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  “A lot of child actors keep acting for the wrong reasons.”


  ~Nicholas Hoult


  


  


  Chapter One


  Amelia


  “I am standing in front of Tenpoint Bridge, where beloved 15-year-old child star Skylar DeGray, best known for her roles in Red Fame, The Honorable Tennyson, and Forty-One Nights in Persia, was involved in a horrible accident that took her life, along with the life of her manager, Jeremy Lowe, at 4:00 p.m. last night. As you can see behind me, fans of DeGray have already started to leave candles, teddy bears and flowers for the child star, who just last week was awarded was awarded Young Actress of the Year by the Screen Actors Guild. This morning, police officers are still unsure of what caused the accident—”


  “That’s enough,” Noah whispered, closing the laptop in front of me. “Get up, Amelia.”


  But it wasn’t enough, and I could barely move anymore. My eyes burned so badly from my own tears, yet I still couldn’t stop them from falling. The only proof that I was alive, that this wasn’t some horrid nightmare, was hearing my own heartbeat drumming away in my ears. I was petrified of my own thoughts at this point. I felt as though the world would crumble at my feet the moment I stood.


  For sixteen years, I’d given up any sense of freedom for one person—my mother—so that she would be proud.


  No matter how disappointed she made me, no matter how badly she pushed me, I still loved her. When other kids were suing their parents or cutting them off, I held on to her. Why? Because she was my mom. She was never perfect; in fact, she was down right selfish, pushy, and sometimes just plain delusional. But I never once thought she didn’t love me. I always told myself that she had so many issues in her own life that it was hard for her to be there for me all the time. That it wasn’t her fault.


  I never blamed her, and I should have. I fucking should have.


  Why was I like this? Why did I always hold on to people like this? In the end, I was the one left hurt.


  “Amelia.” He pressed his hands on my cheeks, forcing me to stare into his blue-green eyes. “Talk to me, please.”


  With his thumb, he wiped my tears, even though it was useless. They just kept coming. It felt like someone was tearing out my heart. Of all the secrets I thought he was keeping from me, never in my wildest dreams did I think it would be this. My mother was one thing, but he was another altogether. For years, I’d tried to hate him. I blamed him. Every time he was in the press, I wished he’d hurt just as much as I did. Yet all along, he had been carrying all of this on his shoulders for the both of us.


  Amelia London, you are so stupid. You’re such a fucking idiot!


  Noah, sensing that I was berating myself, said, “I know you are in pain. Believe me, I understand, more than anyone. I also know that you shouldn’t suffer alone. It only makes it so much worse. So talk to me.”


  If he knew that, if he knew I shouldn’t suffer alone, why did he allow himself to?


  Because he loved me.


  “My mother is a murderer.” I finally said the words aloud. “She murdered my friend. She always forced you away from me. She’s lied to me and used me all of my life. My family is a fake. Everything about me is fake: what I do, what I believe, those around me. It’s all fake. What can I possibly say, Noah?”


  “Don’t insult me like that,” he said, frowning, his hands still caressing my face, “because I’m not fake. I’m right here in front of you, being as real as I have ever been in my whole life. How I feel about you—the fact that I love you, the fact that I have always loved you—is not fake, Amelia.”


  “I don’t know what to do, Noah.” He had just told me that I was in danger, that his father would hurt me. There was doubt in my mind that if it came down to saving herself or saving me, my mother would always choose herself. I couldn’t bring myself to just forget. Once Pandora’s Box is opened, there is no closing it. “She can’t get away with this. I…we need to tell…” I stammered.


  “Amelia, I need you to listen to me,” he said seriously. His lips formed a thin line, and even his shoulders tensed. “We aren’t going to say anything. We did not commit a crime—”


  “Not reporting a crime is just as bad as committing one. We were kids. I know we will make it out—”


  “Amelia!” he yelled, releasing his hands from me. He backed away, took a deep breath, and shook his head before calmly speaking again. “Amelia, I need you to trust me. I’ve kept my mouth shut for one reason and one reason alone: you. If anything were to happen to you, I…I don’t know what I would do.”


  Skylar DeGray was one of my only friends growing up. She was a year younger than me, with a mass of curly brown hair and deep brown eyes. She used to follow me around the set during break. She was like my own little sister. Everyone thought we didn’t get along, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. Back then, our managers told us to pretend to fight in public to stay in the headlines. Our fights were huge and always so hilarious to us, because we could not believe how anyone could believe them.


  When she died only days after Noah and I broke up, I honestly wanted to kill myself because I felt so alone. I remember sitting on my bathroom floor with only a towel around me and holding my mother’s bottle of Valium. If my sister, Antigone, hadn’t knocked on the door, I don’t know what would have happened.


  That was a lie. If Antigone hadn’t knocked, I would have killed myself.


  That pain—all of it was my mother’s fault, and she just let me suffer through it.


  “She can’t get away with this, Noah,” I said. I wouldn’t let her.


  “She won’t. Neither will my father,” he assured me. Sitting beside me, he took my hands into his. “I’m not asking you to let this go. I’m asking you not say anything—not now.”


  When I glanced over at him, he squeezed my hand tighter, reassuring me.


  “So what do we do now?” I asked.


  Noah shrugged. “We do what we’re good at—acting. We go to work, apologize for missing shooting today, and keep going as if nothing happened until we can prove it without destroying ourselves in the process. You’ve worked so hard for so long. There’s no way in hell I’m letting your mother take that away too.”


  There he went again, caring only about me as if he didn’t work just as I did, as if he didn’t suffer just as much as I did.


  Lifting our hands, I squeezed as tightly as I could.


  “Noah,” I said.


  “Yeah?”


  I smiled and said, “It’s you and me again. We’re back in that tree.” Despite everything, with him, I could always smile.


  He kissed the back of my hand. “There is nowhere on earth I would rather be.”


  I had no clue what the hell was coming in the future or how we were going to get over this. But what I did know is that I loved and trusted him, and I wasn’t going to let anyone get between us again.


  So if he wanted me to act like nothing had happened, then nothing happened.


  


  Noah


  I swore I would never tell her the truth. However, coming into my room and seeing her waiting for me, hearing her defend me, seeing her stick beside me no matter what…I couldn’t not tell her.


  Maybe it was the alcohol.


  Maybe it was because I wanted her to stay.


  Either way, the words poured out of me, and once they were out, I couldn’t take them back. But funny enough, I didn’t want to. For the first time in ten years, I felt like I could breathe again, like life wasn’t an endless black hole. But seeing her break down was so heart-wrenching I almost wished I hadn’t said anything…almost.


  “Noah,” she whispered in her sleep, pressing herself even closer to me as we lay on my bed. She had fallen asleep sometime after 1:00 a.m., but every once in awhile, she would wake up just slightly to call out my name, like she was checking to see if I was still here.


  That was my fault. I had run from her so often that even in her sleep, she didn’t completely trust me to stay.


  “Shh…I’m here,” I replied, running my hand through her hair. “I’ll always be right here.”


  There was now no reason not be—all because she never gave up on me.


  Loyalty. It was both her strong point and her worst fault. When Amelia accepted you, it was hard to for her to let you get away. She’d go to the ends of the earth for the people she cared about. You would think that was good thing, but it was because of that same loyalty that she often got hurt. It’s also why I had to pretend to cheat on her when I was told to break up with her when we were teenagers. She wouldn’t have accepted it any other way.


  Beep.


  Beep.


  Beep.


  “Make it stop,” she groaned, rolling over.


  Smirking, I reached for the phone beside me, sitting up slowly.


  “What time is it?”


  “Five a.m.,” I replied. “Stay in bed. I’ll go—”


  “No, it’s fine. If I stay in bed any longer, I won’t be able to get up.” She ran her hands through her hair as she sat up. “Besides, I’d rather be there early to apologize to the director. Yesterday must have been atrocious.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell Oliver to bring over some clothes for you. Go shower,” I replied, and she glanced back at me over her shoulder.


  I couldn’t get over how beautiful she looked, even with puffy eyes and a snarled nest of hair on her head. She was still the most stunning woman I had even seen. Turning back completely, I never took my eyes off her as she crawled over the cream silk sheet to me. Cupping my cheek, she kissed me once, softly on the lips, her eyes never leaving mine.


  “Don’t tempt me this morning, Amelia, I can’t—”


  Her lips covered mine instantly, her tongue slipping into my mouth, rolling over mine, allowing me to explore every corner of her mouth. Reaching up, I grabbed both of her wrists, pushing her away from me and onto her back, pinning her under me. The white shirt she had borrowed from me opened in the middle, allowing me to see her breasts perfectly.


  “Well, what are you going to do now?” She bit her lip, and I leaned down until our lips were centimeters apart and grinned.


  “Nothing now. But later, on set, I will make you ache for me again. So be patient, sweetheart, and go get ready.”


  As I released her wrist, she lay still for a second before sitting up. I could see the lust clear as day in her eyes, and I wanted nothing more than to take her now. But we had too much to do. Without another word, almost dazed, she headed to the bathroom.


  “Fuck,” I hissed, glancing down at the hard-on I was sporting through my boxers, which only became worse when I heard the shower start. She was there, only a few feet from me, naked…


  Get yourself together!


  Rising from the bed, I pulled on a pair of jeans, heading into the living room of our suite—our? I hadn’t even been with her for twenty-four hours yet, and I was saying shit like our now. Dear God, I was hopeless.


  “Noah?” The door opened, and in came not only Austin—who was dressed in a bow tie, sweater vest, and white pants—but also Amelia’s manager, Oliver. He was broad-shouldered, with a scruffy black-and-gray beard and an earring in his left ear. His brown eyes glared into me as if I had stolen something from him.


  “Where is she?” he demanded.


  “If you mean Amelia, she’s taking a shower. She’ll need her things brought over…all of them.”


  “I’m bringing her clothes for the day. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”


  “And you’re telling me this as her what exactly? I understand you’ve never liked me, nor have I given you much to like. However, we are together, and that isn’t changing for anyone. I hope we can put our differences aside.”


  He shook his head, his fist clenching tightly. “Out of all the people in the world, I don’t understand why she can’t move past you.”


  “It’s none of your business, so don’t bother trying to understand,” I replied. “Austin will give you a key so that you can bring her things in—that is, when she talks to you, of course,” I said, taking a seat on the couch and reaching for the new script already waiting for me.


  He didn’t say another word but simply slammed the door behind him.


  Austin handed me a bottle of water and my pill bottle, but I refused the pills, taking only the water.


  “Oliver has been her manager since she was child, Noah. Maybe getting on the wrong side of him isn’t the best way to start off your relationship,” he said.


  “Even if I got on my knees and kissed his shoes, that man would still hate me. I don’t blame him. It’s better he understands how serious I am now. Hopefully, in time, he’ll loosen up,” I said. I doubted it, though. I’d seen more than my fair share of possessive managers over the years, and Oliver was no different. To him, Amelia wasn’t just his actress. In his eyes, she’s like his family. His whole life revolved around her, and she listened to him. He wouldn’t like anyone messing up the system he had built with her, let alone me. I really hoped he would get over it, because Amelia did need his help.


  “What did you tell the director yesterday?” I asked, flipping the page.


  “That a close friend passed away. But I doubt he believed me since I didn’t tell him until three hours after call time. Oliver went with it. They want to redo a few general scenes today, and I believe they may have added some. How did the first sex scene go? Everyone was tight-lipped about it yesterday.”


  “Fine,” I replied, focused on the lines in front of me. “These new scenes—they’re more personal. Are they going to be used as flashbacks?”


  “Yeah, I believe so.”


  Sighing, I closed the script and leaned against the chair. I wanted to go for a smoke, and I don’t know what was stopping me.


  “So are you and Amelia just picking up from where you left off ten years ago?” Austin asked, sitting across from me.


  “Not possible,” I replied. Those two kids were vastly different from who we are now. “She’s mine. I’m hers. It’s that simple. Truthfully, that’s how it’s always been. Neither of us are fighting anymore.”


  It was us against the world now. Picking up the breakfast menu beside me, I was determined to choose whatever would take the least amount of time.


  “Well, I’ll be back when you’re both ready,” Austin said, rising.


  I waited until he opened the door to leave before calling out to him again. “Austin.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Thank you.” I didn’t need to go further than that, because I’m sure he understood. Amelia was only here because he pointed her in my direction when I was afraid to.


  “No thanks are needed. My job is to get you what you want,” he replied, closing the door gently behind him.


  I didn’t just want Amelia—I needed her.


  Leaning over, I reached for my cigarettes.


  “What did I say about women not wanting to kiss ashtrays?”


  I turned back to see that she stood in the doorway of the bedroom. The only thing separating her body from my gaze was a fluffy robe. Her long brown hair, now completely wet, stuck to her neck and shoulders.


  “You do realize that if I can’t smoke I’m going to need to relax some other way, right?” I asked, getting up from the couch.


  “You’re a very smart man, Mr. Sloan. I’m sure we can think of alternatives.”


  “Found one,” I said, tugging on the rope keeping her robe closed before sliding the rest of it off her shoulders and watching as it fell to a pool around her feet.


  “Ah…” her lips parted when I cupped her breasts, allowing my thumbs to rub her nipples.


  Just as I was about to kiss her, there was knock at the door.


  I sighed. “That’s most likely Oliver. I told him to bring over all of your things.”


  “And he agreed?” Her eyebrow rose in shock.


  “Not at all. But you’ll convince him,” I said, bending down to pick up her robe.


  “And if I don’t?”


  “Sweetheart,” I leaned in, whispering in her ear. “Pick your battles with me carefully. I wouldn’t tell him to move your stuff over here if I didn’t already know you wanted to be here.”


  “We haven’t been together for a full day yet, and I’m already under your spell,” she said softly.


  “Good.”


  Kissing her cheek, I walked around her toward the bathroom, my whole body so hot it felt like I was on fire.


  That’s what she did to me.


  She wasn’t under my spell. I was under hers.


  


  Chapter Two


  Amelia


  I’d never met my father. My mother had told me so many different stories; he was an archaeologist she met while filming in Egypt, a famous street artist from the streets of Paris, a British officer who died in combat—the list could go on. Each time she told me a story, I was more focused on whether or not she really met and slept with all these men and less concerned about my father. I never really felt like I didn’t have a dad because of Ollie. For as long as I could remember, he had taken care of me. The reason my mother got me the gifts I actually wanted for my birthday or Christmas was because of Ollie. Whenever I was in trouble, Ollie always got me out of it as gracefully as possible. I never wanted to let him down. However, from the look he was giving me when I opened the door, I knew I had let him down. Big time.


  “Morning,” I replied with a smile, mentally preparing myself for what he was going to say.


  He inhaled deeply, opened his mouth to speak, but then just handed me a small duffle bag, along with my heels. “I’ll wait out here for you.”


  “Ollie—”


  “Try to hurry up, please. After yesterday, you can’t afford to be late. You have a busy day today,” he continued, backing away from the door like it was the gates of hell.


  “I’ll be right out.” I frowned, closing the door.


  Walking back into the bedroom, I stopped for a moment when I heard Noah start to sing “Livin’ on a Prayer” in the shower like he was a rock star. The grin on my face spread so wide my cheeks hurt. He was absolutely horrible, yet I didn’t want him to stop.


  “Whoa-oa!” I started to sing along as I dressed in the bright yellow cocktail dress Ollie had brought me, though I wasn’t sure why since I was just going to change once I got on set.


  Hearing the door open behind me, I turned to find him stepping out of the bathroom, a wall of steam behind him. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, allowing me to watch as drops of water dripped down his hard abs.


  “Were you singing?” he asked as his eyebrow raised and the corners of his lips turned up.


  “What? No,” I lied, turning back around to grab my heels.


  “Liar,” he said, chuckling. “How was your talk with Oliver?”


  “There wasn’t one,” I replied, tying my hair into a bun. “He’s waiting for me, so I’ll see you there.”


  He nodded, and I kissed his cheek. I made a move to rush toward the doors when he took hold of my wrist, pulling me back slightly. Lifting my chin, he kissed me deeply, and as I leaned into him, he broke away.


  “See you later.”


  The butterflies in my stomach made it impossible for me to speak, but I couldn’t stop grinning. I felt sixteen again. Nodding, I spun around, heading to the doors, where Oliver was still waiting in the same exact same spot, scrolling through his smartphone.


  “I’m ready.”


  “Are you, though?”


  “Ollie.”


  He shook his head at me, handing me a thick pink script and heading down the hall toward a pair of elevators.


  “Ollie, I know you’re pissed—” I started.


  “Why, Amelia?” he asked when we got on the elevator. “Of all the men in the world, why on earth would you go back to Noah Sloan? Weeks ago, you couldn’t even say his name without become enraged. You’re better than him, and I shouldn’t even have to say it because he proves it time and time again. The only thing you’ve ever gotten out of being in a relationship with him is pain. He is a mess, and he’ll drag you down with him—”


  “I don’t need a lecture, Ollie! Especially when you don’t know what you’re talking about. You have no idea what it’s like to be him, and I’m not a child anymore. Who I do or do not date isn’t your business.”


  “It is when it messes with your performance or your own reputation. The Amelia London I know would have never just disappeared for a whole day without even calling or at the very least apologizing.”


