her newfound freedom.
While the chairs weren’t the obnoxious tangerine color chairs that she’d been used to at Across the Universe, they were still a gaudy green color that reminded her of a green screen fabric. Reese ignored it, sitting down with her script and thumbing through the pages quietly.
A throat cleared from behind her. “And this is the break room, where we have—” Stephanie’s voice echoed through the room. “Oh, sorry Reese. I didn’t realize you were in here.” Reese turned swiftly in the seat. She nearly fell out of it when she met those brown eyes head on, sitting behind those familiar black framed glasses. Lucy Parker shoved them up the bridge of her nose and Reese found she had trouble breathing. “We’ve been looking for you.” Stephanie must have gathered they needed a minute and took a step back towards the door. “I’m guessing Reese can show you the rest.”
Lucy turned her attention back towards Stephanie briefly. “Thanks,” she smiled. By the time Stephanie had left them, Reese had gotten to her feet.
“Lucy— I— what are you doing here?”
“It’s not because of you,” Lucy said flatly, watching as Reese trailed closer to her. “I decided it was best to move on from the store. And Tegan and Everett, they both said I should take the job.”
Reese was smiling so big that it threatened to split her face in two. “You sure it wasn’t me?”
Lucy’s eyes were growing wider with every step of Reese’s approach. Reese watched as she made the final few steps to meet her. Balled the middle of her shirt in a fist and tugged her closer, until they were nearly touching.
“Reese,” Lucy said calmly, her brown eyes looking up at her. “Kiss me. Kiss me and mean it.”



  CHAPTER 28  





        EPILOGUE  


Reese
“AND REESE ROLLS A NATURAL TWENTY!” Joshua stared in disbelief at the twenty-sided dice that had just been rolled. Lucy had picked out a set of navy blue roleplaying dice for her to use. It had been the first out of at least a dozen critical hits that Reese had made during their game of Dungeons and Dragons.
“Way to go Reese,” Tegan said, shaking her head. “You’re going to kill all the monsters before we even catch up. I think you got her special dice, Lu.”
“I can’t help it if she’s gotten better at rolling,” Lucy said defensively. “She’s been practicing. And she just seems extraordinarily lucky today.”
“Alright Jamie,” Josh said, throwing the paper to the side. “You killed my last zombie. What do you want to do now?”
“I think it’s time we celebrate,” Lucy’s sister Eve said from behind them. They’d decided to play the game at her apartment in Seattle. Tegan and Everett had gotten in a few days prior. Eve was toting a rather large cake in her arms, that she sat down in front of Reese and Lucy.
The icing on top read Congrats Reese and Lucy!
Reese looked up and smiled at Eve. “Thanks.” It had been the final day of shooting the first season of the show. Everyone had come up to celebrate. At least, that’s what Lucy knew.
“There’s one final monster we have to defeat!” Joshua said, interrupting Reese’s train of thought. He pulled out a dragon from his bag under the table, and a small treasure chest. “And he has loot!”
Lucy looked at Joshua in disbelief. “You want us to fight a dragon?”
“We’re ready,” Everett assured her. “Let’s do this.”
It took another hour, but they managed to fight off the dragon, who ended up fleeing at the last second. “He’ll be back,” Joshua assured them.
“There’s treasure,” Lucy noted, staring at the little plastic treasure box that had been left behind. “Hopefully it’s a map of where we’re supposed to go next. Or a sword! Reese could use a better sword.”
Reese’s eyes narrowed. “I like my sword, thank you very much.”
“I think you should go open it,” Tegan suggested to Lucy, who without hesitation reached for it across the table. She fidgeted with the lock for a few moments before the top came open.
Lucy stared down inside the box in disbelief. It had been just the right size. Small, but large enough to hold a simple engagement ring. Reese had bought the thing the second day Lucy had gotten to Vancouver. Had waited until they had the perfect moment. Which, no moment seemed more perfect than now, after they’d spent an entire season shooting a show together. While her friends were in town.
While Lucy was still trying to register what was happening, Reese took her hands in her own. Dumped the ring out onto the table and picked it up. Their friends were all silent around them, staring in anticipation.
Reese already knew the answer to the question, without even having to ask it. They’d been friends their entire lives. She could tell by the expression on Lucy’s face that she was going to say yes. But she asked anyway.
“Lucy Parker, will you marry me?”
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