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        For everyone who struggles with self-love. Place your hand on your chest and find your heartbeat. That’s beauty. You’re beautiful. Never forget that.

        Keep rocking on.
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      When you lose someone, the first thing you forget about them is their voice.

      I’m not dead, but I might as well be. How is someone alive when they feel empty?

      “You’d look prettier if you gained weight.”

      “Suck in your stomach.”

      “You shouldn’t wear heels; you’re already tall enough.”

      “Why don’t you smile more?”

      “It looks like you’re letting yourself go …”

      My sticky hands, glazed with sweat, slide on the cool tiles as the gagging finally stops until I’m just a heaving mess on the floor. I fight the urge to place my forehead on the cool toilet seat as I reach up and flush the toilet. I watch with heavy eyes as the water goes around and around, getting rid of the sour liquid coating my mouth with a displeasing taste.

      I hate this. Hate what I’ve become.

      Forcing my trembling legs up, I grip the counter and walk toward the mirror hanging on the wall above the sink. My mouth turns down in a frown as I gaze at every inch of my body. Unsteady hands, blonde hair that looks like a mess, and let’s not forget about my face. Blotchy, red, and lined with sweat.

      Weakness is what I see in my sunken eyes. Rage surges through my veins as I shake my head at myself.

      What have I become?

      Blinking away the sudden tears that have rushed to my eyes, I lift my arm, which feels like it weighs a thousand pounds more than it should, and reach for my toothbrush. Placing a dab of toothpaste on the bristles, I brush my teeth.

      Every time I manage to consume something to fuel my body and it comes right back up, I feel so hopeless. Why am I scared of a piece of chicken? Why can’t I eat like everyone else can?

      Spitting out my toothpaste, I rinse my mouth. Wiping my face, I give myself one last look in the mirror and wince, like usual.

      “Amelia, are you okay in there?” Elijah says through the closed door.

      Taking a deep breath and pushing back my shoulders, I clear my throat before speaking to my brother. “I just had to use the bathroom.”

      Twisting the doorknob and pushing open the door, I come face-to-face with his concerned eyes.

      “Again?” His voice breaks.

      I nearly break down into tears, just hearing the disappointment in his voice. I hate that he always knows when something is wrong. Because when I look into his brown eyes, seeping with so much emotion, I realize I’m not only hurting myself, but I’m also damaging my brother.

      I glance down at my feet in shame. “It just happened. You know I can’t hold it down.”

      Expecting to get another lecture about my eating disorder for the millionth time, I’m surprised when Elijah pulls my body to his. He lays his cheek on the top of my head, and I feel him sigh against my chest.

      “You can’t hide this from us, Amelia. Remember what happened last time?”

      God, yes, I do. My father threatened to send me away. The only reason he didn’t was because of my brothers. They promised to watch over me.

      Nothing they’ve done has worked. And that kills me inside, knowing I’m letting them down.

      “I’m not trying to hide this from you. It’s just hard to call for someone when vomit is making its way up my throat,” I say, trying to lighten up the mood but failing.

      My brother pulls back from my body and grabs my bony shoulders in his grip. “Amelia, this isn’t a joke, so don’t try to distract me.” He purses his lips in distaste. “I need to know when you need me. We all do.”

      He’s referring to my other brother, Leonidas; his girlfriend, who’s my best friend, Trinity; and my mother. That’s everyone in my life. Pretty sad, I know.

      Turning away from him, I walk toward the foot of my bed and sit down. “Eli, it’s hard, okay? But I’m honestly trying. I hate bothering you all with everything. You have your own problems, and I feel like I’m only burning you all out with mine.”

      Elijah lets out a dry laugh from across the room. “I thought Leonidas was the stupidest sibling, but all along, I was wrong. It’s you if you think that.” He crosses his arms across his chest. “If you’re in my life, I care a shit ton, Amelia. Don’t act like you don’t know that this kills me.”

      See, all I do is hurt people around me.

      “I’ll try harder,” I say to please him.

      “For who?”

      With a small smile, I answer simply, teasing him, “For you.”

      Elijah raises an eyebrow while tilting his head to the side.

      “For me,” I correct myself.

      Clapping his hands, Elijah nods. “Good. To the kitchen we go.”

      I muffle a groan in my hands as I stand and slowly follow him through our quiet house. As I rejoin everyone in the kitchen and return the small smiles they send my way, all I want to do is lock myself in my room and cry.

      That’s what I deserve, isn’t it?

      I wasn’t always like this. I used to be the biggest foodie. But when all the fame and attention came my way, so did the haters—tons of them. Pointing out my body, telling me there was too much meat on my bones. The constant comments—like I should be eating more salads, like every other girl—eventually killed me.

      I’d never even liked salad … but I listened to them and only ate greens.

      The paparazzi have now taken it too far. Whenever I’m caught eating in public, which is rare now, they snap a photo and always make it a bigger deal than it needs to be. I used to laugh it off when my brothers got worried; however, they didn’t look convinced in the slightest.

      When this all started, I tried to ignore the hate. I told myself that they didn’t know me. But at the end of the night, I would always find myself standing on a damn scale. The glowing numbers mocked me, laughed in my face as I curled forward, and all the hope that the numbers would be different would vanish from within me. Then, I would lock my bathroom door, turn on the fan, hold my hair up, and stick my fingers in my mouth until I felt empty.

      After a while, it became a cycle—go on my socials, read hateful comments, laugh it off with a smile on my face, and go to the bathroom.

      Fame has absolutely broken me, and only four people in the entire world know. When I look in the mirror, I no longer see the girl I used to love. I see a stranger.

      As I fork up a piece of cucumber and shove it into my mouth, I keep repeating one thing in my head. I need to try. I need to try.

      Yet I feel like I’m trying for everyone but me because, right now, all I’m itching to do is go to the bathroom and continue being a stranger to myself.
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      I crave the feeling of bitter liquid traveling down my throat as I glance at my surroundings.

      Bright lights flash all around, and bodies crowd the dance floor as the music blasts in this small, confined space, making me want to cover my ears for some sort of relief. My fingers grip the cup in a death grip as my gaze moves down to the floor, where my boot taps impatiently on the tiles.

      “Looking a little lonely here,” a seductive voice suddenly whispers from somewhere on my right, making my body tense. “Wanna dance?”

      My finger glides along the rim of my glass as I imagine the bronze liquid. I try to ignore the twentieth girl who’s come up to me, but she just continues to open her mouth.

      “Hello? Can you hear me?” The annoying voice gets louder and more demanding.

      Does she not get the hint?

      I deal with girls like this every day. They think I’m clueless, like I don’t know they’re only coming up to me just because I have lots of money and fame. Why else would anyone bother a grumpy-looking guy, sitting alone in a corner with an empty glass in his hand?

      “Do you not talk?” She laughs.

      Yes, only to some people though.

      “Come on, Levi. I can be the best dance partner you’ve ever had. Just give me a chance. I’ll be your next hit.”

      So, she does know who I am.

      Feeling her fingertip on my shoulder, I rise from my seat slowly. Taking a step without glancing at her, I stride forward.

      “Well, you’re just as fucked up as everyone says you are!” she screams at my back like a child.

      I let the smirk that I was having a hard time containing lift my mouth. People like her are so entertaining. They think I’m foolish.

      “Fill her up,” I mutter as I arrive at the bar, looking at the wall ahead of me.

      When I slam my glass against the counter a little too aggressively, the bartender raises a brow.

      “Fifth glass of Coke?” he says before letting out a sarcastic whistle. “Damn, either you want to get fucked, you fucked up, or you just love seeing my face,” he states as he pours the soda that I wish were something else.

      He slides the glass over toward me, and I snatch it quickly and down a quarter of it in one sip.

      “I think you should slow down now, man, okay?” the stupid bartender says, teasing the shit out of me for not drinking alcohol. If only he fucking knew.

      “You’re like the mom I never had.” I act grateful and even go the extra mile and place my hand over my heart.

      Rolling his eyes, he starts making another drink for a man who’s standing way too close to me. From the corner of my eye, I see him glance down at my body. From my black crew neck with the sleeves pulled up to my elbows, making my sleeves of tattoos visible, to my black combat boots. He takes a step back and clears his throat.

      When his eyes land on my tattooed fingers that are covered in rings, some black and silver, I grunt, annoyed at the unwanted attention, “Like what you see?”

      Looking up at my face, he stutters, “What did you say, man?”

      “I asked if we should hook up now or later. You seem to be making up fake scenarios about me in your head.”

      He lets out the most awkward laugh I’ve ever heard in my life. “I have a wife. I’m definitely not interested.”

      I let out a hum of concern. “I bet your wife wouldn’t like the fact that you’ve been eye-fucking girls here all night.” Yes, I might be the quietest person in this club, but I’ve been the only one paying the most attention to my surroundings, and this shitface isn’t as loyal as he claims to be.

      His mouth drops open. “You have something against me I don’t know?”

      Yeah, I’m a recovering alcoholic who hasn’t had a drink in a couple of months, and that makes me super grumpy.

      Jackass.

      Shrugging my shoulders, I down the rest of my drink and toss the glass down onto the counter. “I hope your wife realizes she’s married to the gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe.” I slap him playfully on the back as I walk past him.

      I leave the shocked man behind as I push my way through the crowd of dancing bodies. As my eyes search for the only people I’ll ever tolerate.

      “One day, you’re going to mess with the wrong person,” Axel points out while tipping his beer bottle at me as I reach our VIP booth.

      “The fucker wouldn’t know what hit him,” I say while reclining on the couch.

      “Amen to that,” Rowan says mid-chew. Stuffing another chip in his mouth, he tosses me a water bottle. “Drink that shit and stop looking at his beer with heart-shaped eyes.”

      Of their own accord, my eyes roll. “Do I look lovestruck?”

      “To answer your question, yes. You’re an alcoholic. Remember, you’re doing this for her.”

      Of course he brings her up. She’s my only weakness after all. He always reminds me of my little sister, which gets me back in check every single time. Twisting the plastic cap open, I down the water instead of stealing Axel’s beer.

      A few years ago, I would’ve denied I was addicted to alcohol. Now, years later, it’s the one thing that makes me feel nothing when the entire world is crashing down on my shoulders.

      I used to go through multiple bottles a week. I became so dependent on alcohol that I scared myself shitless when I couldn’t even go a minute without a drink. I did the one thing an addict should never do—I didn’t go to rehab. I started my sober journey at home, all alone. Dangerous, I know. I went through absolute hell. Some days, I would have Axel or Rowan lock me in my room so I wouldn’t run out to the liquor store.

      They both watch me closely. Little shits would make great mothers.

      Flicking the now-empty bottle on the table in front of me, I watch it bounce twice before it lands on the floor near Axel’s feet.

      His bored eyes find mine. “I’m not picking that up.”

      “Rowan will,” I say casually as I scan the crowd below us.

      “Yeah, sure, dipshit.” He snorts and rolls his eyes. “I forgot I was your maid.”

      If I didn’t have several pairs of eyes on me right now, waiting for a new story, I would playfully attack him. However, since I already have a terrible reputation in the media, I stay in my seat.

      “It’s sometimes funny how you’re such a dick,” Rowan mutters and fist-bumps Axel.

      The two laugh and point over toward me.

      What the fuck is so funny?

      They get my two middle fingers in response.

      Axel leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. “All jokes aside, we love you. You’re our bro. We only want what’s best for you.”

      I know he means well, but to sum up what he’s really saying:

      1. We just got a record deal a year ago. We’re finally making it big, so don’t fuck it up.

      2. Your sister will be doomed without you.

      3. If you die, we won’t have a third person in our band.

      The three of us have been best friends since kindergarten. We’ve seen each other at our lowest and our highest points in life. Not to mention, we grew stronger together.

      We all come from fucked up families.

      Axel was put into adoption when he was a newborn. He’s never had a family, never had a room to call his. When he walked through a new home, he would walk out a couple of days later. Rowan’s dad left one day and never came back. His mom became depressed and couldn’t bear to see daylight. She was put into rehab when he turned fifteen, making him live with his grandma.

      Now, me, Levi fucking Miller. Never had a dad. He left. Never had a mom—well, I do, but she’s no mother to me. From the moment I was born, she’s been the worst mother. I resulted from a one-night stand. My dad wanted nothing to do with me, so my mother became a druggie when he left.

      It’s always just been me, her, and her drugs.

      The moment I learned how to live, I started taking care of not only myself, but her too. She wouldn’t feed me; I had to feed the both of us. She didn’t tuck me into bed at night; I did when she couldn’t because she was too high.

      I watched men come in and out of the house, and she even snorted her powder on the table next to my toys. And when she ran out, all the blame would be on me.

      Blame me for being alive.

      Blame me for my dad not staying.

      Eventually, I started blaming myself. I hated myself just as much as she did. We bonded over that.

      She saw the hurt in my eyes and taught me the only way to get rid of it was alcohol. I believed her; I wanted to trust my mother for once. I was a stupid, naive teenager. I started drinking with her every night. That was the only way she would have conversations with me. I just wanted to feel for once what it felt like to have a mom.

      One night, I begged her to get clean. I told her, if she didn’t, I would leave and never come back. The worst part was, I meant it. I was going to leave. She saw my determination and stopped taking drugs. To this day, I still wonder why she did it. Was she afraid she’d lose the only person she’d ever had? Or was she just doing it because she knew she wouldn’t be able to function without me?

      To my surprise, she got sober for two years. However, the best two years of my life immediately became the past when she met a man. She got pregnant again by accident, and he was a runner too. While Mom was pregnant, she was clean. I can’t say the same for after.

      Right after the baby was born, she hated it. She blamed my sibling for ruining her body. She blamed the poor, innocent baby for pushing away her boyfriend. After that, she started drinking and doing drugs again, hating the world.

      Not only did I become the parent again, but I also had to raise my little sister. I promised her I would give her a life I never had. I would treat her like a princess and show her I was her biggest fan.

      The days I had to leave her behind at home, she would cry. I hated hearing her distant sobs in the hallway as I exited our apartment. I knew Mom would never hurt her. She would never lay a hand on her, no matter how messed up she was.

      I would meet up with Axel and Rowan on the street, and we’d set up and start playing on the busy sidewalks. We spent hours, days, months singing and making pennies. Until a man stopped in his tracks and started listening. He wasn’t normal—I could tell by his fancy clothes.

      After we finished the song, the man walked up to us and handed us a card.

      A card to a record label.

      We packed up our shit. I took Stella and moved to LA to start a new chapter in our lives.

      The world knows us as Triple Threat. Three guys in a rock band. Ready to destroy anyone and anything in our path.
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      My hand shields my eyes from the blinding lights that flash from every direction. Each determined step I take is to get as far away from these people as possible.

      “Times Three, look over here!” someone shouts from my right.

      I don’t sneak a peek in their direction—a lesson my mom taught me a while ago. If you don’t give them a single glance, you won’t give them the satisfaction they crave. For all I know, they could catch me mid-yawn and post it on the internet so everyone could make fun of me. It’s happened before, and I wanted to bury myself alive.

      Feeling a hand on my lower back, I relax when I smell her pineapple-coconut perfume.

      “A couple more steps,” Trinity whispers encouragingly.

      I hear how she attempts to hide the trembling in her voice. No matter how hard my brother tries to get her used to this life, she’ll never be fully happy, living a life like ours.

      Leaving behind the flashing lights, I climb into our awaiting car.

      “Jesus Christ,” Elijah groans as he plops down next to me. Throwing his arm across his eyes, he sighs.

      Trinity takes a seat ahead of me. Dropping her head against the window, she closes her eyes and breathes out a sigh of relief. Elijah and I share a worried glance as Leonidas steps into the car a minute later.

      “Why weren’t you behind us?” Elijah asks blankly.

      Causing trouble probably …

      Leonidas sends him a glare over his shoulder before taking a seat next to his girlfriend. Well, they’re practically married. I give them a year until my brother asks the question. He makes her head rest on his shoulder instead of the window as he grips her neck lightly.

      I want what they have so badly.

      A sick part of me is jealous of Leonidas and Trinity’s relationship. I love how they just click and seem like soul mates. I swear they even communicate with just a look.

      “She’s exhausted,” Leonidas mumbles, looking down at her now-sleeping face. “I hate putting her through this much stress.”

      “If she couldn’t handle it or didn’t love you, she wouldn’t be here.” Elijah shrugs. “Besides, she loves me too much to be back in Toronto.”

      The land of maple syrup and Shawn Mendes …

      If Trinity heard me say that, she would hit me with her shoe. I learned quickly when a Canadian is angry, all that pent-up aggression comes out in full force. Run in the opposite direction and protect yourself from the maple syrup bottle aimed at your head.

      Just joking. Okay, maybe I’m not.

      “I would rather be in Toronto with her than have her go through that crowd of animals again,” Leonidas mutters low under his breath.

      “Amen,” Elijah and I say at the same time.

      Elijah sends me a shocked look. “You really need to stop doing that.”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “I’m younger, so it’s always the older person’s fault,” he says playfully with a smirk.

      “Younger by thirty minutes. Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “That doesn’t matter. It still counts,” he snarks back.

      He flinches back dramatically when I flick his ear. “You’re as stupid as a fruit fly.”