  I couldn’t get out of the elevator fast enough and didn’t bother to wait for him as I moved toward the doors. Luckily, the excitement had died down since production had started, and no one was on the street anymore. Parked out front, right under the archway of the hotel, was a familiar black Escalade. The driver, dressed in a dark suit, held the door open for me when I stepped out.


  “Amelia!” my mother called, waving at me with a bright smile on her face.


  It felt like someone had punched me in the gut. All the air in my lungs left my body, and my heart started to pound as I—for a split second—thought of running. This morning, I was able to push her to the corner of my mind, and now here she was.


  Oh no. No. Please, no.


  “Beloved 15-year-old child star Skylar DeGray … was involved in a horrible accident.” The reporter’s voice haunted the back of my mind.


  “Amelia? What’s wrong?”


  Nothing happened. Act. Like. Nothing. Happened. It was simple enough, yet my chest burned just looking at her, the woman with the same round face and blue eyes as mine.


  She repeated herself. “Ame—”


  “Sorry! I’m just having a moment. What are you doing here?” I tried to recover, sliding into the leather seat beside her, noticing she was dressed in a silver floor-length dress and a sunhat. “Don’t you think your outfit is a bit much?” I asked.


  “Always dress in an outfit you don’t mind dying in, sweetie. Now, you said you’re having a moment? What happened?”


  “Ollie…never mind. So again, what are you doing here?” I leaned back, trying to remember how I usually acted around her. Most times I was annoyed and did my best not to show it. However there were times, as few and far between as they were, where I really thought she was a good mom.


  I was wrong.


  “Some moms got to drop their kids off at school. I’ve always enjoyed dropping you off at work...”


  “Mom—” I tried to cut her off.


  “Plus, I really want to talk to your director.”


  “Mom, please, no!”


  “You don’t even know what I’m going to say,” she said.


  I sighed, resting my head against the seat. “That you are a fan of his work, and then you are going to get flirty. You don’t have the best track records with directors. Besides, you told me to smack you if you ever tried to go out on date with another one.”


  “I wasn’t being serious.”


  “Mom.”


  “Fine. Fine.” She threw up her hands in defeat before reaching over and grabbing hold of my hand, and it took all I had not to yank it away from her. “So how are you?” she asked.


  Before I could answer, Ollie opened the front door to take his seat.


  “Esther,” he said, nodding to her.


  “Oh, Oliver, you’re here. Did you clear her schedule for this evening?” She asked him as if I wasn’t even there.


  “I’m sorry. What’s happening this evening?” I asked.


  “Ray Mallory is throwing his 63rd birthday party this evening, and what better date to bring than my famous daughter, the Amelia London.”


  “Mom, I don’t think I can—”


  “What? Why?” Turning to Ollie, she said, “Oliver, I thought you said she was free.”


  “Sorry ma’am. She might be with her boyfriend tonight.” He frowned as he met my gaze through the mirror. I wanted nothing more than to smack him over the head.


  Slowly, she turned to face me with a look of total confusion, “Noah Sloan?”


  “Yes.”


  A grin spread across her lips. “Amelia, this is perfect. Have him come with you to Ray Mallory’s party. The more people talking, the more exposure. After this movie, you’ll be a household name again.”


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Ollie clench his tablet so tightly, the veins in his hands strained. Obviously, this wasn’t what he expected my mother to say to me. But he should have known better. As long as I was the biggest star in the sky, she would do or say anything.


  “Amelia?” my mother said.


  “Huh?” My eyes shifted quickly back to her.


  She gave my hand a little squeeze. “Dating is fine, but remember, you are the most important person in the relationship…not Noah.”


  “Thanks,” I said, squeezing her hands back as I realized why none of her relationships ever worked. The most important person in a relationship was always the other person.


  So you can take your ‘advice’ and shove it, Mother.


  


  ***


  


  “And, action!”


  Every part of me was waxed.


  My hair was curled and makeup done.


  My stilettos clicked on the marble floor as I made my way through the lobby of the Van Gooden Hotel. I looked at no one, rolling my briefcase behind me. Stopping at the elevator, I felt the man next to me stand up straighter, and I fought the urge to smirk.


  “I thought I told you not to wear that dress?” Damon’s voice spoke firmly in the microphone in my ear.


  I glanced back to him in the lobby. He was dressed in a dark navy suit and shiny black shoes, sitting casually in a chair and not even looking at me as he drank his tea.


  “After you.” The man beside me allowed me to enter, and I let one of my bracelets to fall off, forcing me to bend down slowly to pick it up.


  “Payback will be a bitch, sweetheart,” Damon said in the earpiece.


  Ignoring him, I stepped inside the elevator along with the man beside me and the camera guy who kept panning between both of our faces. From the reflection in the glass, I could see that the extra’s eyes were still focused on my ass.


  “Which floor?” the man asked, his hands already hovering over the buttons.


  “She’s out of your league, my friend,” Damon said even though the man couldn’t hear him, and I couldn’t help but smirk.


  I said nothing, pressing the button for the penthouse, proving Damon’s point and shutting him up. It was a small action, but it had to hurt his ego as he pressed the number fourteen instead. The gap between his floor and mine was more than clear. The Van Gooden was one of the most expensive hotels in the city, which meant everyone here operated on one thing—money. It’s how they measured their self-worth. As was clear in the way his shoulders deflated like he had already given up, it was also his way to attract women.


  When he stepped out, he paused for a moment, obviously thinking about whether he should say anything. The camera guy turned back to capture his face, while another camera was already waiting on the floor, focused on me.


  “Hey—”


  “Too slow,” I said as the doors closed on his face.


  “What floor did he get off on?” Damon questioned.


  “I wish I could see your face. You’re sexy when you’re jealous.”


  “I’m always sexy, baby,” he retorted.


  “And cocky.”


  “Yeah, I’ve got one of those, too.”


  Snickering, I shook my head and stood up straighter when the automatic voice announced, “Penthouse Suite.”


  The doors opened, revealing two large double doors just a few feet from the elevators.


  I checked my phone for the code again. However, when I took a step closer, I realized the door was already open.


  “Hello?” I called out when I stepped in. “Wow.”


  I had been to the Van Gooden before, but never the penthouse. In front of me was nothing but a narrow floor-to-ceiling window overlooking all of Chicago. The interior of the room was classic, but with a modern edge in tones of silver, white, and navy. A fire roared to the right of me where I left my suitcase and jacket. To my left, there was a large, circular luxury aquarium tank filled with dozens of fishes of all sizes. The aquarium went up the second floor, the staircase wrapping around it. I wasn’t sure where to look: it was like interior design porn. I wandered over to the aquarium, and like a child, I put my hand on the glass as the script suggested. After I tapped the glass once, the fish all swam away from me.


  The camera crew and the director were already in the penthouse, silently watching. The fact that the director hadn’t called “cut” already meant that he wasn’t worried about the angles yet, though my spots were marked on the ground.


  Hearing a soft cough, I turned back to him. There stood a short man with thick, curly brown hair and thick-rimmed black glasses. His eyes widened as he glanced up the length of my body in the fitted red dress I wore.


  “Mr. Gooden?” I asked.


  He nodded slowly.


  “Is he a mute?” Damon questioned.


  Ignoring him, I extended my hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m guessing you’ve never done this before?”


  “Ugh…no. No,” he said with assurance. “My friend just turned me on to escorts. I mean, he told me about them, not that he turns me on. I’m not gay. Not that there is anything wrong with being gay. I actually have a gay cousin…” he backpedaled.


  “I take it back. How the hell do you make him shut up?” Damon muttered.


  “Breathe, Mr. Gooden,” I giggled. “I don’t bite…not unless you want me to, that is.”


  “I want you to,” Damon commented again.


  Meanwhile, Mr. Gooden just stared at me, both nervous and lustful.


  “Would you happen to have any wine? To make us both comfortable?” I asked him.


  “Yes, of course. I just had them bring up some of my favorite. White or red?”


  “White, please, Daddy,” I said with a smile, and he looked like he was ready to come in his pants.


  “You’re trying too hard,” Damon stated.


  “Am I? Or are you still jealous?” I muttered when Mr. Gooden headed for the kitchen. While he was gone, I tried to spot anything that would look like camera. He had two obvious ones by the door and at least one in the living room.


  “Here you go,” Mr. Gooden said, handing me a glass.


  “Thank you,” I replied before taking his hand and leading him over to the couch in front of the massive windows.


  Kicking off my shoes, I curled up beside him and held my glass up for a toast.


  “To a memorable evening,” I said, then drank the whole thing, watching him from the corner of my eye as he did the same.


  Leaning forward, I placed the glass on the table before us and rose to my feet, my back to him as I reached for the zipper of my dress, slowly working it down…


  “Umm…” I paused, turning back to him completely. “I just noticed the cameras. Do you mind?”


  “Of course, sorry.” He jumped, almost tripping as he reached for a tablet on the side table. He shook his head once, squinting as he tried to focus on the screen. “Done.”


  “Thank you,” I whispered, moving back to him and cupping his cheek. I allowed my thumb to rub across his bottom lip. “You seem like a good guy, Mr. Gooden. Good guys shouldn’t pay for sex. You never know who you’ll meet.”


  “What?” he drifted off as the drugs kicked in.


  Ring.


  Grinning as I walked around his furniture back to the door, I opened it to see Damon standing stony-faced, his eyes traveling up and down my body.


  “Right on time,” I said.


  “Take off the dress,” he demanded. I took a step back, allowing him to enter the suite.


  “No.”


  Frowning, he reached out to grab my waist and press me against his hard body. I could feel the bulge of him against me.


  “Take it off, Blair, before I do.”


  “We have a job to do, Damon.”


  “Yeah, and six hours before the drug wears off. More than enough time for me to pay you back,” he whispered while one of his hands slid up my dress. My hands already were working on the buttons of his shirt as his eyes filled with lust, and he licked his lips without even realizing it.


  “Damon—” I moaned into his kiss as he grabbed my thighs, lifting me up and moving me to the glass windows, in perfect view of Mr. Gooden. I shivered, feeling the slick glass on my back as he pulled down the top half of my dress. Pulling my breasts from my bra, he took one of my nipples into his mouth. My mouth dropped open as I gripped his hair.


  “Yes…” I hissed, biting my lip.


  He undid his pants with ease, allowing them and his boxers to give a perfect view of his ass to the camera.


  “Fuck…” I gasped. My eyes widened when he thrust forward, his hard dick slamming into my pussy.


  His eyes met mine, shining mischievously. We weren’t actually supposed to be having sex, but apparently he didn’t care—and that excited me even more.


  “Harder,” I demanded when his lips covered mine.


  This was one of my favorite sex scenes of the movie.


  There was no foreplay. The screen direction simply read, “Damon fucks Blair in front of sleeping Mr. Gooden.”


  I gripped his shoulders as his mouth traveled from my lips to my jaw.


  “Oh!” I moaned, my legs wrapped around him as he held me in place, ramming himself deeper into me. The glass rocked and creaked behind us, but neither of us cared. We were in total sync, my breasts bouncing freely against me.


  Biting my ear, he didn’t slow down. He fucked me so hard I couldn’t even make complete sentences. Just as I felt the tension building in the pit of my stomach, he came.


  “No,” I whimpered when he pulled out of me. My legs were too weak to stand on my own, so I slowly slid to the ground.


  “You … fucking … bastard,” I said, glaring at him and inhaling deeply through my nose as he adjusted himself.


  “I said payback would be a bitch, didn’t I?” He said with absolutely no fucking shame. “As hot as you look, baby, you’re going to need to get up. We have a job to do.”


  To that, I just flipped him off.


  “Cut! Brilliant.” Director Zane came over to us as I lifted my bra and sleeve back up. Noah extended his hand for me but I refused it—I couldn’t touch him right now. My body was still hot and shaking. “I’m not sure what happened yesterday. But, your performance today was amazing. Just a few small notes, Amelia. I need you to try and make more eye contact with us. As for you, Noah, right now your improvising is great, but keep it to a minimum, if you know what I mean.”


  They stared each other down for a moment before Noah simply nodded.


  “All right, everyone,” Zane said, turning back to the crew. “We’ll break for two hours before bringing in the extra for the street run.”


  When Zane was gone, Noah faced me. “We didn’t get a chance to talk this morning, when you came in with your mother? Are you okay?”


  “She invited us to Ray Mallory’s dinner party tonight,” I said.


  “What?”


  Sighing, I nodded. “When Ollie told her we were now dating, she pretended like it was no big deal.”


  His jaw clenched, and he opened his mouth to say something, but stopped.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Ms. London?” The redheaded costume designer, Sarah Tame, walked over with a towel and a clothing bag for me. “I was wondering if you could try on some outfits for the next scene. Mr. Sloan, I’ll be with you in a second.”


  Noah nodded, quietly moving away from us and still leaving me wondering what it was he wanted to say.


  “Ms. London?” Sarah said.


  “Oh, sorry. Lead the way.” Turning to follow her, I made it two steps before remembering the ache between my thighs.


  Goddamn him.


  


  Chapter Three


  Noah


  I had a bad feeling about this.


  I knew Esther London better than most people do. She was a poisonous snake in tall grass, and if she’d rolled over on the fact that Amelia and I were dating so easily, that meant she had something up her sleeve. I just had no clue what it was.


  That was the reason I didn’t even want to bother with Ray Mallory’s party. I didn’t like the man’s music, for one thing. He was an old-school rock-and-roll artist who had settled in Chicago after destroying at least one hotel room on every damn continent. The man was a fucking pig, but because he had money and fame, no one spoke ill about him—at least to his face. His party was the very last place I wanted to be.


  “You look handsome,” a voice said.


  In the reflection of the mirror, I saw her, dressed in a soft pink, fitted, floor-length dress, her hair curled into waves stopping right at her breasts. She looked both beautiful and miserable at the same time.


  “Thank you,” I said, facing her.


  Walking toward me, she reached out to fix the collar of my shirt. “You don’t have to come. I know you’re tired. We were on set all day.”


  “And let you face your mother alone? I’m not heartless.”


  She smiled before putting her head on my chest; “I want to be a stronger person, Noah. But how do I do that? Whenever I’m around her—even Ollie—I feel like a kid.”


  Wrapping my arms around her, I hugged her to me, kissing the side of her head.


  “I feel the same away around my parents,” I reassured her. “Like I’m screaming and no one can hear me.”


  “Exactly. So how do you do it? How do you stand toe-to-toe with them?”


  Is that what she thought? That I somehow was rising above all our issues? If anything, I always felt like I was being crushed by a sea of waves, coming up for air once in a while before being dragged back down.


  “You hear me,” I said when she looked back up at me, confused. “When we were young, you always heard me when I was screaming internally. If I’m strong, I’m strong because of you.”


  “I don’t want to go to this party. But I don’t want to give my mother any reason to keep pushing you,” she explained.


  Whether we went or not, Esther was never going to let me off the hook.


  “Then let’s go.” I offered her my arm, knowing full well that the moment we were seen out together tonight, we’d be in the media. But who gave a fuck? It wasn’t like we were hiding it, anyway.


  Austin and Oliver, both dressed in black suits, were already waiting for us when we left the bedroom. Austin wore an obnoxiously loud yellow bow tie. Seeing our arms linked, he gave me a wink like I was in on his own private conversation.


  Oliver pitched instructions at Amelia. “Your car is waiting. There will be press outside of Mallory’s mansion. Do your best not to answer any questions or say anything about the movie.”


  “Got it. And how about you try to smile since we aren’t going to a funeral?” Amelia said, making a face as she stared him down.


  Sighing, he gave in and smiled for her. “Happy?”


  “My soul is singing,” she joked as we walked towards the elevator.


  “Must be nice having a client wishing you to smile and be happy and whatnot,” Austin muttered beside me.


  Rolling my eyes, I stepped into the elevator and held my hand out for them to stop behind us.


  “Take the next one. I’m planning on passionately making out with her until we get to the bottom,” I said, pressing the button to close the doors on their baffled faces.


  “Do I have a say in this?” Amelia asked.


  “No,” I replied, spinning her toward me, my lips covering hers. Immediately her mouth opened for me, my tongue brushing against hers as she pressed her body into mine. My hands traveled down the curve of her back before resting firmly on her ass, gripping it so tightly she smiled against my lips.


  “So you’re an ass man?”


  I smirked. “I’m an Amelia man.”


  “Good answer,” she whispered, doing her best to remove the pink lipstick from my lips before the door opened.


  As she took my arm again, we walked across the lobby, certainly gathering attention and photos judging by the number of people who stopped to blatantly stare at us. Just like this morning, there were no paparazzi waiting for us. Daniel, my bodyguard and driver, was already waiting at the black Mercedes parked in front of the hotel.


  As Daniel opened the door for us, she slid in first, giving me a sinful view of her cleavage before I entered.


  “Daniel, how long will it take us to get to the Mallory mansion?” I questioned, unbuttoning my suit jacket.


  “Not long. About ten minutes or so if there is no traffic, sir.”


  I glanced over to Amelia before pulling out my phone and dialing Austin.


  “Yeah?”


  “Hand the phone to Oliver.”


  I waited.


  “What?”


  “Amelia and I are going to head out first. Don’t stress. I’ll take care of her.” In more ways than one. Hanging up, I glanced to Daniel nodding for him to drive.


  “You didn’t have to call him,” she said.