      Before he can say something stupider, all of our eyes focus on a thick, dark smoke cloud in the sky. Which is most definitely caused by a fire.

      “That looks horrifying,” Leonidas says as I frown.

      I shake my head while still looking out the window. I rest my head back, close my eyes, and think about a life without fires, crimes, pain, and suffering.

      Would everyone be happy? Would the poor be rich and the greedy rich be generous?

      The sad part is, we will never know.
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        * * *

      

      Placing my sticks in my bag, I take a sip of water.

      “Great job, guys!” Justin, our agent, says, coming into the recording room.

      His big smile is the fakest thing I’ve seen today so far.

      “We got a lot of work done,” he says while glancing down at the clipboard in his hand. “Practice your voice exercises today when you get home.”

      Packing up my bag, I listen as my brothers practically beg for more safety. We’ve been telling the team for months, but they just don’t listen.

      “Justin, I hate that you’re making me sound like an annoying broken record, but we need extra security. The fans and paparazzi are getting crazier each day that passes.”

      Justin sighs. “I’ll have to talk to the team to see if that’s possible. We might not have enough in the budget for that. I’ll let you know.” His curt voice is like a sharp knife cutting through the air.

      “You need permission for our safety?” Leonidas laughs in disbelief. “We’re rich. I don’t see how this is even up for discussion. We can afford security.”

      “Money can’t be thrown around like it’s nothing, Times Three.”

      “Without us, you wouldn’t have any of this money,” Elijah pipes in.

      “All I’m saying is, I’m not in charge of the money—”

      “Then, who do I need to talk to?” Leonidas hums, cracking his tattooed knuckles. “Because I don’t appreciate when paparazzi try to grab my girlfriend’s and sister’s butts as they walk past them.”

      “I’ll give you a number—”

      Leonidas interrupts with a wave of his hand. “Go. We’d better have this number before we leave.”

      From where I’m crouched down on the ground, stuffing my bag, I see Justin rushing out of the room before the door slams, and Leonidas lets out a curse.

      “What a fucking life! I lose a brain cell every single time I hear him speak.” Elijah laughs as he slouches down on a couch and runs a hand down his face. “Every day, it gets harder to deal with the team’s shit. I’m losing my patience.” He gasps dramatically while placing a hand on his chest. “I’m becoming Leonidas.”

      “Oh no … we have to take you to the doctor before your condition gets worse,” I say as I join him on the couch.

      Teasing Leonidas is our favorite thing to do in our free time.

      “Y’all should become stand-up comedians,” our brother says without taking his eyes off his phone.

      Trinity comes into the room. “I can beat Justin up for you guys.”

      She places a soft kiss on Leonidas’s cheek, and I see him relax at the touch.

      Someone hit me with a train, will you?

      My best friend walks over to me. Taking the last seat on the couch, she cuddles into my body. “My punches are pretty powerful. I might look like a stick, but I have lots of steam to blow off.”

      “Rock star,” Leonidas calls out softly as he sits on a rolling chair and starts tuning his guitar. “If you think I would ever let you beat up Justin, then you must be crazy, and no help would make you uncrazy.”

      “Sorry to break it to you, buddy”—Leonidas flinches at the new name his girlfriend gives him—“but I’m getting crazier by the day,” she says, making a funny face.

      “That means crazier in bed,” he points out, causing a shiver of disgust to roll down my spine.

      Not something I needed to hear.

      I tune everyone out when my head abruptly throbs, throwing me into a complete state of pain. As I shut my eyes, I try to keep my face natural. The last thing I want to do is worry Trinity, Leonidas, and Elijah. My mouth feels as dry as a desert, so I get up from my seat carefully so my legs don’t give out. I walk to my backpack in search of my water bottle. After finding it, I take slow sips, and then I stick a piece of mint gum in my mouth.

      “Wanna go to a club in two days?” Leonidas suddenly asks all of us, breaking the quiet, as he looks down at his phone.

      Now that I think about it, I haven’t gone out since before the world tour we just finished. Letting loose for one night sounds like a good idea to me.

      “That sounds fun. I’ll go if everyone else wants to,” I answer at the same time Elijah says, “Dude, you don’t even have to ask.”

      Leonidas looks over at Trinity. “You down, rock star?”

      Nodding her head, she smirks at me.

      “Okay, great. We’ll leave at eight,” he says before leaning in to kiss her cheek.

      Oh God, I’m just going through relationship envy.
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        * * *

      

      Just as we’re all making our way out of the studio, Justin stops us. His face is bright red, resembling a ripe tomato, and I immediately know something’s wrong.

      “How are we looking for more security?” Leonidas asks, gripping Trinity’s hand.

      Shuffling on his feet, Justin swallows hard. “Unfortunately, something came up, and I didn’t talk about it with the team.” He pauses and waves his hand in the air. “I need to discuss something really important with you, if you would come into my office—”

      “Can you just tell us really quick here, Justin? We’re tired, and we want to go home,” I sigh, feeling defeated.

      We’ve been here for eight hours, and all those hours consisted of nonstop singing.

      “This isn’t something you’ll take lightly,” Justin stammers. He grips his clipboard to his chest, like I’m going to run and steal it. “Times Three, please come into my office so I can explain.”

      He looks widely at the door when it bangs open, making me jump slightly.

      What the hell?

      “Who the heck is that?” Trinity’s voice is a breathy whisper.

      She jabs her elbow into my rib, and I curse and lightly shove her back.

      I have weak muscles.

      “What the—” Elijah says, confused, as three guys walk through the door.

      “Times Three …” Justin stutters. “This is Triple Threat.”
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      Fay, our manager, sent out a group message to the boys and me to meet her at this studio. It seemed familiar when I arrived, but I wasn’t sure why. Not until I walked through the grand doors and came face-to-face with them.

      Our rivals. The people we strive to beat.

      I glance at my bandmates as we sit around a conference table, away from the other band that lingers in the hallway, just as confused as us.

      “But they’re the people we’re trying to beat. This doesn’t make sense.” Axel throws his arms up in anger as Fay stands before us, catching us up on everything we need to know.

      Everyone knows about the famous band Times Three. If you don’t, you’ve been living under a rock for a long-ass time. They’re the band that every other musician wants to destroy. People have tried in the past, but they’ve always failed. A sister and two brothers, frankly, rule the world.

      Just hearing the name Times Three makes my blood boil. And to make matters worse, our studio burned down. I haven’t seen what’s left of the studio, but from what Fay’s told us, it’s not good. But I’m quite positive I don’t want to see the damage—losing shit hurts. All our guitars, drums, mics—everything was in there. Now, we have to start all over again.

      I don’t know how or why this happened, but I didn’t think the outcome would land us here. I’m just relieved no one was hurt.

      When Fay broke the horrible news that this would be our new temporary studio for months, I sat there in utter disbelief and silence. Being surrounded by our rivals, the group that pushes us to stay later in the studio so we can beat them on the charts …

      Someone kill me now.

      “We have nowhere else to go,” Fay says, frustrated, as she takes in our glum faces. “In Times Three’s building, there are three floors. The top floor is their studio. We’ll take the second floor until we figure out what to do next. The bottom is the lounge, which you’ll have to share. You’re grown men, so I expect you to behave.”

      “Yes, we might be grown men, Fay. But we’re in LA,” Rowan deadpans. “There must be somewhere else we can go. I don’t see this ending well.”

      She pinches the bridge of her nose. “Every studio is booked and taken. Trust me, I’ve looked. It will take months for the studio to be rebuilt—not to mention, the investigation the fire department is making to determine the cause of the fire. We have no choice but to take their offer.” She points a finger in our direction. “This is costing the team a lot of money. Don’t mess this up.”

      This is going to cost me my sanity.

      “There are rules.” Fay’s determined eyes glance at each of us before settling on me. “Like not going into each other’s studios. The walls are soundproof, so no music can be stolen or copied. No sabotaging one another. Don’t even talk to each other. You got it?”

      Axel is the first to nod his head. Next is Rowan. Raising a brow, I shrug.

      I don’t have any other choice, do I?

      “Levi,” Fay warns.

      “I won’t do anything,” I grumble, picking at my jeans.

      Fay stands up, straightening her blouse. She says happily, “Great. Now, get up. We have a studio to tour.”
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        * * *

      

      During the entire tour around the studio, Rowan, Axel, and I avoided Times Three like they had a disease. But the distaste seems mutual between both bands since they avoided us as well, making relief overcome every emotion within me when we didn’t cross paths once. But once that feeling vanished, I was left with stress.

      And stress makes me crave stupid things.

      When my hands start shaking slightly and my chest feels like it’s closing in and breathing becomes so much harder, I freak out. I don’t want to feel like this anymore. Even if I’m outside and the fresh breeze is hitting my face, I feel like the entire world is collapsing on me.

      Old Levi would’ve left his five-year-old little sister at home with her babysitter to go have a drink. But I’m not that guy anymore. So, I head straight home instead of my usual destination—a bar.

      “Stella,” I call out as my foot slams the door behind me.

      Hearing little footsteps racing in my direction, I smile when she comes into my line of sight.

      “Lee!” she screeches as she launches herself into my arms. “I missed you so much!”

      Pulling her up and balancing her on my hip, I wrap my arms around her tiny frame. “How’s my princess doing? Did you have a good day?”

      She nods her head against my shoulder before burying her face in my neck. “I have a tummy ache.”

      She sounds sad. I hate that. I need to fix that because that only makes me feel like I’m failing, and I refuse to fail Stella.

      “She might have eaten too much chocolate,” Stella’s babysitter says, coming into the hallway.

      Rubbing her back, I sigh. “Stella, you know not to do that. Every time you eat too much chocolate, it always hurts.”

      I wish I had problems like this.

      She shrugs her tiny shoulders and replies, “It was too yummy. I didn’t want to stop.”

      Smiling down at her silliness, I nod at her babysitter.

      Wait, what’s her name again? Nora. That’s her name.

      “You can go home now, Nora. Thanks for today. I hope she wasn’t too much trouble for you.”

      She waves me off as she gathers her stuff and walks to the door. “She’s an angel, too sweet for her own good. Have a great night.” With one last wave, she closes the door behind her.

      I swear she doesn’t know who I am—just the way I like it.

      Making my way through the house, I stop in the kitchen. Dropping my keys on the kitchen counter, I carry Stella to the living room.

      “Do you think cuddling will help your tummy ache go away?” I ask playfully.

      She shakes her head.

      “Then, do you want medicine?” I ask her, already knowing the answer she’ll give me.

      “No,” she mumbles, rubbing her eyes with her tiny fists.

      On days like this, I don’t know what to do. How can I help her when I don’t even know how to help myself?

      “How about some tea? It’ll make your tummy feel nice and warm,” I ask gently while running my hand through her curly brown locks.

      She shakes her head, and her sleepy eyes close as I pull her closer. Placing my chin on the top of her head, I relax at the feeling of her breathing against my chest.

      “I missed you today when I was playing Barbies by myself,” she suddenly whispers in a small voice. “I don’t like when you leave me.”

      Shit, if that doesn’t break my heart, then I don’t know what would.

      “You know I wish I were here with you.” I pause as I place a delicate kiss on her head and take a seat on our couch. “Lee has to go to work. That way, we can eat, drink water, bathe, and have a house. I’ve told you this many times, Stella.”

      “I still don’t like it,” she grumbles.

      Placing her tiny arms under mine, which are around her waist, she snuggles her cheek into my chest. Holding her like this is the best part of my day.

      “I don’t like it either.”

      “Can I come to work with you tomorrow?”

      She technically can, but I try not to bring her around the team as much as I can.

      “Maybe,” I hum as she yawns.

      Her soft voice breaks with emotion. “Don’t leave me, Lee.”

      “I won’t, princess. I won’t.”

      So, I just sit there with her for hours. I ignore the tremors my entire body suffers from, but somehow, my baby sister falls into a deep slumber in my arms. To her, the small shakes that rack my body are comforting.

      But to me, they’re my worst enemy.
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      “His face looks so punchable,” I grit out as I dab foundation under my eyes, covering the dark circles.

      Picking at her nails, Trinity eyes herself in the mirror. “Have you ever heard of Triple Threat before? I haven’t.”

      “I’ve seen some Instagram posts,” I admit out loud.

      When you’re in the music industry, you hear about everything, especially if your team thinks there’s a threat coming your way.

      I guess that’s why they’re called Triple Threat.

      “When?” Trin asks while straightening her black leather miniskirt.

      I shrug my shoulders. “A while ago.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” She places a hand on her chest.

      “I didn’t think it was important,” I say as I continue my makeup routine.

      Trinity smirks. “Ah, I get it. It’s not like they’re ugly or anything. You’re in the beginning stage of denial.”

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      “They’re our rival, Trinity. I couldn’t be in a relationship with one of them.” I nearly shiver in disgust. “I wouldn’t even breathe the same air as them willingly.”

      Leaning down, she places her feet in her black pumps. “I’m sensing this is a very sore subject,” she mutters more to herself. “But imagine the hate sex.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      I roll my eyes at my best friend. “There will be no hate sex.”

      Trinity is very persistent. I can practically see her big Cupid eyes from across my room. But this matchmaking won’t work. Triple Threat walked into our studio like they owned it. I was fearful I would catch their arrogance and cockiness like a disease. Who do they think they are?

      They’re using our studio space, and frankly, I hate that. All three of us despise it. This would’ve never happened if we hadn’t signed all our rights away. And I’m not one to let my emotions get the best of me. I’m usually the one calming my brothers. Yet I can’t seem to do that this time.

      Having another band in our studio space is perilous, and it blows my mind that the team is willing to take that risk.

      “How’s Leonidas—”

      “Don’t ask,” she interrupts with a sigh. “He’s so furious with the team. Why do they even care if they have anywhere to go? If it were another band, I’d understand, but them?” She shakes her head.

      “He’ll calm down—eventually,” I tell Trinity as I gather my things, silently agreeing with my brother.

      I hate that I’m like this, but I can’t help but look over at my best friend and envy her. Especially when she’s all done up. Trinity is stunning, as always. A true model.

      She’s all I want to be.

      I wish I looked like that, so effortlessly beautiful, confident … skinny.

      Glancing at my worst enemy—the mirror—I smile and become the fake Amelia everyone sees. I blink back the sudden moisture that has made its way to my eyes as the uncomfortable pain, which never truly goes away, consumes my chest, where my heart lies.

      Why can’t I be happy?

      “The flaws you see in your eyes are perfect in mine. You are so incredibly stunning, Amelia. The way you look at me is the same way I look at you.”

      I find her eyes in the mirror.

      “I know it’s difficult, and you’ve heard this a billion times, but don’t let your mind win.”

      How do they always know what I’m thinking?

      I try to say something, but nothing can seem to come out of my mouth. She doesn’t get it—no one does until they’re where I am. Don’t people think I wish I were content and happy with who I was? I crave to look in the mirror and smile for once. Instead, I hate what I see. I can’t even count on one hand how many times I’ve wanted to smash a mirror. The only thing that stops me is the seven years of bad luck.

      She gives my forearm a light squeeze. “You’re beautiful, and I know you don’t see that right now. But you light up the room when you walk into it. That’s beauty, Amelia.”

      What would I do without Trinity? I swear she’s an angel. Even though she’s been through hell, she’s trying to fix my problems.

      Reaching back, I squeeze her hand. “I appreciate it, but enough about me. The boys are probably waiting for us.”

      I know she sees right through me, but she nods anyway. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The club is packed. Bodies sway to the blaring music as we make our way through the crowd. The air is humid, making it slightly hard to breathe. Not to mention, it reeks of alcohol. Trinity and I link arms as we follow Leonidas and Elijah up to the VIP area.

      Eyes and phones track me everywhere, making my skin crawl.

      Am I walking funny? Is my dress pulled down? Am I making weird faces?

      “Come here, rock star,” Leonidas says once we make it to our section, reclining on a leather sofa.

      Trinity gives me a smile before she makes her way to my grumpy-looking brother.

      “You’d better go before he has a breakdown,” I call out to her, teasing Leonidas.

      “Ha-ha, you’re so funny,” Leonidas mocks me with a glare.

      “Are you denying that you love me?” Trinity acts offended, making it known she’s trying to press his buttons as well. She always teams up with Elijah and me.

      His mouth drops open before closing. “You know how much I love you, baby.”

      A blush coats Trinity’s cheeks as she drops into his lap and cuddles into him.

      Stupid love. It’s overrated.

      “Elijah,” I call out to my other brother.

      Looking up from where he’s fiddling with his phone, he raises an eyebrow.

      “Wanna go have fun?” I wiggle my eyebrows, and a smile lifts his face.

      “Fuck yeah.” Dropping his phone to the table in front of him, he smooths his maroon button-down. “Let’s party, girl!”

      “Not too drunk,” Leonidas says sternly. He’s the dad of the group—surprisingly.

      Giving him a frown, I watch as he whispers something into Trinity’s ear. She laughs, and just when his lips brush over hers delicately, I turn my head away from the happy couple.

      “Leonidas, dude, don’t use a condom this time. I’m dying to have a baby in the family,” Elijah yells at them.

      I laugh, looking at my idiotic brother, and find a big smirk on his face. Leave it to Elijah to make things weird.