  “Yeah, I did.” Whether I liked it or not, Oliver was part of her life. I had to at least try and cool the animosity between us if I wanted her to be comfortable.


  “Thank you,” she said softly.


  Grasping her hand, I kissed the back of it. Leaning back, I, for the first time, noticed the large, all-glass roof that allowed us to see the city above us as we drove by.


  “I love cities,” I confessed.


  “Because they are never dark,” she said. My brows came together as I tried to figure out how she knew that.


  “You forgot,” she replied, staring upward.


  “Forgot what?”


  “That I know you. You told me you loved cities when we were in Rio.”


  Jesus. That was well over twelve years ago. I could barely even recall going at all, let alone what we talked about.


  “You still remember?”


  She nodded. “I’m like an elephant. Besides, I over-analyze everything, so I end up thinking about it for much longer than most people.”


  “So you remember every conversation we’ve had?” I asked.


  “Only the important ones,” she replied.


  “What are the unimportant ones?”


  She shrugged. “I can’t remember.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh at that. She had this amazing ability to go from sinfully sexual to innocently sweet in zero seconds flat.


  “So what else do you remember about me, Ms. London?” I asked, holding her hand.


  She pretended to think before speaking again. “You are allergic to almonds, Brazil nuts, walnuts, hazelnuts, macadamia nuts, pistachios, pecans, and cashews. But not peanuts for some weird reason. You only eat egg whites and not the yolk. Your favorite color is navy blue, and you hate wearing suits. If you could show up at events in jeans and a leather jacket, you’d never complain about anything at that event, even if they served cold food. That’s another thing you don’t eat: anything that has not been on or in a stove for at least five minutes. Sushi, cold shrimp, and crabs are a hard ‘no.’ Your favorite movie and play is The Merchant of Venice. You know the whole play by heart, and your favorite line is ‘If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?’ You love Shakespeare so much you actually went to school to get a master’s degree in Shakespeare Studies.”


  I had no words.


  She was right—about everything. In fact, I had forgotten I wasn’t allergic to peanuts because I avoid all nuts in general and had to think about it for a second.


  “Too much?” She made face like she wished she hadn’t said anything.


  “No,” I said, shaking my head slowly. I was happy, actually, that even now, after so much time had passed, she still thought of me enough to remember all of that.


  “Mr. Sloan, Ms. London, we are here,” Daniel announced, pulling to a slow crawl at the large French-styled chateau, which featured a red carpet rolling from the edge of the stairs right up to the dark wood floor. Right outside the gates was a large mob of paparazzi, their flashes so bright I could barely see.


  Luckily, we pulled up behind the rest of the luxury cars parked in front of the mansion, out of the reach of the paparazzi. It was only when we stopped directly in front that Daniel stepped out to open the door for us.


  “You ready?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Amelia replied.


  Nodding, I stepped out first, helping her out of the car before buttoning up my suit jacket. We walked up two steps and both waved at the press. They were all yelling at the same time, making it impossible to hear what they were saying. Linking arms, we turned around stepping up to the house, security nodding us in without issue.


  There in the center foyer was Ray Mallory, dressed in a handmade Cheshire checkered suit and an ascot and holding a cane with a lions head. His hazel-gray eyes matched the multiplying gray in his hair. He had to be in his early sixties, but all the sex, drugs, and rock and roll apparently kept him looking not a day over forty. Beside him was some young blonde who I hoped to God was his granddaughter and not his date.


  “If it isn’t Amelia London and Noah Sloan!” he said cheerfully, extending his arms to Amelia, who gave him an awkward one-side hug.


  “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. Mallory,” I said when they parted.


  “My God,” he shook his head, looking at us. “I can’t believe how you two have grown up. I still remember when everyone referred to you both as Amenoah.”


  Yeah, whoever thought it was cute to mix couples’ names together like that deserves to be smacked right upside the head.


  “It just might make a comeback, Ray,” the Devil herself said as she stepped up, dressed in all gold and holding a glass of red wine.


  “Hi, Mom,” Amelia said, breaking away from me to kiss her mother on both cheeks.


  “The London women, looking as stunning as always. What is your secret, Esther?” Ray laughed.


  Blackmail, murder, extortion, Botox, and her own daughter’s blood, sweat, and tears.


  “Please enjoy yourselves.” He nodded to us, turning back to greet the other guests.


  “So, Noah,” Esther said, swirling the wine in her glass, “Amelia tells me you two are dating. Congrats. You are one lucky man.”


  “I know it,” I replied, never breaking eye contact with her.


  “Be sure to save me a dance, alright?”


  “Of course.”


  With that, she disappeared into the crowd, and I felt that feeling again telling me to run.


  “The person I see and the person I know her to be don’t mesh in my head,” Amelia whispered as we walked.


  “I know,” I replied.


  That’s what makes her so goddamn terrifying.


  


  Amelia


  This wasn’t all that bad.


  In fact, if I forgot my mother was here, I was actually enjoying myself.


  For the most part, everyone here was well enough on their own that Noah and I didn’t have to do that much mingling. We said hello to a few people and listened to conversations that we couldn’t really care less about. I did have a few older women try to discreetly talk to me about the movie—they tittered as they confessed that they were sinners, big-time fans, and were over the moon with excitement for the movie. I couldn’t talk about it, but seeing women their age excited to see such a highly sexual movie would have been funny if I wasn’t the one they would be watching get tied up, fucked, and whipped, sometimes all in one scene.


  “I’m not going to make it another moment longer,” Noah whispered, finishing off his second glass of wine.


  “Me either. Let me go to the restroom, and then let’s make our great escape.”


  Nodding, he moved aside as I worked my way through the sea of bodies before me. All of them were laughing and talking over each other, most of the conversations centering on the good old days.


  “Amelia?” my mother called, seemingly coming out of nowhere and wrapping her arm around mine. “Where are you going, sweetie?”


  She was buzzed. Great.


  “I was looking for the restroom, and then Noah and I are going to leave,” I said, and she nodded, grabbing the side of her head. “Maybe you should head home, too.”


  “No, I’m fine. The restroom is down the hall, third door on the right. Hopefully that couple is out now. If not, there is one on the second floor, second door.” She muttered something under her breath, but her attention was completely diverted when she saw another person she wanted to throw herself onto.


  “Bye?” I said to myself, following her directions and navigating down the corridor. I watched as a couple, kissing and pulling at each other’s clothes, rushed into the bathroom, the door slamming behind them.


  Sighing, I turned back around, grabbing the side of my dress to walk properly up one side of the grand double staircase. Stopping midway, I glanced down at the people below me, remembering the millions of parties my mother had just like this one, where she showed off everything from the chandelier to my tap-dancing talents. It was like one giant circus, but instead of clowns and animals, there were actors and musicians.


  Reaching the door, I knocked twice. Hearing no one, I opened it, but instead of a bathroom, it was a sitting area. It glowed with soft gold light that reflected off the mahogany wall, which was covered floor to ceiling in blue-black butterflies. Stepping inside, I walked toward the wall. It was breathtaking and—


  “They are called Ulysses butterflies.”


  When I glanced back, there was Ray Mallory, leaning forward on his cane. “Aren’t they beautiful?”


  “Yeah. I know, they’re my favorite animal.”


  “A butterfly is your favorite animal?” He snickered. “You’re definitely a new-age flower child.”


  “Says the man with butterflies on his wall.”


  “Touché.”


  “As you may know, Ulysses butterflies are considered the most beautiful butterflies in the world. I’m hoping these aren’t real,” I said, pointing to the two dozen preserved on his wall.


  “And why not?”


  “Butterflies aren’t trophies, Mr. Mallory.”


  “Ahh. My dear, but that’s where you are wrong. Anything is a trophy if you’re willing to pay the right amount,” he replied. All of a sudden, I felt his hand squeeze my ass.


  “Mr. Mallory!” I jumped back away from him, successfully cornering myself in front of him. His grey eyes traveled up the length of me, stopping for a moment on my chest before looking me in the eye. I knew that look.


  Lust.


  “Sorry for intruding, Mr. Mallory. I’ll be—”


  “You know, most girls grow out of that look, that innocence. But not you. How is it that you are just as beautiful now as you were when you were a teenager?”


  I was going to be sick.


  “Move,” I demanded sternly, no longer calm and eyeing the exit.


  “Don’t be like that, Amelia. You have no idea how long I’ve been a fan.”


  “I don’t care,” I growled.


  As I rushed past him, he grabbed my arm and pulled me back, throwing me against the wall so hard a few of the butterflies fell down around me. Grabbing my throat, he pinned me there, his face inches from mine. He reeked of alcohol.


  “You should care about your fans, Amelia. You should be grateful. Unlike your mother, you have the talent to match your beauty.”


  “Let. Go!” I yelled through my teeth, my nails digging into his wrist. But he didn’t even flinch.


  “Go ahead and fight! You’re only turning me on, sweet Amelia.” He kissed me hard, his mouth all over my face as I kicked and scratched any part of him could as I tried to turn my head away from him.


  “No!” I struggled when he started to lift up my dress, but all of the sudden he was off me and stumbling backward.


  “You no good fucking son of bitch!” Noah hollered just before his fist connected with Ray’s nose.


  “Have you lost your goddamn mind?” Ray screamed, grabbing on to his nose, the blood dripping on to his ascot.


  “No, but I’m about to!” Noah yelled as Ray tried to stand up straight. But Noah was pissed and kicked Ray’s bad knee before punching him again and again…and again.


  “Noah, stop!” I called out to him. But he didn’t stop.


  “Didn’t your mother ever teach you ‘no’ means ‘no,’ you stupid fuck?” Noah yelled, not letting up. Just as I ran toward him, one security officer held me back while the other tackled Noah.


  “Let go of me!” I yelled.


  “Ma’am, calm down,” he commanded, not letting my wrist go as two other people came in to assist Ray as if he were made of glass or was some type of victim in this situation.


  “You’re going to regret this, you little shit,” Ray had the balls to say now that someone was holding Noah back.


  Just like that, a perfectly nice evening descended into hell.


  


  Chapter Four


  Amelia


  “How many times do I have to tell you this?” I groaned, rubbing the side of my head. It had to be at least three in the morning now, and instead of sleeping in my bed, I was sitting in an interrogation room at a Chicago police department.


  “So you were looking for the restroom when you entered Mr. Mallory’s study?” asked the officer—Officer Tomato, I had taken to calling him in my head, since his face was bright red and his waist was as round as a globe.


  “Ms. London?” he pressed.


  “Yes. I entered the study while I was looking for the restroom, because I saw butterflies. He tried to rape me. Look at the marks on my neck. My boyfriend pulled him off me and then beat the shit out of him like a rapist deserves,” I said once again.


  “What butterflies?” the officer asked.


  Dear Jesus in heaven…


  “Ms. London, your lawyer is here.” Another cop, Officer String Bean—not even going to bother explaining—opened the door. In came a woman dressed in a black jacket and jeans, her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail.


  “I’m sorry, is my client under arrest?”


  “No, but she is a witness—”


  “Ms. London, let’s go,” the woman cut him off, motioning for me to get up.


  “We aren’t done here!” Officer Tomato said as he rose.


  “If my client isn’t under arrest, then we are finished,” she said, pushing me toward the doors. I only made it about two feet before stopping. There was Noah, laying down and looking far more relaxed than he should have been, in a holding cell.


  “Noah—” I tried to move to him, but the lawyer I still didn’t know the name of grabbed my arm.


  “We can’t stay.”


  “I’m fine. I’ll be out in no time.” Noah sat up. Now focused on me, he gave me a half-assed smile, nodding for me to follow her.


  “You’re going to need this,” the woman beside me said, digging into her briefcase and pulling out a light jacket and sunglasses.


  “Amelia!” Ollie ran up to me as we reached the last set of doors between the jail and the front steps. He patted my shoulders. “Are you alright? What happened?”


  “Excuse me. Sorry, but this isn’t the time. We need to get you out before more of the press descends down here,” the lawyer stated.


  I put on the sunglasses she gave me, and Ollie took the jacket, lifting it over my head to block me as we started to head out. The moment the door opened, my ears felt like they were going to explode.


  Click.


  Flash.


  “Ms. London, is it true you’re dating Noah Sloan?”


  “Is Noah back on drugs again?”


  “Is that why he savagely beat Mr. Mallory?”


  Flash.


  Click.


  “What condition is Noah in now?”


  They wouldn’t stop and even pushed so close to me that my elbows bumped their cameras. The closer we got to the car, the more we rushed. When the doors opened, I jumped in so quickly my shoe fell off.


  “Got it,” Ollie said, motioning for me to move further inside.


  When the door slammed, I jumped, glancing up front at the blonde now glaring at me. “Rule one, Ms. London—never, ever, talk to a police officer without your lawyer, especially in Chicago. You would think with the infinite number of cop and lawyer TV shows out there today, you wouldn’t have to tell people this.”


  I looked to Ollie, waiting for him to explain who the hell she was.


  “Amelia, meet Keri Shaughnessy, your new lawyer.”


  “What happened to Old Man Epps?” Since the day I was born, Mr. Epps was my lawyer. He handled all of my contracts and lawsuits against some of the biggest newspapers and media sites across the country.


  “He retired three months ago, and I took over his practice. He said you were a no-problem client, and of course the moment you come to me, you pick a fight with Ray fucking Mallory,” she cut in, pissing me off.


  “I’m sorry, picking a fight?” She had to be kidding me. “I went to his house, and he tried to rape me! That fact that he got the shit knocked out of him was his fault, not mine.”


  “He what?” Ollie grabbed my arm, pulling my attention back to him.


  Keri took a deep breath, tilting her head to the side and looking me in the eye. “I’m sorry, Ms. London. I’ve been told I don’t have a filter. What I was trying to say is, Ray Mallory has his hands in a lot of pockets in this city.”


  “So what’s going to happen to Noah?”


  Neither of them answered my question, so I sat up straighter, looking between them both. “As the person who pays you, I will ask again: what will happen to Noah Sloan?”


  “If he’s lucky,” Keri started, and I was getting the feeling that she and I had different definitions of the word ‘lucky,’ “Ray will only drag him through the mud for a little bit before dropping the charges.”


  “Who is Noah’s lawyer?” I wondered, already reaching for my phone.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Keri said.


  “You know, I’m not liking you very much at this moment,” I shot back.


  She smiled. “I get that a lot. Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter how good of a lawyer Noah gets. Within the Chicago court system, they’re useless. You thinking otherwise is just naïve.”


  Leaning back against the seat, I rubbed the side of my head and tried to think of how the hell everything went so bad so fucking quickly. One moment, we were fine. The next, the world was opening up underneath me.


  “Amelia?” Ollie handed me a bottle of water and two tablets of what I could only guess was Advil.


  “Thank you,” I muttered, accepting them.


  “Amelia, why were you in Mr. Mallory’s study anyway?” Keri questioned, and I froze, my head retracing the steps that had gotten me into this state in reverse.


  I was in Ray Malloy’s study because I was looking for a bathroom. The bathroom on the first floor was occupied, just like my mother warned me about, and she told me where to go instead. Why the hell was I in Ray Mallory’s house? Because my mother invited me. And Noah.


  No. It was just coincidence. It was all just a series of unfortunate events. I was getting ahead of myself, she wouldn’t…but what wouldn’t a murderer do?


  “Amelia!” Ollie shouted as the water battle slipped through from my shaking hand.


  Once again, I felt that tug on my heart like someone was trying to pull it from my chest, and my throat began to close.


  No matter what, no mother would ever put her daughter in that position, right? She couldn’t be that diabolical…that cold-hearted. Even though I thought that, I still had to hug myself to keep from shaking.


  It was her, my head kept saying, even though my heart refused to believe that. It felt like I was being split in half.


  It was her. She wanted to separate Noah and I again. She pretended to be okay with it because she had this up her sleeve.


  “Amelia, it’s okay,” Ollie whispered, wrapping his arm around me. I didn’t realize I was crying until that very moment. “You’re safe now. It’s okay.”


  No, I wasn’t okay or safe.


  Just then, it felt like the last thread that connected my mother to me was cut, and there was no mending it.


  I hated her—no, it was more than hate.


  


  Noah


  “Assault. Aggravated assault with a deadly weapon—”


  “Assault with a deadly weapon?” My lawyer, Henry Fordman, sat up just as confused as I was.


  “Witnesses claim they saw Mr. Sloan here beating Mr. Mallory with his cane.”


  At that, I snickered. Henry’s head shot toward me, internally screaming at me to shut up. However, I couldn’t. This whole thing reeked of absolute bullshit. The police, these so-called witnesses, this prosecutor sitting in front of me with his ugly patterned tie, and even Mr. Mallory his goddamned self—all of it was bullshit.


  “Given those witnesses, plus the obvious damages to Mr. Mallory’s face, it would be in your best interest to accept this deal,” the prosecutor said, sliding the paper over to Henry, who glanced down at it and then back up, his face emotionless.


  “I wouldn’t allow my dog to agree to this deal,” Henry replied.


  “Henry—” the prosecutor began.


  “It’s Mr. Fordman, and we have a witness who will testify to the fact that my client was defending her from a vicious attack. So you can take your deal and shove it, because I will see you in court.”


  The prosecutor shook his head, rising from the table. “I threw you a bone here, Mr. Fordman, but this isn’t California. You will lose, and you will lose badly. Chicago will eat you alive.”