      Gripping Trinity’s thigh tightly, he manages to break their intense gaze to peer at Elijah. “Soon. But first, there needs to be a ring on her finger,” Leonidas declares, causing Trinity to gasp and almost choke on her saliva.

      Okay, that’s enough scary future talk for now.

      “You love causing chaos, huh?” I jab Elijah with my elbow as we make our way downstairs to the bar.

      “You may now call me shit disturber.” With one hand, he pats his chest like a caveman, and he places the other on my shoulder, guiding us through the thick crowd.

      “I think I’ll stick with weirdo, doofus, idiot … donkey.”

      “That’s rude, especially the last one,” he whines before we arrive at the bar, where he orders us a drink.

      The bartender’s eyes linger at the sight of us before he hurries along and makes our drinks. Everyone stares at us in shock, and some brave souls even start recording us.

      I hate being famous.

      “Don’t turn now, but look who’s sitting at the bar,” Elijah whispers as the bartender hands us our drinks.

      I feel extremely stupid because as soon as the words don’t turn leave Elijah’s mouth, I can’t help but turn, earning a discreet protest from my brother.

      I glance quickly to my left and find my favorite people in the world … Triple Threat. They’re sitting a couple of stools over from us, talking casually with one another as they sip their drinks. But as I look closely, I watch Levi. The only one out of the three who doesn’t look approachable. He looks dangerous. He sits there with his empty glass and stares into it. With tired-looking eyes, he waves the bartender toward him, ignoring all the phones pointed his way.

      Since he walked into our studio, he’s the only one I’ve stalked several times on Instagram. There’s just something about him I can’t quite understand. He looks like he’s carrying the weight of the entire world.

      My body freezes, and my heart quickens as he meets my eyes. I immediately snap out of my day dreaming. Shit.

      His dark green eyes bore into mine, and his frown only worsens. Giving my body a once-over, he picks up his now-refilled drink to his lips. Gulping down a sip, he extends his middle finger in the air. All while not breaking his gaze from my own.

      I drop my mouth in shock as I stare, dumbfounded, at my rude rival.

      What in the world? The audacity this man has …

      Elijah sees the entire thing and grunts low, “I would love to punch him in the face. He didn’t just do that.”

      “I would be right behind you,” I mutter back to my frustrated brother.

      He’s the peacemaker, always trying to make people smile. So, it’s weird, seeing him angry.

      “I wanna say something—”

      I interrupt him before he can go any further, “Don’t bother. He’s a jerk. He doesn’t deserve our energy, let alone our attention.”

      “He can’t just be disrespectful to my sister—”

      I cut him off once again, “Elijah, I love you. But we don’t want to cause a scene.” I nod to all the gawking people surrounding us.

      Elijah sees the determined look on my face and sighs. “Fine, let’s head back upstairs before I do something stupid. Leonidas can’t know about this.”

      Nodding, I follow him toward the stairs. Not peeking a glance toward the devil himself even though it takes everything in me not to give in to my curiosity.
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      A thick layer of sweat forms on my forehead as I toss and turn for what feels like hours. My lips turn as dry as Axel’s humor, and my bedsheets feel like hundreds of pounds weighing me down. I try to fight back the chills that run throughout my body, but it’s getting too intense.

      I throw off my sheets and stagger my way through the hallway. I know I shouldn’t want or need what my body craves, but everything tells me I do.

      You didn’t drink tonight, Levi, for a reason. Fight what you crave. Fight it. Fight it.

      I can’t depend on this anymore.

      I would just become a duplicate of my mother. I wouldn’t be able to give Stella the life she deserves. And what if someone found out? Would she be taken away from me?

      God, just thinking about that is like a shot right to my chest.

      I became my sister’s legal guardian when I was twenty-one years old. There’s no way in hell she’s getting taken away from me when I’m twenty-four.

      So, I fight off my cravings as best as I can by sitting in the middle of my kitchen, trying to distract my mind by writing. But a few moments into my songwriting, a small voice from my right surprises me.

      “Lee?”

      I turn slowly and find Stella standing at the end of the hallway. Her emotional-support blanket is fisted in her small hand as she brings it up to her nose and sniffs it.

      Stella’s bottom lip trembles. “Lee? Lee?”

      Walking toward her tiny frame, I pick her up and balance her on my hip. “What’s wrong, my love?” I whisper as I place my lips on her forehead.

      Feeling her body tremble against mine makes me hold her tighter than before.

      “I had a bad dream.”

      Stella always has bad dreams. No matter what I do before she goes to bed, nothing helps. I’m hoping it’s just a stage and they’ll go away with time. I lie in her bed before she goes to sleep and rub lavender oil on her wrists and the bottoms of her feet—it’s supposed to relax her, according to the article I read a while back. I even make sure I read her a story and turn on a small night-light in her bedroom. But the dreams keep coming. I don’t know what else to do.

      “I’m sorry, Stella. You’ll sleep in my bed with me tonight,” I say, already making my way to my bedroom.

      She sniffles against my bare chest and nods. Placing her down in the middle of my bed, I settle beside her. Pulling the sheets up, I cuddle her to my body.

      “Close your eyes. I’m right here.”

      She snuggles into me more and places her tiny palm on my chest, right above my heart. She always seems to do that when she’s stressed or scared. That little gesture really keeps me going. I fight for her and only her.

      “What if a m-monster comes?”

      “There’re no monsters. Remember, we checked everywhere before you went to bed?” I try to put her at ease, but her body still trembles.

      “I’m scared,” she cries out, stuffing her face in my neck.

      Stella lies on top of me, straddling me, and wraps her tiny arms around my neck as she lets out a heartbreaking sob.

      Rubbing her back, I whisper, “How much does Levi love you?”

      Stella’s voice is muffled, but I’m still able to understand her when she says between cries, “Up to the sky and down.”

      “That’s right. Levi loves you all the way up to the sky and down. So, that means I would never let anything bad happen to you.”

      I relax when I hear her breathing slow after a couple of minutes. I stay still until she falls into a deep slumber. Cradling her body in my arms as I slowly get up, I place her on my bed and make my way to my desk, attempting to write again quietly while my baby sister sleeps behind me.

      I curse when my phone dings loudly. My finger hurries to turn off my ringer. Glancing over my shoulder, I pray Stella didn’t hear a thing. I sink down in my chair when she doesn’t move a muscle. Picking up my phone, I read a text from one of my best friends.

      
        
          
            
              
        Axel

      

      
        You up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Why? You wanna fuck or something?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Axel

      

      
        You read my mind, dude.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Axel

      

      
        Can’t sleep. Wanted you to sing me to sleep.

      

      

      

      

      

      This guy makes me want to jump out of a window face-first with no parachute. But somehow, I still love him like he’s my brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Get out of my texts.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Axel

      

      
        Come on, bro. All the girls love your raspy singing voice. I’m just trying to love what they do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Fuck off, fuckboy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Axel

      

      
        At least I get some, prude.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I have a little girl who depends on me to live, jackass.

      

      

      

      

      

      Turning off my phone because I’ve had enough of Axel’s stupid humor, I pick up my pencil but drop it again. Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply before resting my head on my desk.
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        * * *

      

      I have to admit, the new studio is wicked. All the high-tech guitars and equipment are things I could definitely get used to. But today has been a long day at the studio. Nonstop vocal exercises have my throat begging for relief. If we don’t hit a high note perfectly, we practice until we do.

      As much as I love singing, I need a break. Being around the same people for hours is making me crazy.

      Slipping out of the room quickly when no one’s looking, I walk into the elevator and press the main level button. Playing with my phone while I wait, I tap my foot to the beat of the song we’ve been practicing all day. Hearing the ding that indicates the doors are opening, I walk through them.

      My fingers fiddle with the black beanie on my head as I walk over to the kitchen. Grabbing a white mug, I start making myself a coffee. I soak in this temporary silence as much as I can. But it ends too soon when the elevator doors open, and I stiffen.

      I beg that it isn’t one of them.

      I take a chance and turn slightly, getting a glimpse of long, wavy brown hair.

      Huh, must be the girlfriend I see all the time in the tabloids.

      “Hello.”

      Fuck, please let her be talking on the phone.

      Turning around fully, I find her leaning against the island in front of me. Looking directly at me.

      Nodding once in acknowledgment because I’m not a total dick, I grab a couple of sugar packets and pour them into the boiling hot coffee.

      “Note to self: he doesn’t talk,” she mutters to herself.

      I almost snort. “I talk. I just choose when to do it.”

      She corrects herself, “Note to self: he talks, but most of the time, he chooses not to.”

      My dry chuckle practically bounces off the walls. “I wonder how you came to that conclusion. You must be a mind reader.”

      “You’re just so easy to read,” she jokes and makes her way to the fridge. Grabbing a chocolate chip bag, she waves over her shoulder. “Have fun singing and everything.”

      Once she turns her back to me, I can’t help but blurt out, “Do you like being here?”

      Stopping mid-step, she turns with a frown. “Being with the band or with Leo?”

      “The fame. I’m sure it’s been hard for you,” I ask because what’s the harm? I hope she doesn’t get the impression that I want to be friends.

      “I’m still not used to it.” She shrugs. Shuffling on her feet, she continues, “I hate the attention, but I take that sacrifice because of the people I love.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “I try to let the good always outweigh the bad for me.” She smiles politely. “It’s really hard to think like that sometimes, but I’ve trained my mind. You should try it.”

      I know she means that from the goodness of her heart … but what am I, a dog?

      Seeing the look on my face, she rolls her eyes. “I know guys like you. My boyfriend used to be exactly like you. He had the same I hate everyone in the world attitude.”

      “And?” I breathe out, amused that she’s comparing me to Leo. A guy that I’m trying to rise above.

      “All you need is a good punch in the face, some common sense, and a girl or guy—whichever way you swing—to bring you back to reality.” She smiles and spins around. “Nice chat, buddy. See ya soon!”

      I watch as she disappears behind the elevator doors. I’m shocked in place for a couple of seconds. I think back to our conversation.

      Grabbing my coffee, I make my way toward the elevator, knowing my bandmates are waiting for me to rehearse again. When the doors open, scorching hot liquid splashes all over my hand when a girl crashes into me and nearly falls to the floor.

      What the hell? Who runs out of an elevator that fast?

      The girl fixes the cap on her head before it almost falls, shielding her face from me. I curse and shake my now-red hand that burns like a bitch.

      “Holy shit, my fucking hand.” I flex my fingers.

      The girl staggers back and mutters while placing a hand on her mouth, “Oh my God.”

      The female voice sounds sweet … familiar. I reach for her cap and pull it off. Suddenly, I’m glaring into eyes that scowl at me in return.

      Shaking out my sore hand, I smirk, knowing it will piss her off. “Miss Drakos, falling for me already?”
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      Why, Amelia? Why do you have to put yourself in horrible and awkward situations?

      I didn’t think it was him at first—until after I spilled all his coffee on his hand. He has a beanie on, hiding his thick brown waves, which I’ve noticed multiple times. It’s hard not to, and I hate that.

      Even though I find him annoying and he aggravates me more than I can even explain, I reach into my purse and hold out tissues.

      “I don’t need those,” his rather tense voice grits out.

      “Why are you glaring at them like I sneezed on them and I’m giving them to you? I wouldn’t give you my used tissues. God knows how much money you could make off of my DNA.” I usually stray away from being cocky, but I’m finding it hard to hold anything back when it comes to him.

      If I wasn’t a strong, independent lady, I would be fearful of this man. His toned body looks like a Greek artist carved it. Well-built curves show through his black clothing. He’s very well developed. I can tell he spends a lot of his time in the gym.

      His hair is so brown that it’s practically black, making my fingers itch to run through his silky locks. Not to mention, his jawline is razor-sharp, and his lips are so rosy and plump. And let’s not forget about his sleeves of tattoos. Making him look tough, untouchable. Levi Miller looks dangerous—the guy you fear your daughter will introduce you to. As much as he seems like he belongs in an underground fighting arena, Levi looks wise. Like he’s lived a thousand years but hasn’t aged. And his eyes … they’re so much greener up close.

      And to make matters worse for my pounding heart, he’s wearing glasses. I don’t think glasses have ever looked so good on someone. The black frames sit perfectly on his slim nose. Making him look stupidly smart and cocky.

      I’m not a liar … so I won’t downplay what I feel. He’s the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

      Even with just black sweatpants on, a skintight Under Armour shirt, and two chains hanging from his neck.

      “I just don’t want your fucking tissues. I’m fine. Just watch where you’re going next time,” he says, glaring down at me.

      Another thing I hate about him is how I have to look up at him. Why couldn’t God have made me taller just so we could have an equal stare-off? I’m tall for a girl, but this guy’s lean frame still towers above me.

      “I can see Hollywood has gotten its hands on you and made you so stuck-up already. What a shame.”

      He crosses his muscular arms across his chest. “You’re one to talk, Drakos. I can catch your cockiness like it’s a disease.”

      Oh, so I’m Drakos now. Doesn’t he know my first name? And me, cocky? I think he needs to spend more time looking in a mirror.

      “I’m glad to know you’ve memorized my last name. Kinda giving me the impression that you’re a fan.” I smirk, giving myself a pat on the back for that one.

      When did I turn so mean?

      He rolls his eyes, not showing any emotion other than his annoyance. “Is that what you tell yourself while you’re falling asleep to your little fantasy at night, imagining that I’m thinking about you?”

      God, this guy makes me so angry, angrier than I’ve ever felt.

      “Yeah, I’m dreaming that you disappear.” I smile, showing him my pearly whites. “And let me tell you, I always wake up feeling satisfied.”

      “You only want me to disappear because we’re close to beating you guys on the charts, so that’s your last option.” He sends me a smug look.

      I’m not going to stand here and fight. That’s ridiculous.

      “You like hearing yourself talk, don’t you? I’m done arguing with a man-baby over the job my brothers and I have mastered.” Turning away from his fuming body, I nearly jump back when I feel his hand enclose around my elbow.

      “The only thing I find satisfying is knowing my bandmates and I are so close to beating you guys on the charts, and when we do, don’t come crying to me for help.”

      I scoff, yanking away from his grasp, “You’re so full of yourself. We’ve been doing this since we were kids. There’s nothing you know that we don’t.” Glaring over my shoulder, I spit out, “But thanks for the warning. I’ll remember that when you fall to your knees.”

      Striding away from him, not wanting to hear any more of his threats, I place a hand on my chest as my breaths come out in pants. This bickering is going to get old real fast.
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s going to win,” Axel says excitedly while inching toward the edge of the couch. “He’s going to win,” he says low for a second time with a wild look on his face.

      My eyes stay glued to the TV, hoping my favorite driver crosses the checkered flag first.

      “He’s gonna win!” Stella exclaims from where she sits on Rowan’s lap.

      I can’t help but smile over at my sister and find she’s already looking at me with pride. It’s adorable when she copies us. Stella thinks if she does, she’s like us.

      Rowan grabs her tiny arm and waves it into the air while chanting, “He’s going to win! He’s going to win!”

      Throwing her head back against his chest, she laughs.

      Her giggle is music to my ears.

      “And he wins!” Axel jumps up with his fist in the air as the black car zooms past the checkered flag first. “Stella, he won!” Running toward her, he snatches her from Rowan and throws her up in the air.

      “He won! He won!” Stella yells.

      As Axel dances around with her in his arms, Rowan and I fist-bump at the victory.

      We’re currently watching my favorite sport, one of the few things that keeps me sane—motorsports.

      There’s something about the sport that fills every vein in my body with adrenaline. Being a race car driver has always been a dream of mine since I was a kid. I would glide my race car across the floor and pretend I was driving while imagining everyone cheering for me.

      “Lee, he won!” Jumping out of Axel’s arms, she runs to me with her arms open.

      As she collides with my chest, I let out an oof. “I saw, love.”

      I laugh into her hair as she giggles.

      She pulls away slightly, and her innocent chocolate-brown eyes meet mine. “He’s a legend,” she says so seriously that it makes me bark out a laugh. She’s quoting what I said to the guys moments ago.

      What I’ve learned by raising this crazy girl is that kids are like sponges. They soak up everything. I realized the hard way to filter what I say in front of her. One day, I came home from work and quickly heard from Nora that she called her a bitch.

      I’ve never said the word bitch in front of Stella again after that.

      “Can I have some chocolate milk?” she asks shyly.

      Kissing her forehead, I smile down at my sweet sister. “You can have anything you want.”

      Placing her on the floor, I hear her delicate footsteps behind me as I make my way to the kitchen.

      Finding Axel and Rowan already sitting at the barstools, eating chips, Stella waves at them. “I’m gonna have chocolate milk!”

      Axel swoons. “Aw, that’s so cute.” Looking up, he smiles knowingly. “Levi, make me chocolate milk.”

      I know what he’s trying to do, and it won’t work. I just hope Stella doesn’t fall for his games. He always uses her to get to me.

      “No,” I grit out.

      “Lee, make him chocolate milk,” she says with a sweet smile.

      She walks toward him, and he places her on his lap and bounces her on his knee.

      Jackass. I wish I could slap that smug smirk off his face.

      “You want some too?” I turn toward Rowan, and he shakes his head in response.

      Turning, I start mixing the chocolate powder into milk. Placing a metal straw in each glass—because we have to save the fucking turtles and shit—I slide the drinks over toward Axel and Stella.