  “Thank you for the warning, but we will still take our chances,” he said, and I simply waved as the guards opened the door for him.


  “How bad is this?” I asked him when we were alone.


  “Normally, this would have been a breeze. However, this Mallory guy is throwing around a lot of weight. They had me jumping through hoops just to get in here and will most likely not get you a court date until Monday, which means you can’t make bail and will be stuck here over the weekend.”


  “Great. Fucking perfect,” I sighed, running my hands through my hair. “What do we do?”


  “Right now, I’m going to head over to a board meeting with Midnight Empire Studios…” Henry said.


  I couldn’t catch a fucking break.


  “They want to kick me off the movie, don’t they?”


  He didn’t answer, just packed up his things. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll handle it. Just keep your head down until I can get you out of here,” Henry reassured me.


  It had been less than seven hours since I was arrested, yet I was already all over the news, and the studio wanted me off their movie. This had Esther London written all over it.


  I didn’t know how she did it, but there was no doubt in my mind that the snake had struck when I least expected it. But if she thought I was giving up now, she had another thing coming.


  “Oh, Ms. London wanted me to pass on a message to you,” Henry said.


  Now he brings it up. “What is it?”


  “If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? That’s all she said. What did she mean?” He paused, staring at me in confusion.


  Smirking, I nodded, but I didn’t reply.


  Shall we not revenge? She knew. Even without us speaking, she had already guessed her mother was behind this, and just like in the Merchant of Venice, she would get her pound of flesh.


  How or when I wasn’t sure. But I trusted her with my life.


  


  Amelia


  I was quaking with rage.


  The medicine Ollie had given me in the morning had relaxed me enough that I could fall asleep on the plane ride to New York City. When I awoke, all I could feel was anger. The pain and shock I went through all faded to the wayside. I had two goals now: get Noah out of jail with his reputation intact, and pay my mother back tenfold. I didn’t feel like myself. I felt like a hurricane willing to destroy anything in my path.


  “Welcome back to MKLM 97.5. As many of you know, former child star Noah Sloan was arrested last night—”


  The driver immediately turned the radio off.


  “Put it back,” I said, and his eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Now.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.


  “How dumb can he be? He just got cast in this huge, huge movie, and then he goes and attacks one of Chicago’s most beloved old-school cats. He’s an idiot.”


  “Is it wrong that I still love him? Yeah, it was shithead move, especially with the timing of Sinners Like Us, but it’s Noah Sloan, bad boy till he dies. When you have that rap, people do try to test your limits though.”


  “Come on, Rachel. It’s Ray Mallory—”


  “So the old guy could have made the wrong joke! Plus, with him just coming out of rehab, he could have snapped. Not that it’s an excuse, but you gotta know who you’re messing with.”


  “All I know is I hope they throw the book at him. I’m sick of all these stars thinking they can do whatever they want.”


  “Former child stars are the worst—”


  “Turn it off!” I snapped, wanting to reach through the radio and strangle the morons talking as if they knew him, as if they knew anything.


  “Ms. London, we are here. I’ve taken the back way,” the driver said. We were back at the hotel, where a last-minute board meeting was taking place. I had heard Ollie talk about it on the phone before I drifted off. Slipping out while he was out dealing with the press, I called for the driver to bring me here personally.


  Stepping out, I put my glasses on, checking both ways before walking toward the service elevator.


  Resting against the walls, I thought about the speech I wanted to give them. The very fact that they called a meeting so quickly meant they wanted to clean up shop before things got worse. Production was already on a tight schedule as it was. Each day we missed shooting was money coming out of their pockets.


  “Hello,” I answered my phone as the doors opened.


  “Amelia, where are you?” Ollie asked on the other side of the phone.


  “I’m about to walk into a board meeting. I’ll talk to you later,” I said quickly, hanging up before he could reply.


  Without knocking, I opened the door to see a whole bunch of older white-haired men dressed in dark suits and sitting around a long wooden table with water and cookies.


  “Ms. London? What are you doing here?” Director Zane sat up from the left corner of the table.


  “I heard the board was meeting today. I’m guessing this is about Mr. Sloan?”


  “Ms. London—”


  “Are you or are you not dropping him?”


  They didn’t say anything as they glanced at each other and sat up on the edges of their seats.


  “It’s very complicated.”


  I walked to the front of the table to see them all perfectly. “Fine, I’ll make it simple. If Noah goes, I go, and I promise you, I will not go quietly. After all the work we’ve done it’s ridiculous you would even hold this meeting.”


  “Are you threatening us, Ms. London?” One of them snapped at me.


  “Take it as risk assessment. You’ll need to redo everything—promotional shoots, studio times, all the scenes, buy out new actors. The amount of money you think you will be saving by not waiting until Monday, will be null and void.” The only person of color in the room, with a fresh buzz cut and brown eyes, stood up in my corner. “Gentlemen, I understand that you wish to be proactive. However, this is still all premature. I promise you I will get Mr. Sloan bail on Monday, and he will be able to get back to work.”


  They huffed, a few of them shifting in their seats.


  “Zane, I heard rumors that you were having trouble with both of these actors on set?” someone questioned, and all their heads turned toward the director, who was wearing his favorite round violet shades.


  “There are always rumors, but honestly, I haven’t worked with a better, more passionate pair of actors in the last decade. I’m sure that when you see the movie you will agree with me,” he replied. For a brief second, I felt nothing but absolute gratitude and pride.


  “Fine. We will reconvene on Monday evening,” said the chairman.


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” said the man who had spoken up in Noah’s defense. He then focused on me. “Ms. London, can I get a word?”


  Nodding, I followed him back into the brightly lit hallway.


  “Ms. London, I’m Henry Fordman. We spoke on the phone.” He offered his hand.


  “Oh, yes. Did you see Noah this morning? Is he alright?”


  “Yeah, alright given the charges against him. You wouldn’t happen to have visible proof of what transpired, would you?”


  “I’m sorry, no.” I didn’t have anything but my own testimony.


  “No, it’s fine. You’ve already done so much. I might be calling on you again, if that’s alright,” he said.


  “Anything you need.”


  “Thank you. Let’s hope this get resolved quickly. Excuse me,” he said, digging into the side pocket of his jacket to grab his ringing phone.


  When he was gone, I took a deep breath.


  Noah still had job. At least he did if we could get him bail by Monday.


  I was only an actress. I didn’t understand law, nor was I a genius. However, I had money and a lot of it. I didn’t need to be the smartest person in the room—I just needed to be able to pay them off.


  And I knew just who to call.


  There was no way in hell I was going to allow my mother, Ray Mallory, or anyone else to keep fucking with Noah. He’d protected me for years, and now I was going to help him no matter what it took.


  They were fucking with the wrong goddamn people this time.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  Amelia


  Pausing, I glanced down at the unknown number on my screen before answering. “Hello?”


  “Amelia, it’s Ray Mallory.” Not only was this man a disgusting pig, he also had no sense of decorum, either.


  “I’m just calling to apologize for last night. I obviously had too much to drink.”


  “Really? And what is your excuse for the charges against Noah?” I questioned, resting back against the leather seat.


  He snickered. “Look, Amelia—”


  “Ms. London, we aren’t close.”


  “Well, look who grew up.”


  “Mr. Mallory, I’m busy at the moment—”


  “Amelia, don’t stress too much about Noah. I’m sure this will be cleared up in no time. We were both drinking and—”


  “One of you tried to rape me, and other saved me. I’m not sure what else needs to be cleared up here,” I said sternly.


  There was pause on the other end.


  “I’m not sure what you are talking about. However, I will warn you about baseless accusations against upstanding members of society, Ms. London. You’re aware that this incident happened in my city, in my house. You do not want to make an enemy of me. It would be like a bird trying to fight a lion. A lion will only tolerate it flying around until he smacks it down to Earth with ease. You and your little boyfriend are out of your league.”


  “Funny, I think they said that same thing to Jackie Robinson. Anyhow, my main focus right now is helping my boyfriend. I’m sure we’ll be talking again very soon,” I replied, hanging up before I was forced to go through any more of that torture. I’m sure he meant to intimidate with that phone call, but it only pushed me further.


  Ring.


  Ring.


  It was Esther—her twelfth call already, and it wasn’t even 3:00 p.m. yet.


  Silencing the phone, I threw it into my purse and watched the scenery pass by me, the New York City yellow taxis lined up near hotels and bars, already waiting desperately for fare. Meanwhile, others either biked or ran by. Most people on the Upper East Side, such as myself, used private cars or the occasional Uber.


  “How long are you staying, ma’am?” my driver questioned.


  “One day. I’ll be down shortly,” I responded as he pulled to a stop up in front of a tan-colored brick townhouse on the corner of Mayor and 3rd Street.


  As I stepped out, a gust of wind scattered my hair. I slipped my hands into the pockets of my fitted gray coat. After pushing open the gate and climbing the stairs, I pressed the doorbell.


  “Coming!” I heard a man’s voice yell alongside a dog’s barking. A few seconds later, the door peeled open, and I smiled when he stared at me, perplexed.


  “Amelia?”


  “Hey there. Mind if I come in?”


  He stepped to the side, and the very first thing I saw on his floor was a tall white robotic dog with blue eyes that tilted its head down upon seeing me.


  “He recognizes you as friend and wants you to pet him,” Sheldon said from behind me.


  “What happened to Rosy?” I asked, placing the palm of my hand on the top of the dog’s head.


  “She died three years ago,” he stated, leading me to his living room. It was covered in robotics, wires, and tools. He quickly tried to clean off a seat for me. “Sorry for the mess.”


  “No, it’s fine. Your trailer was like this, too, when we were young.” I didn’t sit, instead moving to the fireplace. On either side of it, his walls were littered with degrees.


  Master of Science in Robotics Technology


  Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) in Robotics


  Doctor of Computer Engineering Technology


  Master of Technology Software Development


  All from, of course, M.I.T, and he was only thirty. Sheldon Worcester was the smartest man I knew.


  “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”


  “I need your help,” I said turning to face him. His brown eyes were glued to me. It was hard to describe Sheldon because he was always changing. When we were younger, he was truthfully annoying as fuck, always having to prove he knew it all. But as the years went by, he mellowed out slightly. He had wavy, honey brown shoulder-length hair and a short beard over his pronounced jaw that, added to his height, made him looked like he belonged on the cover of GQ.


  “You need my help?” he repeated, sitting on the arm of his chair.


  Sighing, I nodded. “Noah was arrested.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he scoffed bitterly. “The first time we see each other in what, five years? And you’re here for none other than Noah fucking Sloan.”


  Apparently he still wasn’t over the fact that I could never love him the way he wanted me to. Instead, I had told him that I saw him as a brother. After that, we tried to keep in touch, but he told me he couldn’t, not when I saw him that way. He said he would wait for me. That when I got over Noah, to come and find him. I hated doing this to him now, but I had no other choice.


  “Don’t think of it as a favor for Noah,” I said.


  “But it is. What did I hear this morning? He got arrested after going crazy and beating some big wig—”


  “He didn’t go crazy.” At least not in the sense that he was talking about. “That big wig, Ray Mallory, tried to rape me. Noah stopped him before he got that far.”


  “He did what?” he said, standing up slowly.


  “I’m not sure which ‘he’ you are referring to,” I said.


  “You were almost assaulted last night in Chicago, and now you’re here for Noah? Did you even go to the hospital, Amelia?” He reached for me, but I took a step back.


  “I’m fine,” I assured him. “Noah is the one in jail.”


  His hand balled into a fist, dropping before it reached me. “If it was self-defense, he’ll get out—”


  “If?” I snapped, my eyes narrowing at him. “In all the years you have known me, Sheldon, with all the creeps, stalkers, and perverts I’ve met, have I ever cried wolf when there wasn’t a wolf?”


  “Shit, no. I didn’t mean that way,” he backpedaled.


  I could feel the headache coming backing. Reaching up, I pressed on my temple.


  “Why don’t you sit down—”


  “Sheldon,” I cut him off, standing tall again. “I came here because you are the only person I know who can help me with this, as quickly as possible. Apparently Chicago is as corrupt as the movies make it seem. Noah isn’t being treated fairly, because the man he went up against is a Mallory. I always thought Ray was just a former rock star, but what I didn’t know is that he comes from old money. Most of his family are either judges, politicians, or CEOs that make up the Chicago elite. There is a wall around this son of a bitch. He assaulted me, and then had the balls to call me this morning, explaining how I’m out of my league for trying to go up against him. He may be right. But I’m not going to stop trying. I know there is bad blood between you and Noah. I’m sorry I couldn’t love you the way that you loved me, but hope I’m still someone important enough for you to help.”


  Reaching up, I wiped away my tears quickly.


  “What do you need?” he whispered.


  “Thank you,” I said, taking a deep breath.


  He nodded, getting up and grabbing his laptop from the coffee table. “I’m guessing you need me to hack into something, but that’s pretty much all I can do.”


  “Yes. Everyone has dirt, Ray included. If you can dig it up, I could use it as leverage.”


  “Someone like him most likely has a person covering up for him.”


  I had thought so, too. But as I said, “Whoever he has is no match for you.”


  


  Noah


  Revenge.


  It was the plot device for the best works in all of literature. In Shakespeare’s work, he displays the wickedness of revenge, how it blinds the bearer and causes greater misfortune for those seeking it, in the end. Just like in The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Richard II, King Lear…the list goes on.


  I often wondered what would become of us all if we never sought vengeance? Wouldn’t we all just become victims, cursing our own lives till we died? I couldn’t live that life. There was rage growing within me for every injustice.


  Just like this one.


  “Lunchtime, Mr. Sloan,” the guard said as he slipped me a tray of what had to be dog food with a cup of Jell-O and a water bottle on the side. He pushed it through the slot so hard that it crashed to the floor in a disgusting mess. “Sorry about that. We ain’t the Four Seasons, so you’ll have to wait until we can whip up something else.”


  “Thanks,” I said, picking up the water bottle as it rolled to me. “I appreciate it.”


  The guard snickered, his chest puffed up as he walked away, muttering something to the effect of how he almost pitied a poor fuck like me.


  I wanted to tell him to keep his pity. Sitting up, I drank slowly, the only words coming to my mind being, “Oft have I heard that grief softens the mind, and makes it fearful and degenerate; Think therefore on revenge and cease to weep.”


  The people Amelia and I were turning into…it was their fault, and there was no undoing it.


  


  Chapter Six


  Amelia


  The flight from New York back to Chicago took just under two hours. I tried to sleep, but I couldn’t bring myself to close my eyes. Every time I did, I saw Ray, that look in his eye as he attacked me, and a chill went up my spine. I knew without a doubt that if it weren’t for Noah, he wouldn’t have stopped.


  Just as I had thought, Ray was squeaky-clean, which was more of a red flag than a deterrent. Ten hours into Sunday morning, Sheldon dug, searching for anything to pin to this son of a bitch, and he still found nothing. I could feel the panic setting in.


  Stay calm, Amelia, and think.


  “Ms. London?” A flight attendant on the private jet I was on came up to me. “We’ve landed, ma’am.”


  Snapping out of my trance, I glanced outside to see we had in fact landed. I grabbed my purse from the seat beside me.


  “Thank you,” I said to the pilot as the door opened for me, the sun now high in the sky. An unfamiliar white Audi was parked waiting for me. Standing in front of me was six feet of muscle in a black suit.


  “Ms. London?” he said, as if anyone would be coming out of the jet besides me.


  “Who are you?”


  “Just a driver. My employer would like to speak with you.”


  “Then you your employer should go through my agent like everyone else,” I said¸ crossing my arms.


  He smirked, moving over to the door. “We’ve already called your agent—Mr. Cole, or Ollie, he said you call him—don’t worry. You’ll get home safe and sound.”


  Eyeing him carefully, I moved to the door, sliding in. When he opened it, to my shock, casually sitting in the other seat was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She wore a short white cocktail dress, her black hair pulled to the side, with red lipstick and a pair of silver Christian Louboutin pumps I was sure didn’t come out for another three months. There was a large diamond on her finger.


  “Welcome to Chicago, Ms. London.” She looked up from her phone, her brown eyes more than amused. “I’m Melody Callahan.”


  “I’m confused right now.”


  “Then allow me clarify. I’m here to help.”


  “To help?” I repeated.


  She nodded, reaching beside her to retrieve an oversized yellow envelope. She handed it to me, and I stared at it for a moment before breaking the seal. Pictures and videos poured out of it like a piñata—all of them of Ray Mallory and some woman, and in none of them did she seem happy to be in his arms.


  “Mr. Mallory has become a growing annoyance that I’ve tolerated for too long, and now his incompetence is creeping up to my door,” she said, her voice strong. She pointed at the envelope. “You can have that. In exchange, I need a name from you.”


  My head was spinning again.


  “A name?”


  “The person you had breaking my firewalls for the last ten hours. And please, before you tell me you don’t know, remember I’m the one who just picked you up returning from New York…the same place I was able to track the server to. However, I need their name.”


  I didn’t know who the hell she was. I wasn’t heartless enough to sell out my friend. Stuffing the photos and tapes back into the envelope, I handed it her.


  “Yes. It was me, but I’m not giving up my friend to someone random woman in the back of an Audi.”