      “Thank you, Lee,” she says before gulping down the entire glass.

      “Thanks, Lee.” Axel winks and blows me a kiss.

      Making sure Stella isn’t looking my way, I give him the finger. To that, his smirk just widens.

      The house phone rings, catching my attention from the jackass in front of me. No one really calls our house line, except when I call Nora to check up on Stella. I walk over to where it lies, and my hand freezes.

      Shit. What the hell does she want?

      “Who is it?” my naive little sister asks.

      “Nobody,” I say too quickly, causing Rowan and Axel to frown.

      “It’s her isn’t it?” Rowan gives me the look that screams, I can see right through you.

      I nod, and my throat bobs as I swallow hard.

      “You should answer it,” Axel points out softly. “It might be important since you haven’t heard from her in almost a year.”

      Deep down, I know he’s right. Why would my mom call me? What if she’s in trouble? Sick?

      Fuck, I hate that I still care.

      The logical part of me yells that I should let it ring. Who the hell gives a shit what my druggie mother wants? All she’s ever done is torture me, chance after chance. I gave her so many damn opportunities to be better, to be my mom. However, she let me down every single time. I’m an alcoholic because of her.

      When I was young, I always pictured myself slowly sinking to the bottom of a dark, empty ocean. My body looked peaceful as it sank, but if you looked closely, my hand was slowly reaching up, searching for warm skin, like my own. When I didn’t feel anyone’s warmth nearby, I stopped trying. There was no one there to help me because they didn’t care to look closely, so I just let go. Just like everyone else.

      I look down at the phone as my finger hovers over the Accept button.

      “I’m going to take this,” I mumble.

      Pressing the button I know I shouldn’t, I walk to my bedroom and close the door behind me. I wait for her to speak first.

      After just hearing her loud breaths on the other end for a while, I speak up. I don’t want to be here all day. “What do you want, Mom?”

      “Can’t I just want to hear my son’s voice?” she rasps.

      She’s high. I can tell by the scratchiness in her voice.

      “You’ve never cared before, so why now?” I keep my voice emotionless even though my throat feels like it’s going to close up and strangle me to death.

      “What could you have possibly given me before at such a young age? Now, you’re a man, a millionaire.” She laughs darkly.

      I hear something shuffle, and I realize what that sound is. She’s snorting her powder.

      She’s snorting her fucking powder.

      “Mom, I’m about to hang up. Is there a point to your call?”

      She demands over the line, not missing a beat, “I need money.”

      Of course she needs money for her drugs. So, she’s coming to her now-rich son—that’s all I’m good for.

      No way in hell am I giving this lady a fucking penny.

      “I’m not giving you money for your drugs,” I deadpan.

      Her voice sounds evil as she stutters over the line, “Levi, I’m not asking. I’m telling you. I need help. I’m your mother. It’s your job to help me.”

      “As my mother, it was your job to raise me. What you did was torture me. I owe you nothing. So, don’t use the mom card on me.”

      “I never laid a damn hand on you—”

      “Verbally, mentally.” I inhale sharply, trying not to lose my cool. “Never call me again to get money for drugs. I will never give those sick bastards a penny, and you know that.”

      “You owe me, Levi Miller. You wouldn’t be here without me.”

      “Yeah, and I thank you every fucking day for that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she barks.

      “You ruined my fucking life. You watched your own son become an alcoholic and thought there wasn’t anything wrong with that,” I hiss, nearly fisting my phone, wanting to smash it onto the ground.

      “I was saving you—”

      I laugh, but it’s full of an emotion that I bury deep down in my chest.

      “You saved me? You got me addicted to something that could eventually kill me, and you think I was better off?”

      “Yes, drinking has always helped me.”

      Standing in front of a window, I watch the blue sky as I try to calm myself. “Well, Mom, I’m fucking done with that life. I haven’t had a drink in months, and I’m not planning to ever again. So, go find help elsewhere. Lose my number.”

      Not giving her a chance to respond, I hang up with shaky hands and my heart pounding away in my chest. Gripping my hair in my hands in frustration, I pace my room.

      My chest … it feels tight.

      God, this hurts.

      I knew I shouldn’t have answered. I always get my fucking hopes up that she’s clean. That she wants to repair the damage she’s caused all these years. But once again, after a conversation with her, the walls of this house feel suffocating.

      The deep breaths I’m taking only make my lungs feel smaller. I need to leave. Now.

      I make my way toward the front door, and Axel and Rowan appear in front of me.

      “Shit, you look like the Hulk.”

      Rowan elbows Axel in the ribs. Groaning, he rubs the assaulted area.

      “You look like you need space. We’ll watch the kid for you. Go to the gym. Nowhere else, Levi,” Rowan tells me.

      Nodding once, I grab my keys and slam the door behind me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I sit in the corner of a bar. Hood up with my hands in tight fists on the table.

      Why the fuck am I here? I should’ve gone to the gym, just like Rowan suggested.

      Sometimes, I like to torture myself by sitting in here and not ordering anything.

      What the fuck happened to me? Why am I like this? What kind of life am I living? My mind just keeps screaming at me repeatedly. It. Won’t. Stop.

      Deep down, I know why. The real me died a long time ago, but nobody noticed because there wasn’t any blood.
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      One thing that I can’t live without is gum. I always have a pack in my bag and on my side table in my room. Basically, I live off it. It helps when the hunger comes and I don’t feel like I can stomach anything. Somehow, it also makes me feel more relaxed. So, you can imagine how I felt when I found my last pack of gum empty. The anxiety crept in, and then the anxiety turned into nausea.

      I tell Leonidas, Elijah, and Trinity that I feel a headache coming and need some fresh air. They offer to join me, but I quickly decline. I need to be alone. They would know right away why I was so urgent to leave at eight o’clock at night.

      Placing the hood of my hoodie on my head, I stroll down the sidewalk. The hoodie I’m wearing is our band’s merch. I probably shouldn’t have worn this in more of an effort to blend in, but seeing the street mostly empty and dark, I don’t see a problem.

      The streetlights cast a yellow glow, and I’m reminded of the days where I used to be able to just go outside and walk. I miss feeling normal. I would do anything to get rid of the constant fear that someone’s following me. Holding my bag tightly to my side, I let my eyes wander around the surrounding shops.

      “Amelia!”

      My bones turn ice cold, my lips drop open in panic, and my hands shake in fear as I hear feet pound against the pavement behind me.

      God, no.

      Please no.

      “Amelia, wait up!” a man’s voice calls out as he rushes behind me.

      I exhale a wheezy breath and continue forward, glancing over my shoulder as I walk faster to get away from the silhouette running toward me.

      “Amelia, can you stop so we can have a chat?”

      Hearing another set of feet behind me sends me into an absolute state of panic, and I search for an escape. Nothing is open at this time of night. Every window I see is dark, showing the owners are probably where I need to be right now.

      Home.

      “People seem to notice you’re getting very thin, Amelia. Care to talk about the topic everyone is concerned about? Are you okay?” he yells out, sounding closer.

      I feel anxious. Wiping my clammy hands on my leggings, I let out a raspy breath, trying to keep the tears at bay. They cloud my eyes, preventing me from seeing properly.

      Why do they always bring that up? I understand it’s all over every tabloid, but bringing it up to my face, like we’re chatting away about the weather, is completely wild to me. Why would someone bring up something this personal like it’s nothing? Do these people not have souls? I guess this is what I get for leaving at night by myself.

      My brothers are going to be furious when they find out.

      I now realize this was a huge mistake. I’ve never had to fight them off myself, and the fear of getting swarmed, kidnapped, or robbed makes me almost take off into a sprint. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears, and my body flinches slightly when a flash goes off behind me.

      “Amelia, look over here!”

      “Let us see your beautiful face!”

      “Amelia, are you seeing anyone?”

      “Amelia, just one picture!”

      They yell all at once, making my entire body stiffen with terror.

      “Please move,” I practically beg them once they all crowd around me.

      Keeping one hand across my eyes, I reach for my phone with the other. A cry leaves my mouth when a camera comes an inch away from my face. Temporarily blinding me.

      “Stop! Please,” I rush out, blinking past the dots in my vision as I push the man who’s now halted in place, looking down at his camera.

      I’m sure that’s a beautiful picture.

      The white flashes become quicker now, blinding me and making me feel like I’m going to die from claustrophobia.

      God, this isn’t how I’m supposed to die.

      Most days, I act like a tough big sister, but all I need right now are my brothers. I need them to protect me. I need them to defend me, for them to yell, scream, and punch.

      “Do you have anorexia, Amelia?”

      That’s what does it, what makes me feel so small, see-through. My heart clenches in my chest, and I hope my hood is not betraying me by letting them see what they’ve done to me.

      “Don’t touch me!” I yell out, panicking, ripping my arm away when I feel someone grip my elbow.

      I yelp as my hood falls back when I’m suddenly pulled into a door. I lose my balance and fall to the floor and land on my knees because whoever just fucking grabbed me is so strong.

      I’m going to die. All because I needed a stupid pack of gum.

      Pain shoots all the way up my leg, making me grit my teeth in agony. Damn, this floor is hard. I twist around, and I’m pretty sure my jaw drops all the way to the floor when I see who is standing above me.

      “Levi?” I breathe out. “What the hell are you doing here? Are you following me?” I demand, not getting how he’s here right when I needed someone.

      “Following you? Why would I want to do that? I’ve been here for hours. I just heard the commotion outside and decided I didn’t want to witness a murder,” he scoffs, rolling his gorgeous eyes.

      His eyes are too pretty for someone as jerky as him.

      “You really have a way with words,” I deadpan with a straight face. “You’re making me blush.”

      “What the hell is going on out there?!” a bartender yells when the paparazzi try to burst their way through the door.

      Levi holds it closed with his fist as he rolls his eyes at the paparazzi. But they only continue to snap photos of us, and a second later, a curtain rolls down and shields us from the madmen outside.

      Finally, I can breathe a little easier.

      “Lock the door before they come in. I can’t deal with all that craziness right now.”

      The bartender sighs and hands Levi a key. Looking down at it for a couple of seconds, he places the key in the lock and twists it shut before handing it back.

      Once I’m seated at the bar, contemplating my life, the bartender stands across from me. “Why were they following you anyway?”

      His innocence isn’t something I’m used to these days, so I’m going to take this in.

      “I’m a drummer in a band with my siblings.” I shrug, making it seem like our band is no big deal.

      “Cool.” He nods with a smile. “How did you guys become famous?”

      “YouTube,” I reply. I look around this quiet bar, seeing one or two people sitting at the back tables.

      “My wife is an enormous music fan,” he notes with a small smile. “Mind telling me your band name so I could ask if she knows you?”

      “Times Three,” I say with a small smile.

      He raises an eyebrow while looking over my shoulder to where Levi stands and asks him, “Are you famous or anything like that?”

      I snort, causing the bartender to send me a look of confusion. I know I shouldn’t do it, but the opportunity is right in my face, begging me to spit it out already.

      “Famous for all the wrong reasons,” I mutter with a mock frown.

      I feel his body hover over mine, which makes goose bumps rise on my skin.

      “Care to explain, Drakos?” His dark voice is strained.

      “I heard he got famous because he’s a stripper. I get you need money, man—”

      “I’m not a fucking stripper. You’re just mad that I do your job better,” he interrupts, his tone almost sounding deadly.

      Turning around, I laugh. “Get over yourself. I’ve been doing this for years.”

      “So have I, but you don’t see me acting like a spoiled, entitled brat.” His mouth presses into a thin line.

      I know he didn’t just call me entitled …

      “A spoiled brat? Me immediately not falling to my knees for you is not because I’m ‘entitled.’ ” I air quote with my fingers. “I just don’t think you’re a god, Levi. But I guess you expect everyone to praise the ground you walk upon because you’re a narcissist.” Hopping down from my stool, I get down on my knees in front of him even though they ache from my fall. “So, here you go. I hope you shine bright like a diamond while you burn—” I glance up and nearly choke on my saliva as I realize my face is very close to his crotch.

      And let me tell you, it looks impressive, even hidden behind his signature black jeans.

      God, why am I so stupid?!

      A blush covers my cheeks as I get to my feet quickly. I take a step back awkwardly, and his dark eyes send shivers up my body.

      Licking his lips, he smirks. “If you wanted my dick in your mouth so bad, you could’ve just asked.”

      I’m appalled by his words, and my heartbeat quickens. Can this guy get any more annoying? I open my mouth to defend myself, but nothing seems to come out other than a stutter. The shouts from outside dim as I stare at the jerk in front of me.

      Finally finding my voice, I snark back, “I was about to pull out my microscope because it seemed disappointing.”

      When did I turn into a liar?

      Looking toward the bartender, I find him standing near a window, occupied with his phone against his ear. From what I can hear, it sounds like he’s calling the police.

      Thank God. Can they come any faster? I need to get away from this man as soon as possible.

      “It sounds like you want me to take you into that closet and choke you with my dick.” He closes the remaining space between us, and the tips of his black combat boots touches the toes of my Converse.

      Holy shit, my face must be scarlet. I feel the need to punch him in the face and kiss him. Either sounds amazing right now. And I hate myself for slightly wanting the second.

      “I’m sorry I gave you the impression that I would lower my standards just for you.”

      “Says the girl who practically just kissed my dick?” The laugh he lets out sounds dark.

      “The day I would kiss your miniature dick—”

      He pushes me back a few steps before I hit the wall, and his lips touch the shell of my ear as his hips press into my own. “We both know my dick is the furthest thing from miniature. But I’m glad to know you’ve been thinking about it.”

      My body feels hot when I feel him pressing his slightly hard erection against me. He’s definitely not small. I was teasing him. Yet I didn’t think I would get myself where I am right now. Pressed up against a wall with his definitely-not-small dick against my stomach.

      This is so wrong, but why does this make me feel alive?

      Brushing my lips against his ear, I grit out, “You have five seconds to move away or else I’m kicking you so hard that you won’t be able to walk for days.”

      “Not until you say thank you.”

      “For what?” I scoff just as his lips brush against my earlobe.

      “For saving you.” His husky voice sends shivers down my spine.

      I would rather burn alive than fill this man with any satisfaction, but I also want to leave because feeling his muscles on my body makes my brain all mushy.

      “Thank you,” I mutter through my teeth, glaring to the side as I feel his smirk on my skin.

      His dark eyes bore into my own for a couple of seconds before he steps aside and says, “Good girl.”

      My knees nearly buckle.

      Reaching for my purse and trying not to faint, I yank the zipper open. Fishing out my phone, I send a text to Trinity to come and get me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        SOS. I got swarmed by paparazzi, and I’m hiding in a bar. Please come get me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trinity

      

      
        OMG. Are you safe?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I’m fine. The bartender locked the door, so they can’t come in. Can you come?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Trinity

      

      
        Of course. Send me your location.

      

      

      

      

      

      Sending her my location, I wait by the door while outside is still packed with paparazzi. However, some of them must have given up and left. Thank God. The air in here is suffocating.

      A part of me thinks Levi must care more than he lets on because he pulled me in here, but what was he doing here in the first place? Glancing over my shoulder, I see him sitting on a stool, and what I find weird is the fact that he’s just sitting there. No drink in sight. Nothing.

      My phone dings.

      
        
          
            
              
        Trinity

      

      
        I’m outside.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a sigh of relief and ask the bartender to unlock the door. When he does, he holds it open for me.

      “Thank you …” I trail off and read his name tag. “Thank you, Ben.”

      Nodding once, he smiles. “Good luck out there.”

      Not glancing back at Levi, no matter how much I want to, I push my way through the roaring crowd and hop into Trinity’s Camaro like my life depends on it.
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            AMELIA

          

          

      

    

    






MY BODY SHIVERS.

        

      

    

    
      My teeth chatter.

      I hope to God he doesn’t see me sitting here, on the floor, legs to my chest while my forehead rests on my knees. Hearing his heavy footsteps against the hardwood floor, I try to steady my breathing, hoping to the heavens above that it doesn’t betray me.

      I know how he’ll react, how his face will break out in anger, seeing me sitting weakly on the floor, sweating out the remaining liquids in my stomach.

      At the start of my eating disorder, he was more understanding. I felt like I actually had a father. When my eating disorder worsened, he got tired and stopped trying. Now, he’s vicious. Started yelling at me. He screams that I’ve ruined his life, that I should smarten up and be stronger.

      Doesn’t he know I’m trying? That I wish I weren’t this way?

      “Amelia Drakos!” his voice booms.

      A whimper leaves my mouth at the sound.

      “Amelia Drakos!” he says louder, sounding closer.

      “There you are.”

      He pulls me up by my elbow, and I yelp as I collide with his chest. His grip on my arm makes me wince with pain.

      God, please don’t hurt me.

      “What’s this?” he grits out in disgust when he shoves a plate in my face.

      “M-my dinner,” I stutter, finding it hard to talk since all my throat wants to do is close.

      “Why is all your fucking food still on this plate?” he hums.

      I don’t dare meet his evil glance. Tears pool in my eyes, making everything ten times harder to see.

      “You drive me insane—you know that?!” he yells in my face. “You’re going to eat all this without a complaint. If I see a crumb, I’ll shove it down your throat.”