  “Random,” she snickered to herself at that. “Amelia, what I’m offering you is a ‘get out of hell free’ card. I promise you I’m not going to hurt your friend. I just need their skills. When we reach the news station, my offer and this ride expire. In all honesty, you shouldn’t care who the hell you have to give up if means saving your lover. That is what you want to do, isn’t it?”


  I stared at her. “If I start sacrificing people around me, what makes me better than the same people that hurt me?”


  “Why do you need to be better than them? Smarter, I can understand, but better?” She relaxed, crossing her legs with ease. “If you want to be the better person, that’s fine, but you need to understand that you will always be someone one else’s bitch. A bitch with good morals, but a bitch nonetheless, Amelia. To kill a lion, you can’t be another lion, you’ve got to be the motherfucker with the gun. You can’t have it both ways. So I’ll ask you one more time: do you want save your lover and get revenge, or do you want be loyal to your friend?”


  There was something about her that scared the shit out of me. Maybe it was how easily she told me give up my morals, or maybe it was the fact that she phrased it in such a way that I seemed crazy not to accept her offer.


  “Just promise me that you won’t hurt him. He’s brilliant, and he doesn’t deserve it.” I wasn’t an idiot. You couldn’t dig up this much dirt on Mallory and still be a person who accepted ‘no’ for an answer.


  She smiled. “I promise. I will not hurt him, or anything like that.”


  “Five seconds, Ms. London.”


  “His name is Sheldon Worcester,” I confessed.


  Grinning wickedly, she lifted the envelope up to me, saying, “You have an interview this afternoon with Stephanie MacAdams. When it’s over, take a moment and enjoy the feeling. Felix.”


  She directed the last part to the driver up front who immediately stepped out to open the door for me. When I got out, I stood right in front of the NQB News building.


  “Have a good day, Ms. London,” the man said to me as he entered the car. Without another word, they drove off just as quickly they came into my life.


  “Amelia.” Ollie got my attention as we stood in front of the building. Beside him was Keri, dressed now in dress pants and a collared shirt. “What happened to you? The private jet in New York said you weren’t at the airfield when they waited to pick you up. Then all of the sudden, I get a message from you that you have an interview with Stephanie MacAdams and to bring Keri? What is going on?”


  I froze, my brain trying to connect the dots. All I could do was turn to look back in the direction in which they had driven off. Since I got on the jet, something felt odd, but I was too exhausted to care at the time. Ollie had struggled to get me a plane coming back and told me I was going to have to wait. However, when I got to the airfield, one was already waiting. Not only that, but it was far more luxurious than I was used to.


  “Amelia?” Keri said, stepping in front of me. “You look exhausted right now. Whatever this is, maybe you should wait—”


  “No,” I said, cutting her off and walking around them and into the glass skyscraper.


  “Amelia, you’re starting to scare me. I have no clue what’s going on with you anymore. You’re being far too reckless right now,” Ollie whispered, and I couldn’t argue. I was starting to scare myself, but I couldn’t stop.


  “Amelia London for Stephanie MacAdams?” I said to the receptionist.


  “Of course. We’ve been expecting you,” she said, handing us all badges as she got up from her seat. “I’ll take you to the green room so that you can get ready.”


  “Thank you,” I said, following her.


  “No problem. Mrs. MacAdams says this is top priority. We’ve taken the liberty of getting you a makeup artist and a change of clothes since this is all very last minute,” she explained, pushing open the white door to reveal a rack of clothes and two women sitting on the couch drinking coffee.


  I didn’t even have time say anything as she left, and one of the women led me to a chair in front of the mirror.


  “Amelia, I think now is the time you clue me in on what you are about to say on national television, don’t you think?” Keri whispered, leaning up against the countertop.


  Finally releasing the grip on the envelope in my hands, I handed it to her. She paused for a second just like I had. Before opening it, she peeked in first, her eyes widening as she pulled out the contents.


  “Where? How?” she questioned.


  “Do you know who Melody Callahan is?” The moment I said her name, you would have thought I had kissed Satan in church with the look of fear that spread over the faces of everyone but Ollie and myself. The stylist almost dropped the clothes in her hand before recovering and trying to pretend she heard nothing. Same with the makeup artist, who was busy blending something on the side of her hand.


  “You’re friends with Melody Callahan?” Keri whispered.


  “I’m not sure I would call us friends,” I said. I had only just met her ten minutes ago, after all. “Again, who is she?”


  “Basically the queen of Chicago…she just gave this to you?” Keri asked.


  She didn’t just give me anything. I’m pretty sure I sold my soul. But I couldn’t say that because it gave me goosebumps. Plus, the look on Ollie’s face bothered me.


  “Yeah. Pretty much,” I lied.


  “Ray Mallory must have gotten on her bad side,” she whispered to herself, staring down at the photos in front of her. “Fight a queen, and you lose your head.”


  The way she spoke about her, this Melody Callahan, made me a little envious. I wondered what it was like to be so important that everyone in the city not only knew and revered you, but never wanted to cross you, either. I guess that was the difference between queens and celebrities: queens get shit done.


  Today, I failed. I wanted to help Noah on my own, thinking I could just stomp around and everything would fall into place. It was naïve and prideful of me. I did learn a lesson I’d never forget.


  The makeup and getting dressed passed by in a blur. I had one thing left to do, one last part to play, and I could only focus on that. Even as Keri tried her best to prep me on short notice, I couldn’t think of anything else right now.


  “Ms. London, we are ready for you.” A man peeked into the dressing room.


  Nodding, I sat up, brushing the black high-waisted skirt I wore and making sure every button, with the exception of the top one, was closed as I headed toward the door. Outside, the sound manager attached a microphone to the collar of my shirt. I was led down a dimly lit corridor that opened up to the large set, the back of which was nothing but a large screen currently displaying the Chicago skyline.


  Quietly, they sat me in a chair just as the screen changed, and I watched, in horror and rage, as I appeared on the screen in Ray’s study, trying to fight him off me, his hand on my throat, forcing me to kiss him. I then watched Noah grab him, pulling him off me and punching him in the face.


  “What you are looking at is newly obtained video of former child star Amelia London being assaulted by none other than Chicago socialite Ray Mallory. She is later rescued by fellow child star and current co-star in the upcoming movie Sinners Like Us, Noah Sloan. We are privileged to have Amelia London herself here in the studio with us for an exclusive interview.” Stephanie and the camera turned toward me. “Thank you for being here, Amelia. I can only imagine what the last few days have been like for you.”


  “Thank you having me, Stephanie. To say I’m shaken would be an understatement,” I said, frowning as I folded my hands together on her table.


  “Can you please walk me through what happened? I mean, we see it clear as day on tape. Describe it in your own words if you can.”


  Being an actor was great at a time like this. All of those years of training on how to give an emotional performance that resonated with viewers came to the forefront of my mind.


  Biting my lip, I glanced down, making them wait before I spoke. “I…sorry. Oh, god.”


  “No. No. Please take your time,” she said, handing me a few tissues.


  “As you know, Mr. Mallory was celebrating his birthday at his mansion. He was an old family friend of my mother’s, and everything was going fine. Noah and I planned on leaving. I just needed to go the bathroom. I entered the wrong room and…” I paused, taking a breath, “and everything went south so fast. I kept trying to push him away. Mentally I knew no one would be able to hear me over the music and conversation downstairs. The rougher he became, the more desperate I was to get away. I really thought there was no saving me when Noah pulled him off me.”


  “Did you tell this to the police?”


  I nodded, my hands brushing up to my neck. “I sat in a room, explaining it over and over again to some officer by the name of Osborne. My neck still had marks on it. He kept wondering why I was in Mr. Mallory’s study. I felt like he wasn’t listening or didn’t care.”


  “And Mr. Sloan?” Stephanie pressed on.


  “They locked him up and threw away the key. Not even a few hours later, I was listening to MKLM 97.5 on my way to an appointment, and they were tearing him apart, calling him everything from a screwed up child star to an idiot for ‘picking’ a fight with the Ray Mallory, who I quickly found out is pretty much a god here.”


  “What do you mean by ‘god’?”


  I shrugged. “I was told pretty quickly by natives to Chicago that I didn’t want to make an enemy of Mr. Mallory. He even called me.”


  “He called you? When and what for?”


  “Yesterday morning, to apologize. But he never said what for. He also made it clear that I wasn’t anything to him.”


  “You are an Oscar-winning actress and grew up as probably one of the most beloved child stars in the country, and he said you were nothing?”


  I gripped the cup of water they had given me. “I know. Growing up and being told you are something and having one person tear that down instantly was painful. What scared me more was the fact that even with all the influence and recourse I had, I was still treated like no one by the Chicago Police Department and Mr. Mallory himself, which made me wonder: what if this wasn’t happening to me? What if this was just some normal girl? What would become of her and her boyfriend if they were in that same situation?”


  She paused and leaned in, “So you and Mr. Sloan are involved romantically?”


  “Yes,” I said, looking directly into the camera, especially for my mother. “I love him unconditionally.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  Noah


  “You just going to lay there all day?”


  Shifting onto my side, I saw Henry standing at the door and grinning like he won the lottery. The same cop who had made it his mission to piss me off stood beside him with his head down. Smirking, I sat up, stepping back into my shoes and grabbing my jacket. Henry took a step to the side and paused in the doorway to fix the collar of my shirt.


  “Officer Dacosta,” I said¸ reading his silver nametag. “Henry, you should remember that name.”


  “Already have.”


  The bastard glared, and his jaw tensed as I nodded to him and walked down the hall. There was a shift in the air. I could feel it bluntly. When they first arrested me, they sat me in the corner and pretended I didn’t exist, purposely talking loudly, calling me the “stupid motherfucker messin’ with Mallory.” Now, you would think I had a gun to their heads—not one of them stepped in our paths or even spoke.


  “We need you to sign for this, Mr. Sloan.” The officer behind the desk stood when I reached him.


  My eyebrow raised as I took the pen to sign. “It’s ‘Mr. Sloan’ now? And here I was getting used to being that called ‘that motherfucker.’”


  He didn’t say anything as he handed me a plastic bag of the possessions they had taken from me. A Fendi watch, my smartphone, my wallet, an unopened pack of cigarettes, and watermelon-flavored gum.


  “What happened?” I asked Henry as I opened the bag, taking my watch out first.


  “Amelia,” he answered, and I couldn’t fight the smile spreading across my face. “I have no idea how, but she dropped a nuclear bomb in Mallory’s lap this afternoon.”


  Thata girl.


  “Where is she?”


  “The press are waiting outside, so Austin decided that she would come out the moment you step out and meet you halfway. Apparently we can’t waste this opportunity. Amelia agreed, though.”


  I rolled my eyes at that. Leave it to Austin to already have a media plan set in motion. Whatever. At this point, I didn’t care. I just wanted to get the hell out of this godforsaken place.


  “Shades?” Henry offered. I shook my head, handing him my jacket. The closer I got to the front door, the louder the voices became.


  I wasn’t sure what I was expecting when the doors slid open. The first thing that blinded me was the sunlight. I had gotten so used to the dim lighting in the jail that I actually had to bring my hand over my eyes to see. But when my vision cleared, even in the midst of the vast sea of photographers and cameras, I could spot her perfectly. Beside her were Daniel, Austin, Ollie, and some blonde woman I didn’t know.


  She bit her lips as her eyes glazed over with tears she refused to let fall. I made it halfway down the stairs before she ran up and leaped onto me.


  “Miss me?” I laughed, wrapping my arms around her. God I missed her. Inhaling deeply, I held on just a little bit tighter, never wanting to let go. She separated from me just enough for me to kiss her, right there on the steps of the police station, with every goddamn person’s eyes on us. It was short-lived when we all heard the sirens of the police cruisers that pulled up right in front the car she came in.


  An officer stepped out, this time opening the back of the squad car to reveal none other than Ray Mallory, his hands cuffed behind his back and a scowl glued on his bruised face. His nose was still taped.


  Amelia, hopping off of me and back to the ground, stuck to my side as she turned to face him.


  There were two officers on either side of him as the press scrambled to rearrange themselves to get his photo, and when he got close enough to us, Amelia stood with her head high.


  “Bye-bye, birdie,” she said to him, and they shared a look I didn’t understand.


  “Now is your chance to escape,” Ollie said, opening the door to the car as the cameras all focused on Mr. Mallory.


  Letting her in first, I slid in behind her, and only after the door closed beside me did I release the deep breath I was holding. I pulled her back into my arms. She sat on my lap, my arms around her waist and her head resting on my chest. Austin sat up front next to Daniel, and I was sure Ollie stayed back to answer any further questions.


  “I have so much I want to say,” she whispered to me, but I could tell she wasn’t alright. She looked as though she hadn’t slept or eaten since the night everything happened, and I was certain that was the case.


  “Tell me later. Rest now, okay? I’m not going anywhere. You made sure of that.” Words couldn’t even begin convey how grateful I was to her.


  “I’m a badass, aren’t I?” she asked.


  Snickering, I nodded. “Yes, Amelia London, you are a total badass.”


  That smile, the one she had on her face right now, it gave me life. Slowly, her breathing evened out, and she drifted off in my arms, giving in to her exhaustion. I took a small sense of pride in that—she couldn’t rest until she helped me. That was the type of woman I had.


  “Sir, you should hear this,” Austin said, turning up the radio.


  “Here at MKLM 97.5, we are only humans,” a stern voice spoke out. “And as humans, we make mistakes. All we can do afterward is apologize and hope to make amends. Yesterday on our broadcast, we made a few derogatory remarks about actor Noah Sloan, about which Amelia London rightly called us out on NQB News this afternoon. Both Rachel and I sincerely offer our apologies to both Mr. Sloan and Ms. London. Not only did we rush to judgment, but we may have further added difficulty to your situation. This will serve as a reminder to us, and hopefully to others, not to judge until all the facts are out.”


  “I would like to also applaud Mr. Sloan for his quick action and thoroughly stepping up to protect a woman in need, with no concern for himself. And I want to applaud Ms. London as well, for her to get in front of this so publicly so soon after it happened. She’s a really strong woman. Like Riley said, we do apologize for adding fuel to the fire.”


  “What did she do?” I asked Austin, knowing at this point a bomb could go off and Amelia would sleep right through it.


  “She managed to get tapes of the incident and gave them to NQB News along with doing a sit-down interview. It’s been playing on loop ever since. The governor was the one who called personally to have you released and have all the charges dropped right afterward. I’m not sure how she did it, but she did, and my phone won’t stop ringing.”


  As if on cue, his phone rang again, and he smiled at it.


  “It’s like Christmas,” he winked, answering the call. “Hello. Yes, this is Noah Sloan’s manager. With whom am I speaking?” He paused. “The Hollywood Chronicle? Catharine, is that you? I see you finally remembered my number.”


  At least one of us was enjoying this.


  Resting against the seat, I watched her until my eyes grew too heavy to stay open anymore, and I drifted off.


  Freedom—you never know how much you love it until someone tries to take it away.


  


  ***


  


  Her fever wasn’t budging. Her cheeks were red and her breathing was a lot more staggered than it was in the car. Rolling up my sleeves, I sat up on the edge of the bed, lightly shaking her awake.


  “Amelia…Amelia,” I whispered.


  “Urgh,” she groaned, her face bunching together, one of her eyes peeking opening. “Noah?”


  “Hey, sleepyhead.”


  Licking her lips, she tried to look around.


  “Where are we?”


  “Back at the hotel,” I responded. “Can you sit up?”


  She nodded, but when she tried, she instantly reached up to touch her forehead. Her body hunched forward.


  “Here,” I said, handing her some aspirin along with water.


  “Thanks.” She drank deeply. “How long have I been out?”


  “Nine hours.”


  “Nine hours? What?” She made a move to get up, but I grabbed her arms and held her in place, laying her back against the pillows.


  “You need to rest...and eat.” I lifted the tray of food I had left on the bedside table and placed it in front of her. “Tomato soup, a turkey-ham sandwich on white bread with no cheese or crust, with a side of oranges and vanilla caramel tea.”


  She looked up at me, her mouth parted slightly.


  “Why are you looking at me like that? Eat,” I said, lifting the spoon to her lips. She didn’t look away from me as she opened her mouth and allowed me to feed her.


  “You remembered my comfort food,” she said, opening her lips for another bite.


  “This is hardly your comfort food. If you weren’t sick, you’d want a bag of chocolate-covered kettle corn with a Sprite and a double hamburger from Uncle Saul’s.”


  A wicked grin spread across her lips, her whole face brightening, “That sounds amazing!”


  Of course. I snickered, shaking my head at her. “Again, you’re sick—”


  “It a small headache. I’ve had worse…”


  She looked surprised when I showed her the temperature.


  “Anything over 101 degrees isn’t small, Amelia. Right now, you don’t have anywhere to be but this bed until you get better.”


  “Ollie would beg to differ,” she sighed, reaching for the sandwich.


  “Not this time. He agreed that you’ve had a rough couple days.”


  She frowned, swallowing the small bite she had taken, then focusing on me. I wished I hadn’t brought it up. The smile she’d had only a second earlier disappeared from her face.


  “If I had a rough couple of days, what about you? You’re always so worried about me—”


  “You worry about me, and I’ll worry about you. That’s how we work. Right now, I’m the one who’s fine. You, on the other hand,” I said, giving her a look as she pouted, taking the spoon from me. She ate a couple bites of soup before pausing, the spoon hovering over her lips.


  “I think it was my mom,” she whispered, her head drooping. “All of this. I don’t know how yet, but I know it was her.”


  “Amelia—”


  “And if I’m right, then I really don’t have a mother. She’s just a monster sharing my last name. The things Ray said…he was obsessed with me, and it’s not a new obsession, either. He’s a pig, and she tried to feed me to him.” The spoon dropped from her hand, and for the first time since all of this happened, she cried. All I could do was move the tray over and hold her in my arms.


  “If you hadn’t come—”


  “But I did.” Thank God I did.


  We had gotten over one hurdle, but this wasn’t over yet.


  It didn’t take long for her to cry herself back to sleep. I was grateful she got something into her stomach, but I wished she had eaten more. Taking the tray, I got up off the bed, pulling the sheets back over her.


  Closing the door behind me, I made my way to the kitchen, my hands beginning to shake the more I thought about the situation, until I finally lost it, throwing the goddamn tray right into the wall. The glass and plates shattered on impact, the leftovers splattering everywhere. Falling back onto the cabinet and clenching my jaw, I tried my best to ignore the shakes as they overtook my body again.


  “Noah?”


  Austin came in from the balcony, the phone still up to his ear. Upon seeing me, he hung up quickly, reaching into his bag to get my pills.


  “No, I’m fine.” I didn’t want to be so dependent on those goddamn things.


  “Noah, you’ve gone days without taking it. We aren’t doing this again,” he said, pouring them into my hand. Knowing I wasn’t going to bother with water, he made no moves to get me any as I threw the pills into my mouth and sank to the ground.


  “You can’t allow yourself to get riled up like this—”


  “I don’t have choice!” I snapped, breathing deeply. “While I’m shaking on every fucking floor in the city, she’s alone, trying to save me. I need to get riled up. I need to be…I need to be better than this, Austin. I gotta be.”


  Running my hand through my hair, I tried not to think of it, but I would never get the picture of her struggling in Mallory’s hands out of my head. “If I was one second late. If I hadn’t been so annoyed that she was taking too long and wanted to leave…she would have...”


  “But you were there. You saved her,” Austin reassured me.


  “I got myself thrown in jail with no contingency plan, so she didn’t sleep or eat until she got me out. I feel useless, Austin. I keep asking myself, am I really the best person for her? She’s the best person for me, but if I only make her life more complicated—”


  “You’ll leave. Didn’t you do that already?” He leaned on the counter. “If I were you, I’d spend just as much time with her as you did apart, and then decide.”


  “So get back to you in a decade, then,” I said.


  “Exactly.”


  A decade of Amelia. I wasn’t a fortune teller, but I was sure that would involve us spending most nights alternating between work, sex, and Netflix. Every once in a while, we might do something crazy like socialize with other human beings. We’d fight at least once day, and she’d probably always ask me why I loved her, like it was something I had a choice about.


  Sounds like paradise.


  “I want to do something for her. The studio gave us the day off tomorrow, right?”


  “You could ask the studio for anything at this point, and they’d give it to you. They almost screwed themselves with that board meeting. Add that to Amelia’s ‘if he goes, I go’ speech.”


  “She went?”


  He nodded, and I threw my head back, laughing. I was always one step behind this woman. I’d probably never stop chasing after her.


  


  Amelia


  What was that?


  Rubbing, then brushing, and finally smacking whatever it was tickling my nose, I rolled over.


  “A … me … lia,” a soft voice sang.


  I knew that voice.


  “A milli.”


  I knew that voice, too.


  My eyes snapped open when they started to jump on the bed. There were two pair of brown eyes, both staring down at me.


  “Mayko? Antigone?” I didn’t even bother sitting up, because they each grabbed one of my arms, pulling me from the bed.


  “Miss us?” They wrapped their arms around me, still jumping and forcing me to jump with them.


  “Oh my God, guys!” I laughed, holding them. “How are you here?”


  “You boyfriend whom you love unconditionally flew us out since you have a free day today,” Antigone replied, allowing herself to fall back onto the bed. “Aww, this is nice! Don’t mind me.”


  “You know they have sex on these sheets, right?” Mayko paused, crossing her arms.


  Antigone, trying to keep a straight face, said, “I’m sure they change them.”


  Mayko spoke up. “Well, not after last night—”


  “Eww!” She jumped off, rubbing her back as Mayko and I broke out into a fit of laugher.


  Antigone was still as gorgeous as ever. Her thick curly brown hair was cut to her shoulders, even though she swore she would never cut her hair since it took her forever to grow it out. She had perfectly smooth brown skin and deep eyes. Meanwhile, Mayko was the absolute opposite. Her hair was normally black, but it was now dyed a soft pink. She had pierced her bottom lip and wore glasses though she had perfect vision. Her outfit choices were usually ripped jeans and plaid shirts, while Antigone was more floral sundresses. They were complete opposites in terms of appearance, but they shared the same brain sometimes.


  “Don’t you guys have classes?” I asked them, sitting back down on the bed.


  “It’s healthy to skip every once in a while,” Antigone replied.


  “And,” Mayko said, taking my hand, “our sister apparently was attacked, and we only knew because of Twitter.”


  Shit. I hadn’t even thought of them.


  “I’m sorr—” I began.


  Before I could even get the words out, they hugged me tightly.


  “You don’t have to be sorry, Meli, we were just worried. You weren’t answering your phone,” Antigone said softly, and I felt a familiar ache in my heart, but this time I welcomed it.


  When they let go, I pinched both of their cheeks just like I did when we were kids.


  “Amelia!” they yelled at me. Giggling, I let go.


  “Am I interrupting?” Noah questioned from behind us.


  “Yes, but it’s okay since you’re hot,” Mayko said, and I smacked her leg. “Ouch! Possessive much?”


  “She was always bad at sharing,” Antigone nodded.


  “I’m sorry, are you asking to share my boyfriend right now?” I asked.


  Mayko looked between us. “Are you offering?” she teased.


  “Down girl, down,” I said, waving my finger in her face.


  “I’m only joking.”


  She was only partially joking.


  “Please tell me you plan on feeding us, Noah. I’m dying here,” Antigone groaned, rubbing her stomach.


  Noah’s eyes looked over all of us and then fell back on me, his eyebrow raised.


  “I can totally see how you’re all related,” he replied. I flung a pillow at him. With one hand, he caught it.


  “Throwing things won’t get you food any faster,” he joked.


  “What will a hand—” Mayko started.


  Reaching over to Mayko, my hand closed over her mouth before she embarrassed me even further. I loved her to death, but she purposely said things to get people riled up.


  “Get dressed, and I’ll get you all out for the best breakfast in town,” he winked at me, closing the door behind him. I let go of Mayko, who only leered at me.


  “I like him,” Antigone said, walking toward the closet.


  “None of my stuff is in there—”


  “What do you mean?” she questioned, lifting out a yellow dress of mine.


  What? This was still Noah’s room.


  Rising from the bed, I moved into the closet right beside her, and there, next to all of his leather jackets and button-down shirts were my clothes, which took up two-thirds of the closet. Even my shoes were all lined up perfectly.


  I wasn’t sure if it was Ollie or Noah, but I didn’t care. Just seeing something as simple as a closet made me feel better.


  Heading into the bathroom, it was the same thing. All my facial cleansers, lotions, and perfumes were sitting on the counter, and I knew that it was Noah. I had a system for setting up my bathroom, and Ollie knew it already.


  This was all Noah.


  We’d be in Chicago filming for a few more weeks. This suite was his home away from home, and he had actively moved me into his life.


  It really was the little things that mattered.


  


  Chapter Eight


  Amelia


  “You can open your eyes now,” he said to us.


  Dropping my hands, I’m not sure what I expected to see, but shiny stainless steel pots and a freshly polished flatbed fully stocked with vegetables inside the hotel kitchen was not it. I glanced over to my sisters, who looked just as confused as me.


  “I got it,” Mayko said, clapping. “You hired a personal chef to make us our breakfast?”


  “Close,” Noah answered, reaching for a folded apron on the countertop and tying it around his waist.


  “You? You’re cooking?” I’d never seen him cook anything. I’m not even sure I’d seen him operate a damn microwave.


  “Doubting Thomas, please take your seats, and prepared to be amazed.” He motioned to the stools on the other side of the tables.


  Each one of us made a face as we took our seats—me in the middle, Antigone to my left, and Mayko to my right.


  “What’s on the menu, Chef Sloan?” Antigone sat up, her elbows on the table. She reached for a piece of bread, but he smacked her hand with a wooden spoon.


  “You’ll regret it if you eat now,” he uttered softly, his eyes never leaving hers, that devilish smirk of his stuck to his face.


  Antigone slowly sunk back into her seat, holding the hand he smacked to her chest, like he had rewarded her. Snapping my fingers in front her face, she shook her head clear.


  “You were drooling,” Mayko teased. But she shut up the moment he stepped up beside her, taking her hand and placing a champagne flute in it. He held on to it as he poured the chilled sparkling champagne, never letting go, even when he switched to get the orange juice. He smiled at her, filling her glass up to the rim.


  “Who’s drooling now, bitch?” Antigone said. Mayko still couldn’t speak.


  Noah, pretending he couldn’t hear us, skipped me and moved over to Antigone, repeating the same action. I’m sure some girls would have gotten jealous. I was trying my best not to laugh, placing my hand over my mouth. They were only being exposed to a fraction of his charm, and they couldn’t think straight. If they only knew—


  “Hah!” I gasped, sitting up straighter as he came over to me. However, unlike with them, he pressed up against me completely, his lips right at my ear and his hands on either side of me.


  “Drink reasonably, babe. Your fever finally came down,” he whispered into my ear. I shivered, trying to focus on anything but how close he was. That went out the window when he kissed my shoulder, though, and then moved back to his work station as if nothing had happened.


  “I want one,” Mayko whispered.


  “You already have a boyfriend,” Antigone reminded her.


  “Not one like him,” she replied. I’m not sure what she was thinking, but she snapped herself out of it, turning to me and saying, “You think he’d give lessons on how to woo a girl?”


  “Yes, because as actors, we have the luxury of time.”


  “I’ll put it on my Christmas list,” she said seriously, and at that, Antigone and I broke out laughing. Mayko was one of a kind. You’d never guess she was actually studying to be a rocket scientist.


  “He’s no joke.” Antigone said, nodding to Noah. He reached for two onions, slicing them into quarters, and then with a speed I thought was reserved only for master chefs, he chopped right through them. He slid them to the edge of the cutting board before reaching for two cloves of garlic, then fresh parsley. He went for the tomatoes last.


  “Where in the hell did you learn to do this?” I asked.


  “I acted in a small indie movie called The Vintage Cloud in Italy two years ago. I wanted to be authentic, so I took a few classes,” he answered like it was nothing, pouring olive oil into a cast iron pan. “How I became this sexy, well—that was just divine providence.”


  “Careful, your head is expanding,” I said.


  “Is it?” He glanced down at his crotch. “Excuse me, ladies. I really can’t contain myself sometimes.”


  Antigone and Mayko couldn’t take it anymore. They almost fell out of their chairs laughing. Meanwhile, my face was slowly getting hotter and hotter. Downing the mimosa, I couldn’t think of anything to say. Damn him.


  “Come on, Santa. Mama needs one of those,” Mayko lifted her glass to toast him.


  “Neither of you are helping his ego right now,” I said, glancing back and forth between them.


  “Didn’t you hear him?” Antigone joined. “It’s divine providence. Nothing can help contain that.”


  Noah winked at me.


  “Ugh, Amelia, why do you have to be Blair Hawthorne?” Antigone groaned, leaning to the side. “How the hell am I supposed enjoy the sinful sex life of Damon and Blair when my sister is the lead actress being whipped?”


  “Don’t. I’m still sad,” Mayko replied.


  “Thanks, guys,” I pouted.


  Mayko leaned in on my right. “How much of it is real?”


  “Since you guys are dating, is it acting or foreplay?” Antigone said, leaning in from my left.


  Yep. My face was red. I could feel the heat in my ears. Meanwhile, Noah just slid his minced ingredients into the pan, the corners of his lips turned up.


  “Foreplay,” Noah answered as I reached for the champagne. Screw the orange juice.


  He continued, “But we don’t plan it out that way. We go to set, and we’ve read through our lines so many times by this point that they’re almost dull. But the moment the director says ‘action,’ you forget everything but what you have to say and who you are saying it to. Each line, every single touch builds up, and even though in the back of my mind I know I am not Damon Shaw, I, Noah, can’t help but get excited either. What was once a simple line or a slight touch becomes so much. The fact that I think your sister is the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on only makes matters harder for me. Whether the director says ‘cut’ or not, until I have her, until I’m no longer aching with the need of her, then I can’t stop. So, yes, it’s real, and yes, it’s foreplay—of the best kind.”


  I crossed my legs, trying to ignore the aching I was currently feeling for him.


  “Jesus Christ,” Mayko whispered.


  Without missing a beat, Noah turned off the stove, placing a mat down in front of us before lifting the pan into the center.


  “Here you have Egg and Tomato Breakfast Skillet,” he stated before stepping over to me, taking a piece of bread, dipping it the red sauce, and bringing it to my lips. He blew gently before lifting it for me to eat off his fingertips.


  “Oh my god,” I said. It was amazing.


  “Like I said, the best breakfast in town,” he smirked, brushing the corner of my mouth with his thumb.


  “Don’t mind us. We’ll just eat our feelings,” Antigone stated, reaching for a piece of bread as well.


  The both moaned, and I felt proud. I was happy they got to meet him, and most importantly, see him they same way I did. He was fucking amazing.


  


  Noah


  I knew I didn’t have anything to prove—Amelia would love me no matter what anyone had to say. But I wanted her sisters to like me anyway. Despite the fact that they each looked vastly different from each other, all three of them share a lot of similarities, and I could tell Amelia really, truly cared what they thought of her.


  We had spent the day touring, Amelia and I disguised of course. That was a small price to pay for the amount of fun she had. With everything going on, I wanted her to remember her life, our life, and the people within it weren’t all bad. She needed a break from the constant shitstorm trying to rain on us, even if it was just for a day.


  “Thank you for today,” she said, squeezing my hand as we walked to the awaiting car from the airfield. It was late, and her sisters said they’d prefer to head back to school. I was pretty sure they were only saying that because they didn’t want to intrude.


  “No thanks required,” I replied.


  When Daniel opened the car door for us, we slid inside, our hands never unlinking.


  Silently, my thumb rubbed slow circles over her hand. When she placed her leg over the top of my thigh, I felt the excitement rising in the pit of my stomach. Releasing her hand, I slid up her dress until my hand rested on her smooth upper thigh.


  I wanted her. It felt like it had been years since I had had her, and when she moved to sit in my lap, I knew she wanted me just as bad. We weren’t going to make it back to the hotel suite. I slipped the yellow strap of her dress off her shoulder, allowing me kiss her neck, my right hand grabbing a handful of her breast. Annoyed with the fabric, needing to feel her skin, I pulled the down the top of her dress, bra included, freeing her breasts.


  “Noah!” she squealed as I pinched her nipple, tugging on it. She rubbed her ass on my cock, teasing me just as much as I was teasing her.


  “Do you know how long I’ve thought about fucking you?” I asked, biting the top of her ear. “How badly I’ve wanted to bury my dick in your pussy, Amelia? I’m losing my mind here.”


  She could only moan in response.


  “Daniel,” I called out, not bothering to look away from her body, my hands sliding into her underwear. “Find a place to park and come back in an hour.”


  Without question or hesitation, he pulled over. Leaving the car on, he stepped out. I really didn’t give a damn if he was in the car or not when I took her, but I didn’t want her overanalyzing this later.


  Pushing down the rest of her dress until it and her bra sat around her waist, I kissed down her spine as she bent over as far as she could within the backseat of the Mercedes.


  She turned back to face me, lust burning hotter than the sun in her blue eyes. Slowly she slid off my lap and onto the seat beside me. Undoing my pants, she reached into them and wrapped her hand around my cock.


  “Can I taste you?” she asked, but she didn’t wait for me to answer. Instead, kneeling, she licked the tip of me, and my cock twitched against her tongue.


  She licked my cock from top to base not once, not twice, but three times before taking me into her hot, soaking wet mouth.


  “Jesus fuck, Amelia,” I hissed, brushing her hair from her face so I could watch as she sucked me off. Being in her mouth was the sweetest kind of torture. Reaching over, I lifted up the bottom part of her dress, exposing her lacy thong. As I pulled on it, she gasped, wiggling her ass for me.


  SMACK.


  SMACK.


  “Ahh!” she gasped, breathing heavily.


  SMACK.


  Her tongue wrapped around me as I thrust into her mouth. And it was like she knew I was barely hanging on and decided to step up her game. She sucked harder, her head bobbing up and down, all while massaging my balls in her hand. I could feel myself hitting the back of her throat.


  Dear god.


  SMACK.


  I hit hard this time, enjoying the redness of her ass. Pulling her hair back, I forced her to release my dick, and when I did, I kissed her hard, tasting all of her mouth. She moaned in response, grabbing tightly on to my hair.


  When we parted, her lips hovered over mine, a look of need on her face.