      My heart breaks because no matter how wicked I thought Dad got, I never knew he was this bad. I never would have guessed he would threaten his only daughter.

      My body grows weak in his grasp. “Please, no, Dad.”

      Pushing the plate in my direction, he warns me with a deadly glare, “One.”

      Grabbing a piece of chicken, my fingers shake as I bring the meat to my mouth. Just as I’m about to take a bite, bile comes up my throat, making me gag.

      “That’s it!” he screams.

      He pushes me down onto the couch. I thrash and cry, but nothing seems to get him out of his evil spell. Gripping the chicken in his hand, he smashes it against my mouth roughly. Biting my lip and not giving him access, I fight through the terror.

      “Eat it now!”

      The pain turns into panic as he climbs on top of me. Prying my mouth open with his fingers, he shoves it down my mouth. Almost choking me to death. I gasp out, trying to breathe around the food clogged in my throat, just as I hear my saviors rush into the room. Gripping my throat with both my hands, I gasp out, looking at my father with betrayal painted on my face.

      This is the way I’ll die. I’m going to choke to death, right on this couch, with Dad straddling me. Strangling me.

      I can’t breathe, and I can’t see through the thick tears in my eyes.

      Feeling his body being pulled off of mine, I fall to the floor as I still grip my throat. Muscular arms come around my stomach, pulling me against a chest. Elijah pumps frantically as he does the Heimlich maneuver. As I see stars in my eyes, the only things I can hear are yells and grunts of madness.

      Coughing the piece of chicken up, I hiss in a breath like it’s my first time breathing as I fall back into his chest.

      “I got you. I got you,” Elijah whispers into my ear repeatedly.

      My entire body feels numb. I can’t believe that just happened.

      I see Leonidas straddling Dad while his fists deliver deadly punches to his body until he loses consciousness.

      

      A loud gasp of terror leaves my mouth as I flinch up on my bed.

      Gripping my sweaty hair in my hands, I relive the nightmare I have every night. The stabbing pain in my heart increases, and the shivers in my body grow stronger. My chest squeezes, as if someone were ripping my heart out, as if they were laughing in my face and squeezing the life out of me.

      Sweat lingers on my body, making me feel sticky and hot. I brush my hair out of my face. I grip my bedsheets in a panic, trying to take control of my thoughts. Taking in deep gulps of air, I stare into the darkness of my room, shoving my sheets off my body because I feel like they weigh a million pounds. Sitting on my knees, I focus on my breaths.

      God, please stop.

      This isn’t funny.

      I. Can’t. Take. This. Anymore.

      The weight of this is too much. Pushing off my bed, I run to the bathroom while bile rises up my throat. The toilet seat cover slams as I open it and let out everything in my stomach. Heaving through the sobs, I tremble as pain aches in my stomach. My throat feels raw and dry, and the bitter taste of my puke only makes me gag more.

      I slide down onto my butt. The cool tiles feel good against my clammy, hot skin.

      “My love,” I hear rushed out behind me. The sweet voice belongs to my mother. Gathering my hair in her hand, she rubs my back with the other.

      “Elijah, go get her some water,” she calls out to my brother, who’s standing at the door.

      Hearing his footsteps rush down the stairs, my mom speaks softly. “When did this start again, Amelia? I thought you were doing better. You told me you were doing better.”

      “I am. I just had a bad dream,” I rasp out, my mouth feeling dry.

      I thought I was being quiet, but Mom always seems to know when something’s wrong. Wiping my mouth with a paper towel, I take the glass that Elijah hands to me with shaky hands. Bringing it to my mouth, I take slow sips, careful not to upset my stomach by downing the entire glass.

      “Honey, don’t be ashamed about this,” Mom says, pushing my hair out of my face. “I’m your mother. I’m here to help you.”

      “I know you are, Mom,” I whisper, closing my eyes.

      “When I see you like this, I feel like I’m failing.” Her voice grows weak as she sits in front of me.

      Elijah takes a seat beside her. Placing his hand on my foot, he pulls it onto his lap and massages it.

      “Mom, this isn’t your fault—”

      “I should be able to help,” she interrupts. “You’re my only daughter. I love you to death. I don’t want you in pain.”

      My chest hurts. Guilt eats me alive because I know I’m causing people stress.

      Moving to sit between the two, I place my head on her shoulder. Elijah’s arm comes around us as we sit in silence.

      “We’re the Drakos family. We can get through this. I know we can.” My brother says. “It’s just going to take more time than we hoped it would.”

      “You kids are my life,” Mom says but stops when her voice cracks. “I would give up anything for the three of you. This world has affected all of you negatively. I tried sheltering you as much as I could, but I think that made everything worse.” A sniffle cuts her off. “First Leonidas, with his depression and the overdose. My daughter can’t even look in the mirror without crying. I watch every day as she gets thinner and thinner. It breaks my heart because everything I do doesn’t help. And now, my other son, my youngest, has—” She breaks down in sobs, tearing me apart on the inside as I watch her unravel. “M-my youngest son has PTSD. He can’t sleep without taking anxiety pills. He can’t hear loud noises without panicking. He can’t go onstage without those damn pills. What am I doing wrong?”

      My brother flinches beside me. The shooting in Greece hit him the most. It left him with PTSD. No one talks about it much, knowing he doesn’t like the topic. I’ve told him countless times there’s nothing to be ashamed of, but nothing works.

      He’s the sunshine in our family. The sibling who always brings us comfort when we are struggling. The teddy bear that makes me feel safe. But someone else’s actions completely broke Elijah. Whenever I feel him detach himself from our family, I always try ten times harder to bring him back. Leonidas and I refuse to let him worsen.

      “Mom, you’ve done nothing wrong.” Elijah tries to be reassuring. Rubbing her back calmly, he explains slowly, “You can’t control things like this. I know you think you’re not doing enough, but being here means the world to all of us. We know you care, and that’s a blessing.”

      “I love you guys,” she whispers.

      “We love you too,” Elijah and I say at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “That was an awful practice,” I mutter, running my hand down my face.

      “Awful is an understatement,” Elijah says as he yanks the hood of his hoodie on his head.

      “For once, I agree with both of you,” Leo says as he pushes off the elevator wall and walks through the now-open doors.

      “I need coffee,” Elijah whispers to Trinity as she stands at his side, clenching his arm.

      You would think their relationship would bother Leonidas, but no jealousy ever seems to consume him when the two interact. He knows Trinity is our best friend. She holds us together. We call her our superglue.

      Trinity nods her head at Elijah as she leads him toward our small kitchen in the studio.

      “God, just what I needed,” Elijah grumbles once he finally gets the hot liquid in his hold.

      He chugs down at least half of the cup. I drink my own as we lounge in the studio space, waiting for our car to arrive. Trinity lays her head on Leonidas’s shoulder.

      “How’s—” Leo says but gets cut off by the elevator opening.

      Great, just great. I know it’s them. Triple Threat. Why have we been running into each other so much?

      The three guys stop at the sight of the four of us lounging on the couches.

      “Looks like we came just in time for the party,” Axel says, walking to where Trinity lies.

      Giving him a curious look, she cuddles into Leonidas’s body more.

      Leonidas’s arms tighten around Trinity’s stomach. “The party stopped the minute you guys came.”

      Levi rolls his eyes. Placing his sunglasses on his face, he leans against the wall, inspecting us.

      “Leo, man,” Axel says, getting closer to the couple, “I think I just fell in love with your girl. She’s a chocolate milk lover, just like me.”

      My jaw drops as Elijah and I send one another a glance full of worry.

      Silence.

      “Care to repeat yourself?” Leonidas’s deadly voice grits out, causing goose bumps to rise on my skin.

      Shrugging, he smiles. “I think I just fell in love with your girl.”

      Reaching over to where they sit, he grabs the chocolate milk out of Trinity’s hand, and a sound of protest leaves her mouth when he places the tip of the straw in his mouth and winks at her.

      Elijah stiffens beside me, knowing the one thing our brother is most protective about is his girlfriend.

      “Trinity, love, please get up,” Leonidas whispers in her ear while still glaring at Axel.

      Knowing her boyfriend’s twisted mind, she shakes her head.

      Levi cocks his head to the side. “What’s wrong, man? Worried his dick is bigger than yours?”

      Bomb dropped.

      Oh my God, I’m about to witness World War III. Don’t these guys know when to shut the hell up? My brother has a lot of pent-up aggression to let out, and it looks like he’s taking this as his opportunity.

      I hope he doesn’t kill him. I like my brother out of jail.

      I’m not sure if the next moment I witness is in fast mode or if I’m just fucking dreaming, but all I can do is let out a squeal when Leonidas pushes off the couch and his fist connects with Levi’s jaw.
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      His knuckles smash into my face, and the unexpected impact makes me stagger back. I didn’t think the guy would attack me after I purposely tried to get the heat off Axel. He’s such a stupid dick who never knows when to shut his mouth.

      “Do you not have any respect in that damn head of yours?” Leonidas sneers in my face.

      He pushes my chest, and I do the same to him.

      “Get the fuck away from me,” I warn, not wanting to fight anyone right now.

      My face aches now. Great. That’s just what I needed.

      “You’re such a pussy.” He laughs, shaking his head. “You’re all talk, but no bite.”

      I could take this guy. There’s no doubt in my fucked up mind; however, the thought of beating someone up for nothing doesn’t seem appealing.

      “Just turn back around and go to your girl, Leo.” I wave him off.

      He snorts. “Nah, I’m good. I can’t stand bastards like you. You prey on innocent people who don’t deserve shit. The next time you make my girlfriend uncomfortable, I won’t give a shit if I look horrible in the color orange.”

      I glance toward Trinity and find her shrugging into herself on the couch. Hugging her knees to her chest, she bites her lip nervously.

      “Are we in the same world? I didn’t say shit.”

      I don’t have the energy to fight. Normally, I would pounce on the opportunity, but right now, I’m tired. I’m craving the one thing I can’t have. Alcohol.

      He takes a step closer to where I stand, and I eye his sister over his shoulder. She bites her lip, and her wide eyes find mine.

      Please stop, she mouths to me urgently, folding her hands into a praying motion as she pouts.

      She fucking pouts.

      My body tenses when I find myself wanting to listen to her because I know she’ll be happy.

      Fuck, what the hell is that?

      “What the hell are you looking at?” Leonidas twists around and locks eyes with his sister.

      I snark back, getting tired of his bitching, “Your hot sister. If she wasn’t a Drakos, I would’ve totally had my dick in her—”

      Skin against skin cuts me off. The force of this punch is much stronger than the last. My body hits the wall behind me as my head whips to the side. Hearing a gasp, I find Amelia’s eyes once again.

      I’m a dick. Immediately, when I targeted Amelia, instant regret shot throughout my entire body. She didn’t do shit. I have a sister, and if someone said that about her, I would definitely rock the color orange.

      But what’s done is done now. I have no choice but to defend myself and make sure this fucker doesn’t break my face. Winding back, my fist smashes against his cheek. He trips, and I follow him. Giving him another punch on the opposite cheek.

      A few seconds later, I can’t tell whose punch is whose anymore. The right side of my face is raw, and my lip is split open. Licking the wound, I hold in my wince at the stinging feeling. Tasting the metallic flavor of my blood only fuels my anger more. Stella’s going to see my face all bruised. She’s going to get upset, and that’s all my fault.

      “Fuck, stop it, guys!”

      I feel hands grip my arms tightly, trying to pry me off of Leo, but I shrug them off.

      “Enough!”

      “Fucking piece of shit,” Leo grits out before punching my side. “Didn’t your mother teach you how to talk to people?” he yells.

      My blood runs cold.

      Pushing Leo off my body, I take a step back as I flex my fists. The pain travels all the way up my arm. He took it too far. He doesn’t know shit about my life. For my entertainment, I should tell him how, instead of my mother teaching me the proper ways to talk, she was showing me how to dope up. How to drink until I couldn’t even walk.

      I would love to see his face, see how it would drop, just like everyone else who’s discovered my past.

      “Fucking pathetic,” I spit out and move toward him.

      He cocks his head to the side, and his chest heaves up and down. “You must be so insecure—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Axel booms, standing between us and putting his arms out to separate us. “Guys, stop before you say something you’ll regret.”

      “Says you.” Leo chuckles out, shrugging off his hand. Pointing at Axel, he looks him up and down in disgust. “You started all this shit.”

      “And I’m about to end it. I was just trying to be fucking funny, but everyone is so tense!” Axel throws his hands up in the air. “I don’t want your fucking girl, Leo. I was playing around, hoping everyone would calm the fuck down with the evil glares.”

      Rowan snorts. “That sure helped,” he notes while looking at me and Leo.

      We must look like hell.

      I watch as Trinity runs to her boyfriend and grips his arm.

      “Leo, let’s go. This isn’t worth it.”

      “You are—” he says, but she interrupts, “He’s not worth it.”

      She pulls his arm until he starts walking backward with her, and they disappear around the corner, but not before I get another glare from Leo.

      My body aches, and I can’t help but wince when I flex my fists. How did our fight even start? Both my bandmates send me looks like I’m an idiot when the only reason I’m bruised up is because of Axel.

      Elijah stands, shocked, and looks at his sister, catching my attention as he whispers not so quietly to her, “One day, he’s going to get arrested, and I won’t be the one to pick him up.”

      “You know you don’t mean that,” she whispers, touching his shoulder. “You would be the first one to leave.”

      Groaning in frustration, he glances up at Axel and scrunches his face. “Next time, keep your mouth shut about Trinity and Amelia. He doesn’t fuck with that. If we all want to be civil, let’s just try to avoid each other now.” Turning around, he calls over his shoulder, “I’ll be upstairs, Amelia.”

      He disappears down the same hallway the others did a few moments ago while Amelia stands in the middle of the room.

      “I think she’s in shock,” Rowan whispers, looking at her carefully.

      “Yeah, from my face,” Axel points out. “It’s too beautiful.”

      There he goes again. I swear he’s still an immature thirteen-year-old boy.

      Stuffing her hands in her hoodie pocket, she nods. “Bingo. Your face scared me to death, Axel. Better put on more makeup next time.”

      “Damn, I thought I put on enough!” He rushes to her in mock panic. “Do you have any foundation? These under-eye bags need to go.”

      Pushing him away with a roll of her eyes, she walks past him until she’s a couple of feet away from me. “Mind giving us a minute?”

      The boys understand she’s talking to them even though she doesn’t once break our heated gaze. Even though Amelia can’t see my bandmates, they nod.

      “What?” I ask her, faking disinterest once we’re alone.

      “What?” She gives me a look. “Did you seriously just ask me what? You provoked my brother. Why the hell would you do that?”

      “Cause he’s fucking annoying,” I say simply.

      She pinches her nose in frustration. “I find you annoying, but do you see me throwing my fists at you?”

      “It would be quite funny if you—”

      “You never stop,” she interrupts. “You always have something to say back.”

      “Isn’t that how a conversation works?” I love that I’m getting under her skin.

      “Why are you like this?” Her eyes roll.

      “Like what?”

      “So closed off. You act all tough, but I can see right through you.”

      My eyes narrow at Amelia. “Don’t act like you know me—”

      She interrupts, which makes my blood boil, “I’m not saying I know you and what goes on in that scary mind of yours. All I’m saying is, I have a brother exactly like you. I know who he is deep down. And you guys just beat the shit out of each other.”

      Just what I need, someone trying to mend me together.

      “I don’t need a therapist. And I’m nothing like your brother. Don’t insult me like that,” I urge her with a firm voice.

      Pursing her lips, she nods. Looking over my shoulder, she avoids my gaze. “Says the guy with such a nasty mouth that he brought my vagina into an argument for no apparent reason. You hide behind your insults and sneers. You don’t fool me, not one bit. So, find another tactic.”

      Understand me?

      That’s some Disney shit right there.

      I shake my head and turn away from her body. “Don’t say shit like that. You’re nothing to me. You never will be, so stop acting like it.”

      Walking past her body, I flinch when I feel her warm skin against my coolness. I don’t dare turn around when I hear her angelic voice.

      “I get that we hate each other—we have for years—and that isn’t going to change anytime soon, but all this arguing needs to be toned down. We’re all adults here. Can’t we just go on with our day without bickering all the time?”

      The tiredness in her voice makes me pause because I feel drained too. There is nothing I would love more than not having to see her brothers every day, but her? I love our bickering. It makes me feel something other than the pain in my chest.

      “There’s nothing I want more than that, but it takes two to get along,” I admit, not turning toward her as I tense up at the feeling of her hand on my shoulder.

      She sighs. “I’ll try to talk some sense into my brother if you’ll do the same with Axel and Rowan. And let’s try to avoid each other as much as possible while you’re here.”

      That’s going to be hard since we’re sharing the same studio and it seems that we have the same schedules. I nod as my reply, and she releases me from her hold.

      “I just want to tell you one more thing. You’re at the very top of my dick list.”

      I can’t help but laugh and stand in place like an idiot as I hear her soft footsteps retreat in the opposite direction. A couple of seconds later, Axel and Rowan walk back into the room. Their steps are hesitant, and obvious concern is apparent on their faces.

      “Wanna talk about it?” Rowan asks.

      I give him a look, and he mutters, “He doesn’t want to talk about it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Stella,” I yell into the empty apartment.