  “Turn around,” I demanded, and all she could do was nod, giving me full access to her ass as she laid across my lap.


  Rubbing it, I grabbed a handful of both cheeks, then slapped it hard.


  “Ahh…” she moaned in pleasure and pain.


  “Who do you belong to?” I whispered, my body shaking with excitement at her like this, completely under my control.


  She glanced back as she gripped the door handle and said, “I belong to no one.”


  She was toying with me, and this time when I smacked her ass, her legs shook and her toes curled, her mouth dropping open.


  “To whom do you belong?” I asked again, and this time, she didn’t—maybe couldn’t—answer with words. Sweat clung to her skin, rolling down her neck. She was itching for me to touch her again as she sat up on all fours. But I wouldn’t until she answered my question.


  “Who do you belong to?” I repeated.


  “You.” She glanced back over her shoulder, her lips parting with another rush of pleasure as I simply touched her back.


  “Please…Noah. Fuck me,” she begged, and there were no better words in the English language. Sitting up, she rocked her wet pussy over my cock. Holding on to her waist, I tried to control myself, but god fucking damn it, I needed her just as much.


  Taking my dick in my hand, I pressed up against her red ass, rubbing slowly before finally thrusting deeply into her.


  “Noah!” she cried out, grabbing the seat in front of her. Holding her hips, I didn’t move for a few seconds, allowing her to adjust to me, my hands working her hips until I could grab her breasts from behind, pinching her nipples as my thrust quickened and I fucked her like a wild animal, her breasts bouncing in my hands.


  I couldn’t fight anymore. With each thrust, with every moan that escaped from both of our mouths, I wanted more. I wanted everything about her. I kissed down her spine as she called my name over and over again as if she were singing as I fucked her.


  So…fucking…tight…


  Somehow, we turned over, her on all fours in the backseat, me hunched over her on my knees.


  “Amelia…” I couldn’t speak. She looked beautiful, sinful, but I couldn’t tell her, so I let my dick speak for me.


  “Yes! Noah! Yes!” she cried, coming for me.


  My vision blurred as I came closer, until—


  “Fuck, Amelia,” I hissed, slamming into her once more as I too came.


  With the little strength I had left, I pulled out of her, sitting back and pulling her onto my lap. She rested her head right under my chin, breathing in the smell of our sex as it filled the car, her heartbeat rapidly beating against mine.


  “You … know what the … best part of all of this is?” she managed to say through deep breaths.


  I kissed the side of her head. “What?”


  “We get to go to work and do this all over again,” she replied, and I laughed.


  When our lives weren’t shitty, it was fucking glorious.


  “We owe a lot to this movie,” I told her, hugging to me. “Who knows where either of us would be without it? So in honor of Sinners Like Us, let’s fuck like champions.”


  She giggled. “When don’t we?”


  I loved her more than life itself.


  


  Chapter Nine


  Noah


  I wasn’t expecting anything when we got to set the next morning. But the moment we entered the casino, the wave of applause confused both Amelia and me. Smiling from ear to ear, the director came over to us.


  “If it isn’t the couple the world is talking about,” he said, lifting a magazine cover. There was a photo of Amelia and me making out in front of the Chicago police department, the words “Unconditionally in Love” captioning the picture. It wasn’t just that; apparently the premiere date of Sinner Like Us had been pushed up.


  “December?” Amelia noticed too, taking the magazine from me. We were already stressing, trying to get it ready for Valentine’s Day next year.


  “Midnight Empire Studios wanted to capitalize on your growing fame. I’m sure your agents will explain more when they are done screening your calls.” He put a hand on my shoulder and one on Amelia’s, saying, “Thank you for proving me right. Today, we will be doing a few interviews for the DVD before filming.”


  When he let go, clapping his hands for the rest of the cast and crew, Amelia sighed, turning back to me.


  “December?” she repeated again.


  “What’s life without a good challenge?” I asked. I honestly didn’t care, as long as I was coming in to work with her every day.


  “Mr. Sloan, Ms. London?” The executive producer, So Jim Zhang, stepped in front of us, extending his hand to shake ours. We all knew who he was, yet we had never really crossed paths before now. “I know it wasn’t intentional, nor was it under the best circumstances, but I have a feeling that this movie is about to blow up even beyond our expectations. My assistant will be the one asking you the questions for the DVD.”


  “I’d rather count my money after the movie is released,” I replied, shaking his hand.


  “We’re ready,” someone called, motioning to the chairs set up right in front of the Russian roulette table.


  Amelia lifted the bottom of the long-sleeved backless black gown she wore in order to sit down. A slit on the side opened all the way to her mid thigh, as if being beside her wasn’t already tempting. When she smirked at me, I knew she was aware of what she was doing, and to push me further, she crossed legs. Since we had started filming, I had noticed a change in her: she was bolder, more comfortable with her own sexuality, and it turned me on to no end.


  Sinners Like Us was the metamorphosis of Amelia London.


  Unbuttoning my jacket, I sat down beside her, lifting my chin for the makeup artist and the hair stylist to finish their final touches. I was tempted to mess up my hair just to screw with them.


  “Let’s start with you, Noah, and, Amelia, you answer afterward,” said the man in front us, looking at me. His voice would most likely be cut out in the final version. He was just there to help prompt us to speak.


  “What did you first think of when you saw the script?” he asked.


  “I thought, ‘I could do this.’ I didn’t even read it. I just remember seeing the title and knowing that if there was anyone in Hollywood fit to play Damon Shaw, it was me…unlike someone,” I coughed, and Amelia smacked my shoulder.


  “Hey!” she said, making a face. “When I saw you right before casting, wasn’t I glowing with confidence? It was you who wasn’t sure if I could do it.”


  “Touché,” I nodded. “I’ve been proven totally and completely wrong, though.”


  “He might be biased, but never mind,” she said, focusing on the camera. “Truthfully, I was intrigued by the movie, but being so well-known as a child actress, I was initially worried about how this would affect my career. The day the cast list went up, I remember reading a petition to have me replaced, and under the worst photo they could possibly find of me were over ten thousand signatures.”


  “Jesus, really?” I frowned, not remember hearing anything about that. “I do my best not to Google or read anything with my name on it.”


  “Such a smart idea,” she laughed.


  “What do you guys actually think of your characters, Damon Shaw and Blair Hawthorne?” the assistant asked.


  “They’re fucking crazy,” Amelia answered.


  “Are they, though?” I questioned.


  Her eyebrow rose as she looked at me. “Scene nine,” she said.


  I thought about that for a second, grinning, and nodded in agreement. “Okay, so they are fucking crazy, but that’s just part of their charm. I mean, to me, Damon Shaw is the epitome of the three Cs: cool, cunning, and confident. He’s always thinking about the big picture in order to get what he wants.”


  “Meanwhile, Blair Hawthorne,” Amelia added, “is just this fiery volcano. She’s always active and is a creature of her passions. She may think she knows it all and oftentimes gets herself in trouble. But the thing about Damon and Blair’s relationship is that they always have each other’s backs no matter what. If Blair were to kill someone, Damon—without question—would hide the body.”


  “On the flip side, if Damon were to go to prison for that murder, Blair would work out a full-scale prison break,” I replied


  “Oh, if that happened, where do you think they’d run to? They’d be hunted all over the world?” the assistant questioned, sitting on the edge of his chair.


  “Kazakhstan,” Amelia and I said at the same time, forcing us to look at each other and break out laughing.


  “Why Kazakhstan?” I asked her.


  “You first,” she shot back.


  I shrugged. “I remember seeing it on a documentary called—”


  “… No Extradition! I watched that same one!” she finished for me.


  “Was Kazakhstan the only country on the list?” we were asked, forcing us to look away from each other for a second.


  “No,” Amelia answered, glancing back at me. “Croatia was on the list, but I figured Damon would grow bored there.”


  “Dubai was also on the list, but I thought Blair would drive Damon crazy complaining about the heat. So…”


  “Kazakhstan,” we both said again.


  “You both are so in tune with your characters. Is that just your skills as actors, or is there something about these characters specifically that captures you?” the man asked.


  “I think they’re just fun characters that the writers did an amazing job presenting us with,” Amelia responded.


  “Honestly,” I agreed, “the ease of the dialogue, the situations presented, even small comments from the director all make it amazingly easy for us as actors to step into Damon and Blair’s shoes and get carried away. They feel real.”


  He signaled for us to close.


  “I think the reason we all love Damon and Blair is because we relate to them. After all, there is a sinner in all of us,” she said, winking at the camera.


  “Brilliant, thank you both.” He gave us a thumbs up, and Austin appeared beside me, a smug look on his face.


  “What?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “I was just listening, and I think that’s the most you’ve spoken in one of those interviews ever. You looked comfortable, too. It’s like a brand-new you.”


  “Don’t you have calls to be making?” I tried to ignore his comment, though I did feel different.


  “I made them all. The bad news is that you don’t have another day off until next year, but the good news is that your face is going to be everywhere.”


  “Your eyes are becoming dollar signs again,” I said, snapping my fingers in front of him.


  “Let me enjoy this. Three months ago, I was wondering how I was going to live.”


  “I’m going to get back to work now,” I said with a laugh, glancing over to see Amelia laughing at something one of the crew members said.


  You would never be able to tell that before Sinners Like Us, we were on the brink of disaster both emotionally and career-wise.


  Moving to my position at the head of the craps table, I fixed the cuffs at the ends of my sleeves when Amelia joined me. She reached up to adjust my tie, neither of us speaking to each other. The extras stood around us.


  “Remember, this is right before the climax. You all are completely at ease. Since we are redoing this scene, I’m sure we can capture it in one take,” Director Zane instructed not only us, but the extras as well, then took a seat behind the camera. He then raised his hand as if he were a conductor in front of his orchestra.


  “And…action.”


  “For luck,” I said, lifting the dice in my hand to Blair’s lips.


  She rolled her eyes at me but leaned in, her breasts pushing up against my chest. But instead of blowing on them, she kissed my hand.”


  “The moment you need luck, it disappears. So I’ll just bet on you,” she replied.


  “Only with you is that a safe bet.” I never looked away from her and threw the dice down the table without bothering to watch.


  “Twelve craps twelve come away triple!” the stickman exclaimed, the group around us shouting out in amazement at the pair of double sixes.


  “What did I say?” Blair grinned as the stickman pushed the chips to us.


  But before I could get a word in, the staff nearest the doors screamed, “RUN!”


  But it was too late. I felt it, like a sonic wave of fire. The explosion threw me off my feet and backward.


  My chest burned.


  Blood—mine? I wasn’t sure—was on my face, mixed in with the ash.


  I tried to stand, but my body screamed in agony.


  Each time I tried to open my eyes, the world spun, and all I could see were blurs of red, orange, and black.


  My eardrums were ringing—no, scratching—in my ears, and in between the pain was screaming ... screaming from all over.


  “Help!”


  “Someone please!”


  “My leg!”


  “Help!”


  “AHH!!!”


  “Oh God! Oh God!”


  Rolling onto my side, I once again tried to open my eyes, again rubbing my ears. As I did, my body ground onto broke glass, tiles, and casino chips. When I finally could see, it felt as if I were staring into hell. The bodies of the guests were piled on each other in a bloody, ash-covered mess. The fire spread over the top of them, over everything in sight. As I pushed myself off the ground, my heart stopped when I realized no one was beside me.


  “BLAIR!” I screamed, ignoring the pain and rising to my feet to look around the rubble. “BLAIR!”


  My screams blended with the screams of everyone else. Everything was spinning. Wiping my nose with my hand, I noticed the blood.


  “BLAIR!” I called again, turning to search through the rubble. Then I spotted a black heel—Blair’s heel.


  My hands shook as I reached for it.


  “This can’t be real. This can’t be real,” I whispered.


  “Blair?” I started to clear the parts of the broken table with a bare hand, quickly. Throwing rubble to the left and the right of me, I crawled on my hands and knees as I searched, hoped, and prayed.


  There was large gash across her head, blood coating the side of her face.


  “Blair, can you hear me?” I checked for a pulse. It was faint, but it felt like it was slowing down. Taking off my jacket and using it as a towel, I held it to her head. “Blair, can you hear me? I need you to open your eyes, okay? Baby, open your eyes for me, okay? You’re fine. I’m here. You’re fine.”


  I coughed as my lungs filled with ash and glanced around for anyone, anything that could help.


  “Da—Damon?” she groaned, trying to lift her head, lifting her hands to where mine were trying to stop the bleeding.


  “Thank God,” I whispered, kissing her forehead. However, her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling. “Breathe, Blair, breathe.”


  “Damon—”


  She was in shock, and so was I, I but I needed her to focus. “Blair, I swear if you bleed out here and abandon me, I will never forgive you. And I will curse you at your funeral.”


  She somehow managed to smile, reaching up to hold her head. “Don’t make jokes like that. They aren’t funny,” she said.


  “I know,” I said as I brushed dust from her eyes.


  “Damon.”


  “What?”


  She didn’t answer, her eyes wandering down to her stomach, my eyes following, and there we saw the piece of wood impaling her, the blood soaking through her black dress.


  “If I die—”


  “We are not having this conversation today,” I told her. “Let’s postpone it for another eighty or so years.” I pulled the wood and she bit her lip to stop from screaming when I tried to move her.


  “It hurts!” she yelled.


  “I know. I know. Baby, but we got to get out of here. I’d rather neither of us be cooked alive.”


  “Ugh.” I coughed again, turning my head to the side.


  “You need to get out,” she whispered, brushing the blood from my nose again.


  I shook her hands away. “I will leave when you leave,” I told her.


  “I can’t—”


  “Blair! When I say I’m not leaving you, I am not fucking leaving you, do you understand me? Just keep thinking of tomorrow. We are getting a tomorrow.” Even my voice wavered at that. “The paramedics will be here any second.”


  As if they heard, I turned and saw firefighters, the beeping from their jackets growing louder as they drew closer.


  “What did I tell you?” My body felt so heavy.


  “Damon!”


  The last sight I saw was of her blue eyes wide, panicked and scared, tears falling from one eye over her nose and onto the ground.


  “Damn, you’re beautiful.”


  “And…Cut! Perfect! Amelia, Noah, we’ll be heading back to the hotel to wrap up one more bedroom scene.”


  The moment he said it, I opened my eyes again, coughing as I sat up, as did she.


  “If we are ever in an explosion, ‘damn, you’re beautiful’ is the perfect line,” she joked, but I didn’t even want to think of it.


  In my mind, just like Damon and Blair, we always had a tomorrow.


  


  Amelia


  “Act—ion!”


  “I didn’t want to get out of bed. All of my muscles burned, and I swear to God, Damon, if I have to spend another day smiling and laughing with the rest of those goddamn elitist bitches, I will lose my fucking mind,” I muttered, burying my face into the red pillow on the amazingly soft king-sized bed.


  “It’s noon, Blair. You can’t stay in bed all day.” I felt his hands softly brush against my bare back.


  “Oh no, you don’t—”


  Ignoring me, he brushed my hair to the side and kissed down the back of my neck. With one hand, he pulled the sheet covering my naked body away.


  “Jesus Christ, Damon, do you have an off button?” I whispered, wiggling underneath his lips. I was still recovering from our last session together. The man could bounce back in ten minutes flat, and I was going to die from too much sex. They were going to have to put “Here lies Blair Hawthorne, Happily Fucked to Death,” on my tombstone.


  He stopped, only for a moment, flipping me onto my back. Gazing up at him, he smirked, leering at my body. I knew that look. His eyes glazed over with lust, and my nipples reacted without him even saying a word.


  “Damon…”


  “I want nothing more than to fuck you until your eyes roll back, but … we have a lunch with a group of elitist bitches to get to. We need their help if we want to get in to see the private Botticelli art collection.”


  I sat up in front of him and grabbed his chin so that he could look me in the eye and not at my breasts.


  “I’m not going,” I said.


  Again, he ignored me.


  “Pick a dress, and be downstairs in an hour,” he demanded, getting off the bed.


  Grabbing the red sheet off our bed, I stood up, wrapping it around myself. He raised his eyebrow, a small smirk on his lips.


  “I don’t know why you bother,” he teased.


  “It’s cold, and I’m not walking around naked for you because you piss me off. Nor am I going to your fucking charity lunch,” I said.


  He stepped forward, and I took one step back. It wasn’t long before the backs of my legs hit the bed frame. Brushing his hand softly down my cheek, he stared into me, not at me. It was like he was seeing everything, and once again, I felt as though I couldn’t walk.


  “Drop the sheet Blair,” he demanded, and I did.


  “You see, Blair, I own you,” he whispered, thumb pressed to my lips, “which means if I want you to walk around naked, you will, whether it’s cold or not. And if I ask you to come to my fucking charity lunch, you say ‘yes.’”


  Leaning in, I kissed and bit his lip. “You can use your superpowers to undress me, Mr. Shaw, but there is no way you are getting me to flounce around like one of those society sycophants.”


  “Is that a challenge?” he asked.


  Pushing his chest, I stood straighter. “Damn straight.”


  He looked down as if he was in shock that I had pushed him before backing up and walking toward the double doors.


  Click.


  The moment those doors closed, I knew I had sealed my own fate, yet I couldn’t help but get excited. The pain between my legs was gone, and I wanted him badly. Fuck.