      Nora comes barreling down the hallway with her finger to her lips. “She’s sleeping. I just got her down for her nap on the couch.”

      A part of me is happy she put her down because Stella fights sleep. However, another part of me just wanted to talk to my little sister.

      “Thanks, Nora.” I nod, dropping my backpack to the ground. “Did she give you any trouble?”

      “Not at all. She’s an angel. But she does hate sleeping,” Nora says, gathering her stuff to leave.

      “Makes sense. She’s my girl, so she’s a fighter.”

      Smiling over at me, she pulls on her sneakers. “That’s the truest thing I’ve heard all day.”

      Walking over to the kitchen and opening the fridge, I grab a water bottle and chug down two painkillers. I’m definitely feeling the fight now. My bones ache, and I’m so tired that I feel like I’ll drop to the floor any second.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. Same time?”

      Nodding at her, I give her a thumbs-up. “Same time, same place.”

      Watching her leave, I lock the door behind her, and then I find myself in the living room, looking down at my sleeping sister. She’s under what looks like a warm blanket. Wavy brown locks spread around her on the pillow, making her look like an angel.

      Pulling the blanket aside, I settle beside her. It’s like, even deep in sleep, she knows I’m near as her tiny body folds into mine. Placing my head beside hers on the pillow, I close my eyes and breathe in the relaxing smell of Stella.
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      “Mom, it’s been a week,” Leonidas grumbles, slouching in his chair. “You’re seriously still mad at me because of the fight?”

      Pointing at him with a spoon, she scolds him with a frown, “I’ve taught you that fighting is never a good way to show anger. Why do you keep acting like a child?”

      He shakes his head, clearly annoyed. “Most guys my age keep things from their mothers, Mom. Be glad we’re close.”

      Walking over to him, she waves the spoon right in his face, making him narrow his eyes at her weapon while slightly leaning back. “That’s no excuse. No one deserves to get hurt. You, out of all people, should know this, Leonidas.”

      Elijah interrupts with a laugh. “Mom, you, out of all people, should know Leonidas can’t control his temper for shit.” He slaps the counter and snorts.

      Leonidas glares at our brother. “Are you not going to slap him with that, Mom?” he asks, nodding to the wooden spoon.

      Trinity and I glance over at one another and smirk. These two are huge, macho men until they’re home, and then they become big babies.

      “Elijah is my baby boy,” she swoons.

      Cradling his head to her chest, she kisses Elijah’s forehead as he scrunches his eyebrows. But knowing Mom can’t see his face, he sticks his tongue out at Leonidas.

      Leonidas gives him the finger in response, and Mom catches him right when he’s about to drop his hand.

      “Leonidas Drakos! Don’t make me tape that finger down.”

      Throwing his hands up in the air, he lets out a breath. “As a mom, you’re not supposed to have a favorite child. I’m feeling very unliked right now.”

      Releasing Elijah from her hold, she walks over to a glaring Leonidas. “My love, I love you all equally. Some days, I have to admit, I get along with one out of the three of you more.”

      “Hate to break it to all of you, but I’m actually her favorite,” Trinity notes from beside me while flipping through a paperback. “I know—quite awkward.”

      Everyone knows the oldest is always the favorite, but I don’t point that out.

      Leonidas’s lips twitch. “Better you, babe, than Elijah.”

      Elijah whines out, running to me and Trinity, “Trinity loves me more than you, Leonidas.”

      She gasps and drops her book to the table when Elijah pulls her to his chest and squeezes her tightly.

      “She’s just with you because you’re threatening her. Everyone here knows where her heart truly belongs.”

      “With me,” Leo says simply with a shrug.

      “With me.”

      Leo’s eyes narrow. “She’s my girlfriend.”

      “She was supposed to be mine!”

      He smirks while shrugging his shoulders. “Well, she’s mine.”

      “It’s never too late.” Elijah’s smile is full of cockiness while he squeezes the life out of his best friend. “She can change her mind.”

      “Elijah, babe,” Trinity whispers. Rubbing his back slowly, she speaks into his chest. “It’s too late. I’m sorry.”

      His pout makes her laugh. “You were supposed to be on my side, Trin.”

      “I’m Team Drakos.”

      “That means your Team Leonidas,” Elijah points out with a frown of distaste. “You’re just supposed to be on my team. Not his.”

      Looking over at her boyfriend, she smiles at him. “Well, I’m his biggest fan. After all, I am his girlfriend. Sorry, bud.”

      Mom and I share a knowing look. We’re just sitting back and observing this laughable interaction between the three.

      Nothing is better than this.

      Pushing back from Trinity, Elijah yells in mock hurt, “The betrayal is killing me. My heart—God, it fucking hurts.” Bending down, he places his hands on his chest and lets out a fake sob.

      Not being able to hold in my laugh, I snort as his body hits the ground. “I’m going to mourn in my room over my loss.”

      Getting up slowly, his body slouches as he looks over at Leonidas and says aggressively, “Fuck you.”

      Mom lets out a gasp just as Elijah runs out of the room with Mom trailing right behind him. “Come here!”

      My stomach hurts from all my laughter. Clenching it, I try to breathe before I start hyperventilating.

      “Is he on drugs?” Leonidas glances at his girlfriend, then at me with humor in his eyes.

      “Well, technically, yes. Yes, he is.”

      An elbow to my ribs makes me yelp, and I flinch at the sudden feeling.

      Turning, I glare at the culprit. “What, am I wrong?” I ask Trinity.

      She picks at her nails. “Well, no.”

      “That doesn’t explain his weirdness for so many years,” Leonidas corrects as he walks over to where we sit and takes the seat in front of Trinity. “He just got on the pills.”

      I nod, agreeing with him. “That’s true. I think weirdness is just natural to him.”

      “I can hear you!” our idiotic brother yells from upstairs.

      Looking at one another after his sudden outburst, we can’t hold in our laughter.

      Idiot, Leonidas mouths with a smile.

      I nod my head at him because he left out one huge detail.

      “Our idiot.”
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      Instagram is the devil.

      As my finger scrolls, I see all these girls—what they have, how they look so happy, the relationships they’re in, the beauty. I know I’m blessed, and I sure have a lot, but I truly feel like I have nothing.

      I don’t feel happy.

      I don’t feel pretty.

      I don’t have a boyfriend, like most of them do.

      I don’t have fun, like they all seem to be having.

      I don’t, I don’t, I don’t.

      Turning off my phone in a hurry, I throw it beside me. I watch it bounce on the couch before tumbling to the floor, and I hope it shatters. Why? So I won’t be tempted to go on the internet.

      Peeking at the floor, I find the screen right side up, not broken. Damn it.

      I sit back against this comfy couch and wait for my siblings to arrive. We have a photo shoot today—the team makes us do monthly shoots to give our fans some content.

      I think it’s stupid. They think it’s smart.

      Taking photos is my least favorite thing about my job. The team nitpicks every single small imperfection on my body. After doing my makeup and hiding all my scars, they shine a bright light on us, and we have to stand there for hours. I know, in a week, I’ll get an email with photos attached. And once I open them with nervousness, a complete stranger will be looking back at me.

      They Photoshop me so much. I can’t help but wonder how anybody hasn’t noticed. I know I’m giving people insecurities through these pictures. I despise myself, knowing I’m part of the problem that controls my own life.

      That doesn’t hurt; it kills.

      Someone knocking on the door interrupts my thoughts. Glancing over, I find Elijah.

      “They need us in the studio space.”

      Nodding once, I give him the best smile I can muster. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Seeing the concerned look on his face, I reassure him, “I’m fine, Elijah. Go before we both get yelled at.”

      With a small smile, he disappears from my sight but leaves the door open a crack. Getting up on shaky legs, I wipe my now-clammy hands on my bare legs.

      You got this.

      I got this.

      Go out there and show them how strong you are even though this outfit that’s basically lingerie makes you want to barf for being so exposed. Why do girls have to be half-naked to be beautiful?

      Fuck beauty standards.

      Arriving at the photo shoot room, I find a lady running her hands along Leonidas’s chest. It’s a procedure we always do before taking photos. Putting oil on men’s bodies apparently makes them shine in the photos. Trinity glares at the girl while Leonidas is clearly uncomfortable. But no one cares if we’re unhappy. As long as we’re making money.

      “I hate it too,” I whisper over to her. “You know he isn’t happy.”

      Meeting my eyes, she sighs. “I hate watching him, knowing he’s miserable and I can’t do anything to help.”

      “You help him by just being here.”

      “I know, but I feel guilty.” She blinks, looking down at her feet.

      “Don’t feel guilty because I can promise you, he feels the same way right now,” I point out, looking at his grumpy face.

      “Amelia, get over here,” a makeup artist yells, waving me over once she spots me.

      If looks could kill, I would be dead.

      “The devils are calling me. I must go,” I joke.

      I roll my eyes, and she pats me on the back.

      “Good luck. I’ll be your cheerleader on the sidelines.”

      As several artists cover my body in a light dusting of glitter, I force the weakness I feel within not to show on my face. Weakness makes you vulnerable, and being vulnerable makes people feel stronger. Before taking my place in front of the camera, they make sure half my cleavage is hanging out of my top, and let’s not forget about my ass as well. The first time I shrank into myself as I stood half-naked at my first shoot, they waved me off and told me that’s what makes money and that I should be proud of myself.

      Proud that people are looking at my body like that’s all I’m good for?

      I barfed for the first time that day.

      “All right, Times Three, let’s get started right away. We have a tight schedule today,” a random lady with a clipboard says. Mumbling into her earpiece, she skitters away on her high heels.

      For what feels like hours, my brothers and I get blinded by a giant studio light that beams at us. My ears buzz from all the yelling and directing.
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      The thing I hate most about being famous is how everyone thinks they know who I am based on what they see in the tabloids. The shit they write about me couldn’t be any faker, yet people are so stupid that they believe anything they read.

      Like gossip magazines are their religion.

      Today, my phone ringing nonstop woke me up. I ignored it the first time, hoping it wouldn’t ring again. However, the fifth time it rang, I questioned my sanity, and I answered it. And was only greeted with a curt demand that I head to the studio. At seven in the morning and with no available babysitter for my little sister.

      I try not to bring Stella around the team as much as I can, but I have no choice today. So, when I got myself ready and had to wake up sleeping beauty and saw the distress of being woken up early on her face, I felt like a burden.

      But there’s clearly something wrong at the studio. I could tell by the thirty-second call before getting hung up on. I’m not sure if the boys got a call as well, but I bet whatever the situation is, it isn’t worth what they’re making it out to be. Our record label has a tendency to overreact to the smallest problems.

      But when I arrive with my sleepy sister on my hip, I discover my other bandmates weren’t called to come in. Just me. The air is thick with tension. I almost run out through the door, immediately feeling suffocated and on edge.

      A thousand thoughts go through my head, pondering if I upset the team, a fan, or the paparazzi. But I can’t remember acting out and causing a scene. I have just been lying low these past few weeks.

      “Fay, can you explain why I’m here so early?” I whisper, sitting across from her as she types away frantically on her laptop.

      I would be the richest man in the world if you gave me three dollars for every time she’s pinched her nose in frustration these past few minutes I’ve been sitting here. Fay is the team’s rock. She’s the only one I can say who’s levelheaded and relaxed. So, this must be bad, seeing as she’s clearly in distress.

      “Poor thing,” she swoons, looking over at my baby sister, cuddled in my arms, sleeping.

      She refused to let me put her down to rest on the couch even though it’s a couple of feet away from where I sit. Lately, she’s been clingy. I hoped it was a phase, but now, she cries in the morning when I leave for work. I can’t imagine the separation anxiety that will come when she starts school next year.

      “She had a rough night, only slept three hours, tops,” I mutter, stroking my thumb on her tiny cheek.

      Fay folds her hands together with a small smile. “Little ones are difficult to take care of. I have a lot of respect for you, Levi.”

      I send her a smirk. “What? You doubted a twenty-four-year-old man could take care of another life?”

      “When I first met you years ago, I doubted you could take care of a goldfish. Let alone your sister.”

      Honestly, I don’t blame her. I wonder how I haven’t messed up either.

      “Now, I know you must be wondering why I called you in so early.” Her posture immediately stiffens. “As your manager, Levi, I want what’s best for you. Always remember that when you don’t agree with the decisions I make. I know you will not be a happy man, walking out of here today. But please let me explain before you overreact.”

      Nodding stiffly, I tighten my grip on the little girl in my lap.

      “Have you seen what’s been trending lately on every single social media platform?”

      Shaking my head, I remind her I’m not active on social media. I have accounts, but I logged out of them a while ago. The false shit I had seen about myself made my blood boil. And I’d decided it wasn’t a good place for me.

      “It seems you and Amelia Drakos were spotted together one night at a bar. Paparazzi captured what looks like an intimate moment between the two of you.”

      “An intimate moment?” I scoff, leaning closer to my delusional manager. “We were arguing. There wasn’t anything romantic about the entire interaction.”

      What the hell is going on?

      “I believe you. I really do.” She waves her hand. “But the two of you are trending. People think you have a secret, scandalous relationship. And since the first image came out a couple of days ago, our streams have doubled.”

      It takes a lot for me not to jump up and shake some sense into her, but I get up calmly and place my still-sleeping sister on the couch before heading back to my seat. I feel my entire body tense up as Fay watches me for my reaction.

      “A couple of days ago? How come I wasn’t informed of these rumors as soon as they came out?”

      “We wanted to see if they would die down. However, as days pass, everyone seems to love the idea of two rivals in love.” She takes a deep breath. “If we’re looking to increase your popularity, this opportunity they have presented us with seems like a fantastic idea.”

      “Who, and what opportunity?” My head feels like it’s going to explode. I think I know where this is going, and I don’t like it.

      The door behind me slowly opens, and I’m actually scared to look back.

      “This will be good for both of you to hear together.” Fay sends me an apologetic smile.

      Mustering up enough courage, I turn slowly, and my eyes clash with a just-as-worried Amelia Drakos.

      “We have something to tell you guys,” her manager says, walking farther into the room, leaving Amelia at the doorway.

      I bet they do, and whatever it is, they’re giving us the impression that it will change our lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          

      

    

    







            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The team never calls me into the studio without my brothers. Even I know I’m not the star of the band, so why in the world am I being ushered into a room that Levi Miller is in?

      I crave to send my brothers an SOS message because this can’t be any good.

      “Amelia, dear, sit, please. I’m Fay, by the way. Just in case you forgot,” Triple Threat’s manager says with a kind smile, waving me over to the empty chair beside Levi.

      Walking on my shaky feet, I spot an adorable little girl sleeping peacefully on a couch. Folding my sweaty hands in my lap, I sit. I feel my rival’s intense gaze pinned on me, but I refuse to look at him.

      “We already filled in Amelia before we came down here,” Justin explains.

      “Okay, so there are rumors of us dating, which are quite ridiculous since everyone knows we hate each other. But can you just cut to the chase as to why we’re here? There’s always going to be false news spreading like wildfire about people like us,” Levi says while leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “I was getting to that,” Justin grumbles, rolling his eyes unprofessionally at Levi. “Since the tabloids and everyone have been fantasizing over this potential relationship, both of the band’s socials, streams, and following base have tripled. Have you two ever heard of a publicity stunt?”

      Oh God … no. My heart drops.

      “Do you think we’re stupid?” Levi raises a brow.

      For once, I agree with him.

      Justin sends him a glare. “A lot of actors and singers have used publicity stunts to their advantage to gain more success. And after we talked”—he motions to Fay—“we decided we can’t pass up this incredible opportunity. You two, from today until we say so, will be fake dating.”

      Bomb dropped.

      What?

      I feel like I’m shaking … am I? Because I’m ten seconds away from barfing into my lap.

      We’ve been doing fine for years. What will we gain from this if we’re already at the top? I’m so angry that the team is so blinded by money that they’re going to make me fake date our rival, who I’m supposed to stay far away from.

      All the air in my lungs disappears, leaving me a gasping mess. I’m pretty sure my jaw fell to the floor because this can’t be real. I’m living a horrible, bad dream.

      Someone, please wake me.

      “What?” Levi breathes out in utter disbelief. “Isn’t this something we should talk about before making a final decision?”

      “You both signed contracts.” Justin shrugs his shoulders, sending an unapologetic smile Levi’s way. “You signed your rights away when you entered Hollywood. Therefore, the decision has already been made for the two of you.”

      If I were Justin, I would be quite scared of Levi. He looks like he’s ready to pounce. And I wouldn’t hold him back if he did.

      I can’t seem to say anything. My world has been completely flipped upside down sending me spiraling into a mindset I don’t like.

      Fake date my enemy? How is any of this a good idea? He’s part of a band we’re trying to beat in the charts. I would never have thought that them moving into this studio would put me into this position. After all, the entire team hates Triple Threat. What has changed?

      Oh my God, my brothers will be furious when they find out. No wonder I was told to come alone. I can’t do this. I can’t pretend to be in love with the one man I hate deeply.

      What is the team thinking? How could they do this to me?

      “Amelia, honey, you look like you saw a ghost. Tell us what’s on your mind,” Fay says.

      She sends me a warm smile, and I’m immediately filled with jealousy that she isn’t my manager.

      “I’m shocked, and I’m confused about how this makes sense. We’re rivals. We don’t like each other,” I stutter, giving in and meeting his dark gaze. Eyes so green that they scream danger.

      “We know you guys can do this—” Fay begins before Justin rudely interrupts her.

      “We would hope you guys don’t like each other. But you’re going to pretend. Your entire career depends on the press. It doesn’t matter if it’s good press or bad. This will be the biggest scandal of the year.” Justin is on the edge of his seat in excitement. “And that brings on attention, money, and fame.” He laughs, leaning back in his seat.

      Levi shakes his head in evident annoyance. “This isn’t fair. What the fuck? I can’t pretend to be in a relationship with someone I can’t stand.” He sends his manager a desperate look. “We’ll get streams a different way.”

      “Levi, this isn’t a forever thing. We’re just asking you guys to follow our instructions for a couple of months.” Fay sends Justin a glare, understanding he’s not helping our panic.

      “You guys just need to be seen out in public, go to events together, post pictures of one another on social media. It will be easy. And by the end of this arrangement, you guys will be the superstars in the music industry.”

      I shake my head. Is my life a joke? I can’t believe I have to pretend to like the ignorant man beside me. I’m not an actor. I’m a singer. And I’m already a superstar in the music industry.

      “We’ve sent you both a picture to re-create. Post it on your socials with no caption this week. The quicker, the better.” Justin stands and straightens his shirt. “Let’s make this fake relationship as smooth as possible. If you have questions, I’ll be in my office.”

      Justin leaves without looking back, and I’m still glued to my chair in shock.

      “Fay, we can’t do this.” Levi pushes his glasses further up his nose. “There’s no way this is going to be believable.”

      “Please, there has to be something we can do,” I plead.

      “There isn’t. I’m sorry. We see the numbers growing rapidly because of your rumored relationship. People are eating it up. However, I’ll try to make it bearable for the two of you.”

      “Do my brothers know?” I ask, hoping I won’t have to break the news.

      She shakes her head with a small smile. As she stands from her desk, I beg her with my eyes to not leave me alone with him.

      “I’m going to leave you two alone to talk. I know this is a lot to take in. But you’ll thank us later.”

      As I watch my only hope that this agreement won’t happen vanish from my sight, I realize that this man is going to drive me insane for months, and I have no choice but to let him.
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      The news was worse than I’d thought. Way worse.

      If I’m thinking logically, I understand how we can benefit from this. But we’ve gotten to where we are right now without anyone’s help. And the shitty thing about this is the fact that we have no say. And Justin’s right. We gave away our freedom when we signed the contract, but I didn’t think I would ever have to fake date someone.

      That means I have to touch her, talk to her, and be in her presence …

      I’m scared for myself. She’s a beautiful girl. I can’t deny that even though I can’t stand her. Why couldn’t she not look how she does? It would make this a lot easier.

      The shittiest thing about this all is how both teams brushed our concerns off and acted like we had no say in what went on in our lives. This is my image that might be destroyed just because some people are money hungry. That’s fucking ridiculous.

      I don’t want to gain more success because of the Drakos siblings. That might as well be soap in my mouth.

      Justin also acted like a complete dick, and I hoped Amelia would speak up and defend herself. I almost did. But I caught myself. He really needs a reality check that he’s not his own boss. He works for her. I can’t stand men who feel more powerful than women because they have a dick hanging between their legs.

      “Who’s that?” Amelia’s soft voice breaks the tense silence.

      I glance over and find her gaze pinned on my little sister.

      “That’s my sister,” I grumble, cracking my neck.

      From the corner of my eye, I see her nod.

      “She’s adorable. What happened to you?” Her fingers fiddle with a necklace. “Do you have anything to say? I can feel the heat coming off your body. Might as well be on fire,” she mumbles, picking at her nails nervously.

      “What is there to say? You’re going to make my life a living hell for the next few months, and I have no choice but to put up with it. I’m trying not to think about it,” I grumble, gliding a hand through my hair in a frustrated manner.

      “I’m going to make your life hell? Says the king of insults. You don’t even know my brothers. They’ll be furious with this,” she scoffs, turning her body to face me.

      “I don’t want this just as much as you don’t.” I gesture to myself. “And, yeah, I’m trying to erase your brothers from my head.”

      A tiny part of me feels sorry that she’s forced to deal with me. Just a small percentage though.

      This is the very first time in my life that I’m completely speechless. I have no idea what to say, other than I’m furious at the world. Amelia and I don’t get along. And for a good reason. We’re each other’s competition. Every interaction, we have ended up in a fight, and when I look at her face, I only see her cocky brothers.

      How am I going to convince people I’m in love with her?

      “Well, there’s honestly nothing I can say right now that will measure up to how angry I am. But we should exchange phone numbers.” She extends her phone to me with her Contacts already open.

      Raising my eyebrows, I muse, “I always knew you wanted my number. Jumping on the first opportunity, huh?” Putting in my number and my name, I hand it back to her and smile at her glare.

      “You’re so full of it. Knowing you, my phone will suddenly come down with a virus, just from getting your number,” she says with a roll of her eyes.

      I watch, curious, as she types frantically on her phone. She now grins.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, nothing.” She shrugs while flicking her silky hair over her shoulder.

      Thoughts of fisting her hair as I bend her over my knee and spank that attitude out of her consume my head. Making my dick spark to life.

      I’m blaming that reaction on the fact that I haven’t been able to find a release in weeks. Taking care of a little kid has really made my sex life nonexistent.

      I edge closer to where she sits. “Show me.”

      Sending me a smirk, she shows me her phone. And I scoff at what I’m assuming is now my name.

      “Mr. Meathead. Real creative.”

      This girl drives me crazy, and our fake dating just started.

      “I think it fits your personality to a T.” Dropping her phone into her lap, she sends me a serious look. “We don’t have to go over ground rules, do we? I think they’re very obvious.”

      “Spare me the boredom. This relationship is just professional. We get our jobs done, and we’ll leave each other alone.”

      She extends her hand to me, and I eye it carefully before placing my palm in hers. I try to ignore the unwanted electricity that travels throughout my entire arm when my rough skin meets hers.

      I yank my hand from hers, and she stands on shaky legs.

      “Text me when you want to meet up to take the picture.”

      Nodding once without looking her way, I hear her sweet voice call from behind me, “And, Mr. Meathead, don’t take that handshake as a truce. I’ll make your life a living hell if you make me feel that way.” Laughter is evident in her tone when she says quickly, “Try not to jump in excitement when I walk out of this door.”

      Before I can say something snarky back, she shuts the door behind her. Leaving me to hear my pounding heartbeat in my ears.

      I’m truly fucked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the boys find out about the torture I’m going to endure, Axel screams like a little girl and complains why he wasn’t given the opportunity. He almost convinces me I need hearing aids after his loud rant. That guy’s voice will be the death of me. But Rowan is silent. I don’t think he likes this just as much as me.

      The team proved to me today that they’re shit. They should’ve called and talked to me before making a final decision. Instead, they poured a huge bucket of cold water on my head. That’s what it felt like, hearing I had to fake date the person I think about during my long nights of practicing, who I think about while pushing myself to be better.

      Now, I have to date her. Pretend I’m in love, go on dates, go to events, hug, and kiss …

      She might as well be an arrow to my heart.
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      “You need to fake date who?” my scary brother’s voice booms, making me flinch at the sudden loudness.

      It seems all Elijah can do is stare at me with wide eyes, and Trinity is slightly smirking behind her furious boyfriend. I hate that she’s enjoying this arrangement. She sends me a quick wink before Leonidas whips around to glare at her.

      “Babe, Team Drakos, remember?”

      “How could I forget it when you remind me every day?” She sends him a smile.

      He scoffs, rolling his eyes, “We’ll talk later, missy.” When he turns to face me, his glare is full force again. “Why the fuck are you fake dating Levi fucking Miller?”

      I don’t think anyone is madder than me, and if someone acts that way, I might just punch them in the face. “I already told you. Please don’t make me explain this again.” I sigh in exhaustion.

      “We’re just shocked and mad—that’s all. I can’t imagine what you’re feeling.” Elijah clasps my hand in his. Giving me a comforting smile.

      “I don’t understand why this is necessary,” Leonidas grunts. “We’re already number one on the charts. We’re not going to benefit from this. I need to talk to the team about this.”

      I shrug my shoulders, defeated. “Don’t bother. They’re not willing to listen. I tried. We all know our team only cares about gaining more money. They don’t care about us, and they never will.”

      Elijah pinches his nose in frustration. “They’ve taken this too far this time. This is literally idiotic. I don’t want that guy anywhere near her,” he expresses to Leonidas.

      “You think I do?” Leonidas’s laugh is anything but joyful. “It’s taking everything in me not to go to the studio and beat the living shit out of everyone. I bet this was all Triple Threats’ idea. They’re the ones seeking more fame.”

      At first, I thought that, too, but after seeing Levi’s mortified expression, I changed my mind. He was definitely as shocked as I was.

      Silence fills the room, and all four of us look at one another. Hoping the other has an idea that can get me out of this. But we’re tied to an invisible rope. We signed our lives away. I can’t get out of this, no matter what I do.

      I’m stuck.

      “Why didn’t they talk to us about this?” Elijah says, stress clouding his normally happy face.

      “Have they ever talked to us about stuff?” I reply blankly.

      “Nope.” Leonidas shakes his head. He lowers his voice. “I’m sorry, Amelia. I wish there were something I could do. I hate that you have to do this.”

      I nod, unable to find words.

      I feel so defeated that I’m just accepting my fate.

      “If anyone can put this guy in his place, Amelia, it’s you. You got this, girl,” Trinity adds in softly. “It’s not permanent. You can do this.”

      Elijah tries to lighten the mood. “Let’s hope she doesn’t kill him.”

      “If I see him touching her while I’m around, Amelia is not the one you have to be worried about,” Leonidas points out with a frown.

      “There won’t be any unnecessary touching,” I mutter, not wanting to be around him for even a second.

      My brothers are handling the situation better than I expected. We all know deep down that we just have to deal with this and move on. The faster we accept my horrible fate, the faster this will be over.

      This isn’t a forever thing …
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        * * *

      

      “I’m just saying!” Trinity exclaims when I shove her shoulder from where we sit, cross-legged, on my bed, chatting away. “He’s not the worst-looking guy you could fake date.”

      I raise an eyebrow at the very obvious matchmaker. “How would my brother react if he heard you talking like this?”

      She points a finger at me. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?”

      I shake my head at her. “Trinity, every single time I see his smug face, all I want to do is punch it.”

      Lying on her stomach, Trinity places her chin in her palm and stares up at me. “You realize you’re talking to a romance reader, right? My favorite tropes are enemies to lovers and forbidden romance. I would totally write a book about your relationship.”

      I throw my hands up, getting tired of repeating myself. “There will be no future book if there isn’t a relationship to base it on.” I roll my eyes at her.

      “But just imagine!” She laughs, sitting up and throwing a pillow at my face.

      Grabbing the same object she just assaulted my face with, I whip it at her face more forcefully. “I have a horrible imagination!”

      “I’ll help you—”

      I slap a hand to her mouth, but she keeps talking behind my hand as I give her a pointed glare. “You done?”

      Snatching my hand away, she smirks. “Nope.”

      “Trinity, do you not understand my anxiety? I have to fake date Levi Miller. The man who came into our studio and immediately acted like a jerk, like he’s a king and we’re his peasants. I spilled coffee on his hand by accident and handed him tissues from the goodness of my heart, but he refused to take them with a look of disgust on his face. Not to mention, the night at the club, we made eye contact, and he gave me his middle finger. Oh, and he brought my pussy into an argument with my brother,” I stress, watching my best friend’s excitement vanish from her face.

      “Yeah, that was pretty messed up.” She winces.

      “And now, I have to pretend to be in love with him,” I scoff, feeling like the entire world is falling onto my shoulders. “I can’t even be in a room with him without wanting to punch that stupid smirk off his face.”

      “I would be just as mad as you, but when you’re feeling upset about the situation, just remember, this isn’t a forever thing, okay?”

      Nodding, I give her a small smile and pretend to be okay when all I want to do is crawl into a ball and cry.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes land on my alarm clock. It’s two in the morning, and my eyes refuse to get tired. I hate the night the most. I always find myself tossing and turning until I’m left in the silence of my thoughts. Being in the dark only makes me feel more alone.

      My stomach growls, and I cry silently onto my pillow. The silk fabric absorbs the salty liquid that runs down my cheeks at a slow pace.

      I ate dinner today. I didn’t have a choice as I sat with my brothers around the dinner table. For the past couple of weeks, I’ve found it easier to pretend I’m doing better than to feel like I’m being a bother to everyone else.

      What made me feel guiltier was throwing up my dinner in the quietness of my bathroom after counting the calories, knowing I’m playing everyone around me.

      I hate that.

      But I’m tired. I’m so tired.
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a couple of days since the total bombshell of having to fake date Amelia was announced. And I haven’t heard a word from her. I can’t contact her myself since I gave her my number. So, I’m waiting impatiently for a message from her. Our teams said we have one week to post a photo on her social media.

      Time is ticking.

      And as much as I don’t want to do this, I really don’t want to hear my team whining. Hey, if they complain to me, I’ll be my inner child and point fingers at her.

      “Lee,” Stella whines. When I take my eyes off the mac and cheese I’m making her for dinner, she pouts. “Your phone is dinging like crazy! It’s hurting my ears.”

      She extends my phone up to me, and I smile and take it from her grasp.

      “Thanks, princess.”

      Glancing down at the screen, I see five emails from Justin and Amelia as they talk back and forth, making me run a hand down my face.

      Make the pictures sexy.

      A picture better be posted soon.

      Meet up tonight if you have to.

      Re-create the picture I sent you.

      I don’t think anyone has ever irritated me more than this guy does. It makes me wonder how Times Three has put up with him for as long as they have.

      Expecting a text from Amelia any second, I turn off the stove and drain the water from the pasta before dumping the cheese pack into the noodles and stirring it. Making a plate for Stella, I walk over to where she sits and place it in front of her.

      “Bon appétit,” I tell Stella.

      Her tiny fingers clench her spoon, and she smiles at me as she stuffs a bite into her mouth.

      My phone dings. I knew it. Taking my eyes off my sunshine, I glance at the message from Amelia.

      
        
          
            
              
        Amelia

      

      
        When do you want to take this stupid picture?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirk down at the text message, sensing her distaste.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Never.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m a dick, but this girl makes me act out like I’m a teenager, and I’m just going to embrace it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I’m free right now. Come to my place.

      

      

      

      

      

      She doesn’t reply to any of my messages, so I just fire off my address before cleaning my kitchen to keep my head busy.

      Is she coming over?

      Am I nervous?

      No, no, no.

      She’s just a girl … a girl I’m going to have to fake date for months.

      I didn’t let myself think about this arrangement for a long time after our meeting. I didn’t want to dwell on it. There are more important things I need to worry about.

      Like how I’m a recovering alcoholic who didn’t go to rehab …

      But I’m pretty damn proud of myself. The urge to drink hasn’t dimmed; it’s always here, bothering the shit out of me. If anything, it’s just intensified. Yet whenever I crave the one thing I can’t have, I think of Stella. In my sick mind, I picture her being ripped away from me. I imagine her screams and tears streaming down her face. And how I would feel empty. Useless. That keeps me in check. Because if anyone ever finds out I’m an alcoholic, that’s exactly what would happen.

      The doorbell snaps me out of my thoughts, and I spot Stella perk up from her chair. She always gets excited when someone comes over.

      “Go to the family room and keep eating, princess. I’m going to get the door.”

      I’m trying to teach her not to run excitedly to the door, just in case it isn’t anyone we know.

      Nodding her tiny head, she runs off with her food. I shouldn’t feel as tense as I do. But as I get closer to my front door, all I want to do is walk in the opposite direction and hide.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Why, hello there, Meathead,” Amelia says when I swing the door open. Her smug smile makes me want to slam it shut right in her face. “If I walk in here, will you kill me?”

      I gesture for her to come inside without saying anything back. She brushes past me, and I’m hit with the warm smell of vanilla. The sweet smell runs through my bones, making me ache to step a little closer to the girl I shouldn’t even be thinking about.

      “Have you seen the picture we have to re-create?”

      Her fingers, covered in gold rings, clench the strap of her purse, and I zone in on the slight tremble.

      Shaking my head, I stride into my kitchen with her trailing behind me. “I haven’t seen the pictures.”

      Dropping her purse on my counter, she sighs. “Do you not check your emails?” She raises her perfectly plucked brow. “That’s pretty unprofessional.”

      I shrug. “I do, but only from important people.”

      She laughs. “The more time we spend together, the more I understand why this agreement is necessary.”

      Now, it’s my turn to raise a brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “If you don’t answer your emails and pay attention to what’s going on around you, you’re not going to reach the top.”

      “We’re hovering right below you on the charts.” I snort, getting irritated at her cockiness. “I don’t need advice from you.”

      “Well”—she shrugs, looking at me with a soft smile—“then why am I here? You obviously need me.”

      If my life has proven anything to me, it’s that I don’t need anybody. I got here on my own, and I’m doing just fine.