  Turning to me, he unbuttoned his shirt slowly.


  Fuck.


  “Get on the bed.”


  “If I did that, Mr. Shaw, where would the challenge be?” I whispered, stretching and brushing my hands through my hair.


  He smirked and then charged me.


  “Oh no!” I laughed, jumping on the bed and rushing to the other side.


  “Really now, Ms. Hawthorne?” he asked from his position on the other side.


  “’Really now, Ms. Hawthorne?’” I mocked with my hand on my hips. I couldn’t help but grin. “Don’t you have a lunch to get to?”


  Instead of speaking, he just jumped on the bed. I tried to run toward the door, but he grabbed ahold of my arm, pulling me back to the bed and pinning me under him.


  “Why must you always fight me?” he asked.


  “Because you like it,” I whispered.


  He didn’t say anything, pinning my hands above my head with one of his and kissing my neck as his other hand traveled down my chest and between my legs.


  I was just waiting for the right time. I wanted to catch him off-guard. I wanted to tease, have him at my mercy, to control his pleasure. I wanted to play him the way he was currently playing my body.


  “You’re coming to lunch,” he whispered, biting my neck.


  “No.”


  “Have it your way, then,” he growled.


  He moved so quickly that I didn’t have time to blink before his belt was off and I was on my stomach. Tying it around my wrist, he attached the other end to the bedpost before grabbing my ass and kissing it.


  “Damon, don’t—”


  “Then wear the dress.”


  “D—”


  Before I could reply, his palm connected with my ass, sending shivers up and down my body. It hurt so good.


  He didn’t stop there. He continued until I couldn’t handle it anymore.


  “FUCK! DAMON…ah…” Rubbing my thighs together, I fought against his belt, trying to break free.


  “There’s my girl,” he laughed, kissing both of my cheeks and even giving one of them a small bite. I felt the wetness slide down my thighs, my pussy throbbing with need. “Now, wear the dress.”


  “Fuck you.”


  SLAP!


  “AH! Fuck!” he hit me so hard, I came, gasping.


  “So soon, baby?” he teased.


  “Go … screw yourself.”


  He snickered. “I’d rather screw you—but not before you beg me to.”


  He got off the bed, walking toward the bottle of champagne we had ordered with our breakfast. Lifting the bottle, he drank straight from it, watching me as I struggled and wiggled to get free, amused with himself. He reached in the ice bucket and grabbed a block of melting ice and placed it on the top of my back.


  “Oh—” I shivered as it melted on my skin, the icy water slowly dripping down my spine. How could something so simple turn me on so fucking much? No matter how much I tried not to think of it, I couldn’t. The water dripped down the crack of my ass.


  “Are you cold?” he questioned. I wasn’t sure if I was shivering from the situation or the ice anymore.


  “Yes,” I answered, preferring the latter of my two choices.


  “How about this,” he whispered, taking one of the scented candles from the bedside table.


  “Damon—ahhh, fuck,” I gasped when the wax dripped onto my back and ass. There was no way to describe how it felt to go from one extreme to another. All my senses felt like they were being overloaded, and my pussy throbbed with need.


  Drip.


  Drip.


  Drip.


  “Blair, baby, you’re shaking.” His voice sounded even sexier, filled with the promise of relief if I gave in to him. “You want me this badly.”


  Noah.


  “Da—mon!” I moaned when he cupped my pussy, pinching my clit.


  “I wonder what you taste like on my tongue,” he said, putting the candle to the side. He licked up my thigh to the source of my wetness. He didn’t just lick—he sucked. He latched on to my pussy and drank me in.


  “That … that oh … feels so good.” I could feel his tongue as it licked the lips of my pussy before entering the folds and going deeper in me. The more I grinded into his face, the deeper he went, and just as I was about to lose it, he stopped.


  “No … please,” I pleaded.


  “Please what? Beg me, remember?”


  “Please fuck me,” I gasped. “Please, I need you.”


  “I win,” he replied, and I felt his cock press against my pussy, rubbing far too slowly for my own liking.


  “Damn it!” I cried out in frustration as I tried to free my hands.


  “Patience, baby,” he replied and instead of fucking me like I wanted him to—like I needed him to—he stopped so that I could say my last line as if he had entered me.


  “Jesus—”


  “Has no place being here,” he said, snickering and biting the tip of my ear.


  “Cut.”


  God fucking damn it all to hell.


  I tried to control myself as he undid the ties around my wrists, and when I sat up with my back to the cameras, he put a sheet over me.


  We both sat on the bed trying to breathe.


  “Amelia, that’s all we need from you. Noah, we still need the shower scene.” Director Zane was the only one to speak. Nodding, I rose from the bed, taking the sheet with me.


  We’d noticed during these takes that everyone was silent but the director, and I wasn’t sure if that was because the director told them to be or because they weren’t sure what to say to us after watching us “pretend” to go at it like animals. However, with each scene, Noah and I were blurring the lines between acting and reality. I had to stop myself from calling out Noah’s name instead of Damon’s more that a few times.


  


  Chapter Ten


  Amelia


  When I got back to Noah’s—our—suite, Ollie was leaning against the door, his head down and arms crossed.


  “Ollie?” I said.


  He glanced up, his face tired. But he still put in an effort to smile as he kicked away from the wall and stood up straight.


  “Done with your scene?” he asked.


  “Yeah, they still wanted Noah, so I figured I’d take a shower and call it a night.” He never stayed for the sex scenes, and I couldn’t blame him. “Is something wrong?”


  “You mind if we talk for a second?” He moved from the door to allow me to open it.


  “You’re scaring me, Ollie,” I joked, swiping the key and entering the dark room. I had to feel around the wall for a second before turning on the light.


  The suite had been cleaned since we had left in a rush early this morning. Ollie took a seat on the tan couch, right in front of the mahogany coffee table, waiting for me to sit down as well.


  This was serious.


  “Ollie—”


  “I want to start off by saying you did nothing wrong, Amelia,” he sighed, sitting on the edge of his seat when I sat down across from him.


  “It doesn’t feel that way,” I responded.


  What is happening?


  He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. His eyes shined as though he was fighting back tears.


  “Ollie—”


  “I remember when you first came into my office, Amelia,” he smiled wistfully, lifting his hand a little bit above his knee. “You were so small, but I swear I saw this giant in you. You didn’t even know who the hell I was, yet you smiled so wide I thought your face was going split in half. Your mother and I both knew you’d be an actress. But you were so young I thought it best to start you in commercials and ads first. You breezed through them and wanted to do everything. I remember you hated the taste of chunky peanut butter, but the moment the director said ‘action,’ all of the sudden you were shoving a spoonful into your mouth. Some kids can get away with just being cute, but not you, Amelia. You had pure talent. Everyone could see it.”


  I felt my throat close as I stared at him. “Ollie, I don’t like where this is going.”


  “Neither do I.” His hand covered his mouth. “I’ve been with you your whole career—hell, your whole life—and I love you as if you were my very own flesh-and-blood daughter. It’s for that reason that it’s time I retire, and it’s time you get a new manager.”


  “Ollie, I don’t want a new manager!”


  “Just because you don’t want it doesn’t mean you don’t need it,” he replied, and it hurt that he could just walk away. “Part of me knew this would happen when I got the script for Sinners Like Us…I had to fight with myself, Amelia. I didn’t want to give it to you. You were desperately looking for a new role. You have the talent, and I didn’t want you to take the script because I didn’t want to see the girl I saw as my daughter in those scenes. I was acting like your father and not your manager.”


  “But you gave me the script. Everything is fine. At the end of day, you always do what is best for me, Ollie.”


  “That’s why I’m doing this, Amelia,” he threw back at me. “You are not the same girl—woman—you were a few weeks ago. And that isn’t just because of Noah Sloan. A few days ago, I watched, in total awe, as you didn’t eat or sleep until you got justice not only for Noah, but yourself. You did what you wanted, what you thought was best for you, without asking me or second-guessing yourself, like an adult. I’m proud of you, Amelia. You need a manager that works for you, does what you need, not what they think is best for you. You don’t need me parenting you.”


  “You can’t leave now,” I whispered, trying to think of anything to keep him with me. “They moved up the movie release. There is all this press around us now because of what happened with Mallory. There is so much to do. You can’t leave me now.”


  “I’d never leave you with anyone I didn’t trust, and I won’t just disappear, but you will be seeing less of me as we transition you over.”


  “Ollie, please!” I pleaded.


  “Amelia, what have I always told you?”


  Biting my bottom lip, I looked up so I wouldn’t cry in front of him. “That you’ll always do what’s best for me even if I don’t like it.”


  “Exactly. Thank you for wanting to fight me on this. I’m glad I mean as much to you as you mean to me,” he said, coughing in an attempt to hide the fact that his voice wavered.


  “Of course you mean the world to me,” I said. I stood and walked around the table to hug him. “You are the closest thing I’ve ever had to a dad, Ollie.”


  He patted my back softly and broke away from me.


  “Cheer up. I’ll still be in your life, no matter how badly it annoys that playboy you call a boyfriend. Now get some rest. You can’t put any more stress on the director, got it?”


  “Got it,” I nodded.


  He patted my shoulder, smiling at me one more time, and then headed to the door. I wanted to tell him not to go. I felt like the moment he stepped out, he would never come back. I didn’t say a word, just stood there watching as he offered me one last look and closed the door behind him.


  “Uhh,” I let out the sob I’d been holding. Why? Why? Couldn’t people just stay around? If it weren’t for him, God only knows where I’d been now. Every time the world shifted under my feet, Ollie held me steady.


  Knock.


  Knock.


  “Ollie?” I rushed to the door, not bothering to look through the peephole, and I wished to God I had. Because it wasn’t Ollie—it was my real-life mother, dressed in a vintage-style black-and-white cocktail dress with pearls on her ears, wrist, and neck.


  “Hello, sweetie.” She invited herself in, heels clicking on the ground as she glanced around the suite with fake curiosity.


  “Mother, what are you doing here?”


  “Well, you see, something just isn’t right,” she said in tone much colder than usual. “My daughter was brutally attacked mere days ago, and she didn’t bother returning any of my calls…”


  “I’m sorr—”


  “Then I find out that my other two daughters spent the whole day with her, and not once did anyone think of me. Did I die and everyone forgot to tell me?” she questioned, still not facing me.


  “Mother—”


  “And that,” she spun on her heel, pointing her red polished nail at me. “In the twenty-five years you have been alive, not once have you ever called me Mother, Amelia.”


  Panic.


  Fear.


  It came over me like waves when I looked into her cold, dead eyes. She didn’t look anything like the woman I knew.


  “He told you, didn’t he?” she guessed. Her eyes narrowed in on me. “How much, though? The fact that I forced his low-life self to break up with you?”


  Run, Amelia, my mind screamed. But I couldn’t move under her gaze.


  “No,” she said. “Then you would be pissed, not scared. So…” She took a step closer to me, and I took a step back. At that, she glared. “Skylar DeGray.”


  I clenched my fist.


  “Yep, you know,” she said as if it were no big deal. “But than again, even at that, I’m still your mother. You still called me ‘Mom’ right up until your debacle with Ray Mallory. So I’m guessing, and tell me if I’m wrong, you figured out what happened there as well?”


  “You had him attack me!” I finally said it. Finally, I confronted her, and she just waved her finger at me.


  “Not at all,” she replied, casually moving over to stare at the oil painting of fruits hung on the wall. “I set up the pieces, but it isn’t my fault if someone else knocks them down. Did I know Ray Mallory had a thing for young women? Yes, but every man does. To my credit, I did keep you away from him when you were younger. He was infatuated with you. But then again, far too many grown men were. And yes, I knew the moment you saw those damn butterflies you’d go up to see them. Why? I had no idea, but I knew you would. Then there is the last piece, Noah Sloan. That boy couldn’t stand to be more than ten feet away from you since the day you both met. I figured he would come to find you before anything happened. I’m not heartless.”


  “You’re not heartless,” I repeated, laughing bitterly even though the tears dropped freely from my eyes. “What if he hadn’t come? What if—”


  “I would have stepped in. Don’t blame me, because it’s his fault for pushing me this far!” she screamed, raising her voice at me for the first time since I was a child. “I. Warned. Him. To. Stay. Away. I warned him ten years ago, and I warned him recently. He ignored me! So I figured maybe a few days in jail, getting kicked off the movie, destroying whatever was left of his lousy career would be enough. But I have to hand it to you, sweetie—somehow you turned it around in just two days. And here I thought you were just a naïve little girl, unaware of all the bad things that happen in this world because I kept them from you. ME!”


  She grabbed a vase, throwing it to the ground, where it shattered on impact.


  “Everything you have,” she said, grabbing the painting from the wall and flinging it at me so quickly I barely had time to duck, “everything you are, is because of me!” She pushed everything off one of the tables.


  “It was me who carried your ungrateful self for nine months as you destroyed my career and body! Me who fed you and clothed you with the finest sheets of silk and cotton! Me who listened to you whine and cry when someone didn’t think you were pretty. Amelia London? Who the fuck would she be if it weren’t for Esther London?” She pulled at a lamp, the cord ripping from the wall, and swung at my head like it was bat.


  “Mom, stop!” I said, falling back onto the couch and dashing to the other side when she swung for a second time.


  “’Mom?’ No ‘mom!’ You, you ungrateful little bitch, have no right. For everything I have done for you, you don’t deserve to have me as a mother!” She threw the lamp and tried to get away, but she tripped on the corner of the table, falling at my knees.


  The moment I turned back, she grabbed my neck, glaring down at me. “Having you was the worst thing that ever happened to me, but I made the best of it. Now you want abandon me for that boy?”


  “M—om,” I gasped. I couldn’t breathe. She was going to choke me to death. One of my hands went up to hers on my neck. The other searched the ground until I grabbed a large shard of the broken vase, not caring that it cut my palm. I stabbed it into her arm.


  “Agh!” she shouted, releasing me. I got up, my whole body shaking with rage.


  “I hate you!” I said to her, lifting my arm and stabbing her again, and again. I couldn’t think. I just wanted her gone. I needed her gone!


  It was only when she stumbled back to the couch and I could see the blood everywhere that I dropped the shard in my hand.


  She laughed. Looking like a broken and bloody Audrey Hepburn doll, she laughed at me.


  “Now you’re just like me … murderer … murderer … mur… der…er …” her voice trailed off.


  Oh, my God! Oh my God!


  I fell back on my knees beside her. She didn’t move. She didn’t speak. Her blue eyes just kept staring at me.


  “Mom ... Mom.” I smacked her foot. She didn’t move.


  Shit!


  Pushing myself from the ground, I ran toward my purse, digging through it until I pulled out my phone. I pushed the first two numbers. 9 … 1 …


  No!


  I couldn’t. Shit. I couldn’t call them, so I called the one person I knew would always be in my corner no matter what, and on the first ring, he answered.


  “Amelia, I was just about to call—”


  “Come back to our suite! Right now. Come back, and come alone!”


  “Amelia, what’s wrong?”


  “Noah, come back!”


  “I’ll be there in there in three minutes.”


  It was the longest three minutes of my life. Hugging the phone to my chest, I slowly tiptoed back around the couch, hoping it was a nightmare and that she wouldn’t be there, but she was. My legs gave out again. I found myself unable to look away.


  What did I do? Dear God, what did I just do?


  “Amelia! Amelia!” The door slammed when he rushed in, and I turned back. He dropped beside me. “Amelia, what happened?”


  He couldn’t tell?


  Numb, I faced him and whispered, “I killed her.”


  He finally looked away from me and to the body that once belonged to my mother laying less than a foot away from me.


  “What do I do, Noah? What do I do? I didn’t mean to. She confessed. She did it all. What do I do?”


  He stepped between me and her, blocking her body from my view and cupping the sides of my face.


  “You are going to get up and strip down. Everything—your underwear and your jewelry, I want you to throw it on the ground. Then you will go into the bathroom and touch nothing but the shower knob. I’ll fix this.”


  “How?”


  He looked me dead in the eyes and shook his head as he took off his coat. “Amelia, don’t argue, just listen to me, okay?”


  Nodding, I got up off the ground, stripping like he said, everything falling off me and into a pile by my feet. When I was completely naked, he used his coat and wiped my hands as best he could and then bent down to wipe the blood off my foot. It was only then that I realized I had tripped and lost one shoe. My left foot was covered in blood.


  “Go. Remember, don’t touch anything,” he said. Nodding, I did as he instructed as he dialed on the phone.


  When I got into the bathroom, I didn’t want to see myself, but I looked anyway. The thing I noticed the most were my blue eyes staring back at me, just like she did.


  “Now you’re just like me … murderer… murderer… mur… der … er…”


  I killed my mother.


  


  Noah


  The dial tone sounded four times before he finally answered.


  “Who the fuck is this?”


  “It’s Noah,” I replied.


  “Well if it ain’t Frank’s son,” a voice on the other end said.


  “I’m more than that to you, Bodean. Remember that favor you owe me?”


  I heard him hack and spit to the side. “Boy, it’s been how many years—”


  “Doesn’t matter. A debt unpaid is never forgiven. The rules don’t change.” I glanced down at the woman who had made my life hell for far too long. “I’m cashing it in right now.”


  I didn’t care what I had to do or how badly this might bite me in the ass later.


  My first and only priority was Amelia…morals be damned.
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