      “None of this”—I gesture between us as we stand on opposite sides of my kitchen island—“was my idea. And cockiness doesn’t look good on you.”

      She rolls her eyes, like I’m an inconvenience to her. “You really are something else. Let’s just get this over and done with before I catch your disease.” She doesn’t miss a beat before her phone is sliding across the countertop.

      Glancing down at the photo of the couple on her phone, I frown and scoff. There’s no way in hell …

      “Trust me, I don’t like this any more than you do,” she mutters, seeing my shocked expression.

      As she crosses her arms across her chest, I can’t help but cast my gaze to her breasts. They look amazing in the tank top she’s wearing. I wonder if she did that on purpose.

      She snaps her fingers right in my face. “My eyes are up here, perv.”

      I scoff as she talks, more frustrated that she caught me ogling her chest.

      “Where do you want to do this?”

      I push off the counter and walk to my bedroom, smiling slightly when I hear her groan and her light footsteps following me. I love making her frustrated.

      I haven’t had a girl in here in a while. If anyone found out when my last lay was, they would laugh in my face. So, having a beautiful girl in here after so long makes Levi Junior think he’s going to have a little fun.

      “Your bedroom, Mr. Miller,” she hums, looking around.

      I watch as I stand at the foot of my bed.

      Placing her hands on her hips, she frowns. “I know you’re going to make a lot of money off of me. But skip the seducing in here to a minimum. It’s unneeded,” she teases.

      That smart mouth.

      “The way your hands were shaking a few moments ago gave me the impression you would jump into my bed at any opportunity,” I muse, looking at her over my glasses. “Am I mistaken, Drakos?”

      She gives me a once-over before grinning. “Where’s your off button?” And unfortunately, she continues, flashing me her dimple in a small smile, “And since we’re confessing impressions of one another, you kind of remind me of a thirteen-year-old boy who just discovered he has a dick and how to use it.”

      “I’m not the one making dick jokes.” I chuckle, watching her closely in my dimly lit room.

      I curse myself for not turning on more lights. It just makes this more intense than it needs to be.

      “I’m just trying to match your vibe, Meathead.”

      I know she thinks I don’t notice that being in my presence makes her nervous, and just the thought that I affect her in any way is greater than any high.

      Stepping closer to where she stands, I spit out with sarcasm, “I know you’re trying to spend as much time as you can with me. Let’s get this show on the road. Did you bring what we need?”

      Reaching back, I pull my shirt off in one fluid motion, knowing I need to be shirtless.

      “You really are something,” she mutters as she digs into her purse and pulls out what I assume is red lipstick. Her eyes snap to my bare chest, and she groans. “Ugh, I’m going to disinfect my lips after this.”

      I nod my chin toward my master bath, deciding to play along with her this time. “I have some wipes in my bathroom.”

      Swallowing tightly, she walks to my bathroom, and from where I stand, I see her applying a layer onto her plump pink lips.

      Oh God. I curse both our teams for picking this picture. Out of everything they could’ve picked, why an intimate one? They’re putting us in a scenario where she has to drag her lips all over my skin, and I wish she didn’t look like a supermodel while doing it.

      “Are you coming in here or not?” she asks through the door in a steady voice.
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      I had to mentally prepare myself before coming here to take the first picture. The picture millions of people are going to see, thinking I’m dating my rival …

      How are my die-hard fans not going to get upset after this comes out? I’m going to look like a traitor. How will that not hurt people?

      I hate my team. I hate that they’re making me anger my family, potentially upset my fans, while forcing me to do something I’m uncomfortable with.

      I always imagined my future boyfriend to be sweet, basically a charming prince … but as my fake boyfriend walks through the door and leans against the frame, he’s anything but that. He’s the morally gray rock star who I know would destroy those dreams.

      And as he stands, just looking at me with those damn glasses on his face, I know, in another life, I would let him destroy those fantasies.

      “Where do you want me, ma’am?” His husky voice brings me down to earth.

      Tearing my eyes from his own darkened ones, I pat the counter as my response. Walking over, he leans against the counter while facing me. Letting out a tense breath, I scream at myself to focus and breathe.

      You’re a bad bitch, Amelia.

      Yet whenever he’s near, I feel anything but that. I sense he can peel away my layers and read every thought and emotion I’m feeling. And I hate that.

      “You look as pale as a ghost. Don’t worry; I don’t bite, Drakos.”

      Looking up from his chest, which is covered in tattoos, I meet his eyes. I’m scared. I’m terrified of putting myself out there on the internet as his girlfriend. Not only because he’s off-limits and I’m going to look like I’m betraying my brothers, but I also know this will bring so much attention to me, making the haters ten times louder in my head.

      I’m not strong enough for this. I like to blend in, not stand out.

      A distant look of understanding makes his moody eyes seem lighter until the look vanishes and I’m left with Mr. Morally Gray.

      “Mind closing the door so my little sister doesn’t see this? She should be occupied for hours while she’s watching her tablet, but you never know.”

      Nodding, I push the door closed, shutting us away from the rest of the world. Levi’s tall, lean frame is now ten times more intimidating. He towers above me and makes me feel like he’s taking up all the space in this bathroom.

      I look up through my lashes before settling back on his muscular chest. Let me tell you, this guy probably has the best-looking abs and biceps I’ve ever seen—and I’ve seen plenty of models in person.

      I step closer to him, and my nose almost hits his warm, bare chest. Mustering up all the courage and bravery left in me, I place my lips on his hot collarbone and leave a kiss mark before coming back up and leaving a kiss on his neck. All while the grumpy man above me tenses at my touch. His breathing deepens, causing an unwanted spark of need to shoot between my legs.

      He smells even better than I let myself imagine.

      No, no, no.

      I continue to place kisses all over his pulsing neck and collarbone, then descend onto my knees before him and start kissing his abs. From all the way down here, I feel so small compared to him, like he could crush me if he wanted to.

      As my lips travel over the droolworthy dips on his stomach, I didn’t think he could get any more rigid. But the man standing before me resembles more of a statue than a human. A feeling I haven’t felt in a while sparks within me. I feel some pride, knowing I affect him, and I decide I want to play with him a little. Just like how he does to me. My lips trail down closer to his defined V, and his gray sweatpants leave nothing to my imagination.

      As I place my lips on his skin, his body slightly jerks, reacting to my lingering touch. Suddenly, he’s pulling my chin up with a finger, and I meet his sinful gaze and nearly melt on the floor.

      “Playing with fire, are you, darling?” He pushes my chin up even more to where it cannot go any further. His dark voice whispers, “I don’t think you want to do that.”

      What in the world is going on?

      His thumb brushes against my mouth, and before I can think, I open my mouth and bite it slightly. All the while looking up at him through my lashes. At the moment, I’m at his mercy. On my knees, his finger in my mouth.

      Oh God, what am I doing? This wasn’t part of the plan, and it never will be.

      My teeth unclamp from his thumb as I look away, not wanting to see his reaction to my sudden boldness. I’m so stupid. That wasn’t a good idea at all. Rising from my knees, I place my hands on his broad shoulders and feel his muscles bunch as I lean in close and kiss his smooth, chiseled cheek.

      Mouth agape, he steps away from me, opens the bathroom door, and leaves me alone with only my quickened heartbeat.

      Okay then …

      Hand to my chest, I try to regain my composure.

      He’s your rival, Amelia. Calm down.

      I take a minute to compose myself before joining him in his bedroom. As soon as he spots me, his muscular body lies back on his bed, creating a fantasy in my head that isn’t welcome. Not wanting to waste any more time, I walk toward him, but what I don’t expect is for him to grab my thigh. His fingers grip me firmly, sending a shot of electricity throughout my entire leg before I’m pulled to straddle his lap.

      I feel his fingers long after he lets go, but the defined and slightly hard cock beneath my bum betrays his desire and makes it hard for me to think about anything else.

      Desire that I created. That feels good.

      I didn’t think it could get any more intense than it’d been in the bathroom, but as I mess up his hair and look down at him, I already find him watching me intently. Above him, I feel powerful. His chest is bare with my kiss marks all over his tatted skin, and his glasses … oh my gosh.

      They’re not good for my sanity.

      Placing a hand on his chest, I pull out my phone and take a few pictures of my thighs straddling his torso while also making sure his darkened face is visible. Looking down at my screen, I gulp at the phone. Yep, the photos are definitely going to break the internet. My brothers are going to be so pissed.

      I should get off his lap, but he’s like Medusa. I’ve turned into complete stone with a wild beating heart while just looking at him.

      A gasp leaves my lips when, suddenly, he reaches up and wraps a hand around my neck and pulls my face centimeters from his lips.

      “You’re stupid if you don’t get off my dick in the next ten seconds. Or else we’d both better hope my sister has fallen asleep for the night.”

      My past self would scream at me if she knew what I was about to do. But he makes me so mad. Why do I want to do things I would have never done before? But somehow, I feel confident. I don’t care that he’s my rival and the only important people in my life hate him. I just want to feel sexy, wanted … needed.

      I hate that he’s the only one who makes me feel this way.

      Placing my arms on either side of his head and smiling an almost-wicked smile, I push my hips back and grind slowly on his dick before moving them in a circle. I chuckle when I feel him harden to the point where it must be painful, and before he can say anything or grab my hips, I straighten up and hop off his bed.

      My shaky legs almost make me tumble to the floor as I quickly grab my purse and exit his room without looking back. Smiling, I tiptoe past his sleeping sister on the couch when I hear him curse.

      Amelia: 1.

      Meathead: 0.
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      The past week has been total chaos.

      After we took the photo, Amelia posted it only a couple of hours later, and my life definitely changed. And maybe not for the better.

      Yes, sales have been going up at a rapid pace. But all this unwanted attention is not something I’m used to. And I don’t think I’ll ever be okay with random strangers all around the world being invested in my life.

      Before my fake relationship was posted, I could walk around town without getting swarmed by the paparazzi. Now? Well, that’s a totally different story. I can’t go anywhere without tons of people following me, screaming different things at me. And it always has something to do with Amelia and her brothers.

      I’m tired of this fake relationship, and it just started. I’ve heard the name Times Three one too many times.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Rowan comes into sight, worry all over his face.

      Today is a bad day. So, when I felt the slight trembles in my body, I drove to my bandmates’ house to distract myself—and for them to watch me.

      Stella loves going to Axel and Rowan’s house, and they adore it just as much. That thought couldn’t make me happier because I know she has someone else besides me to look out for her.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Why?” I answer simply, looking at my bandmate like he’s crazy.

      He pulls out a chair beside me and focuses his attention on me. “You’ve seemed tense lately—that’s all.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I shrug. “Life is just weird right now. I’m not used to all the attention, and my mom called me the other day again.”

      I know exactly why I’m getting frequent calls from her now. I refuse to “help” her, so, now, I’m going to get spammed until I do.

      “Block her ass.”

      No one gets it. Once I hit the Block button, I’ll bid her good-bye forever. And that’s too hard. I can’t do that right now without reaching for a bottle.

      “Says the guy who still hasn’t blocked his ex’s ass after months.”

      Slouching in his seat, he places a hand on his chest. “If you saw her glow-up, you wouldn’t blame me.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “She cheated on you,” I point out. “I think I would block her. I’m toxic like that.”

      Rowan chuckles, hitting my biceps. “Something we agree on. You’re really toxic. I wish you had come with a warning label all those years ago.”

      “Remember the torture I’m enduring right now so you can continue to live here.” I gesture around us.

      “I don’t know why you’re acting like it’s the worst thing in the world. Amelia is stunning. Probably the most lusted-after girl in the world. I would spend every minute possible with her.”

      “Luckily, you and I aren’t the same. I have brains; you don’t.”

      His mouth falls agape.

      If only he knew how much of a smart mouth she has or how she pushes my buttons until I feel like I’m going insane. It seems that Little Miss Sunshine isn’t very happy, like she portrays to the world.

      “Lee!” my sister calls me from somewhere in the house.

      “You’re lucky there’s a child present,” Rowan states, throwing me a smile.

      “Or else what?” I muse.

      “I would beat your ass. I finished senior-year math with a D. Dumb people fail.”

      Is this guy for real?

      “That’s one grade away from failing. You call that a win?”

      “Yes.” He nods. “Yes, I do.”

      “Lee!” An out-of-breath Stella comes up to me and scolds when she sees me sitting, “I was calling you.”

      “I heard,” I admitted with a smile.

      “And you ignored me?”

      “I wasn’t ignoring you, princess. I was just talking to Rowan.”

      Climbing onto my lap, she winds her tiny arms around my neck. “I saw you on TV.”

      “Oh, really?” I say while brushing a piece of curly brown hair behind her ear.

      She aggressively nods. “You looked handsome.”

      I can sense Axel coming up behind me.

      “It’s sad that your sister is the only person who calls you handsome,” he whispers in my ear, and all I want to do is elbow him where the sun doesn’t shine.

      Choosing to ignore the five-year-old, I focus on the actual child. “Thank you, Stella.”

      “But why were there legs on top of you?” She raises a tiny eyebrow.

      My heart jumps in my chest, making oxygen evaporate from my lungs. Of course my sister saw the not-so-PG picture of me.

      “Well, let’s change the subject,” I say a little too excitedly while clapping my hands and glaring at my best friends.
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        * * *

      

      There’s nothing worse than being stuck in an elevator with Leonidas Drakos.

      After practicing for hours, I decided I needed a break and clicked the elevator button. But to my surprise, when the door opened, the grumpiest Drakos sibling was in there. Glaring right back at me. I considered taking the stairs, but turning around and walking away would only make me look weak.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” he muses, fidgeting with a chain around his neck.

      The distance between us isn’t enough, even as he stands on the other side of the elevator.

      “I’m glad to know I make you nervous.” I decide to push his buttons, nodding my chin at his hands. “Your sister was pretty nervous, too, the other night.”

      Straightening from where he was leaning against the elevator wall, he takes a step toward me. “I don’t want to even hear you whisper her name around me.”

      “Gonna have to get used to it. Your shit management put me in this position.”

      I would love to see his face if he found out his sweet sister had been rubbing her pussy all over my dick. But that’s a confession for another day. Thank God the elevator dings and the doors open, but neither of us makes an effort to move.

      “You hurt my sister, and I’ll find a way to ruin your entire life.” Clasping my shoulder, he squeezes. “I promise you that.”

      He leaves without letting me reply back, but I’m sure I would let him destroy me if I did hurt her.
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      “You’re supposed to be on my side!” I scold my best friend, feeling her betrayal deep in my heart.

      “I am on your side, so that’s exactly why I support this,” she whines as I snatch my phone from her grasp.

      “There’s nothing to support. How many times do I have to tell you?” I give her an exhausted look. My fingers twiddle with the stem of a chocolate-covered strawberry.

      Chocolate-covered strawberries are my favorite. I wish I didn’t feel so guilty after eating them. But they’re the one thing I get excited about consuming. And Trinity knows that, so she made me some.

      I nearly cried at the kind gesture.

      “But that was the hottest picture ever. I can’t stop thinking about it, and it’s been two weeks …” She trails off with a giant smile on her face.

      “Two long weeks.” I sigh and plop down onto the bed she shares with my brother.

      The hate that I had expected to get came full force, but there were also a lot of people who were excited about our forbidden relationship. But I decided it was best to delete Instagram and Twitter off my phone. Whenever I take a social media break, I always become happier and healthier, but it’s hard to stay off.

      “You have lots of events coming up. Are you going with him?”

      I shrug, dreading my future. “Probably. Everyone thinks he’s my boyfriend. It would be weird if we didn’t, and that was the entire purpose of this.”

      After I posted that photo, both of our teams met up and explained how our sales and streams doubled in just a few days. And to be quite honest, I’m not surprised they did. Everyone loves a good scandal. I just wish I weren’t the one who had to go through this. The teams also wanted more content from us. They pushed us to go out so we’d be seen in public. But thinking about reaching out to him for absolutely anything has my skin crawling.

      “The devil …” Trinity says randomly, breaking me out of my thoughts.

      “Huh?”

      Is this girl on drugs?

      She rolls her eyes from where she lies beside me, reading on her Kindle. “He’s calling you,” she points out before going back to reading.

      Dropping the paperback I’m reading onto my stomach—and I’m only reading it because Trinity is making me—I realize Justin is calling. Ugh.

      “Hey, Justin.”

      “You are to be at Levi’s house in thirty minutes. His manager has already warned him. We want you guys to do an Instagram live. Talk all about your relationship, where you met …” He pauses. “But make it believable. We’ll be watching.”

      I scoff. Do these people not think I have a life? And hello to you too.

      “What if I wasn’t home and had plans?”

      “Then, you would cancel them,” he answers simply. “See you on Instagram!” Justin cheerfully says before hanging up on me.

      I throw my phone on her bed, and I groan.

      It’s like my management team always knows when I’m relaxing and wants me to be constantly working.

      I fill in Trinity, and she looks just as mad as I feel.

      “You guys can’t live like this anymore. They’re not treating you like humans. You guys are practically slaves.”

      “We can’t do anything, Trin. We signed the papers. The only thing we can do is wait it out.”

      She nods before sitting straight with a conflicted look on her face. “What if we find a way to destroy it from the inside?”

      When I raise an eyebrow, she looks toward her closed bedroom door. “There must be a crack in this entire system that we can take advantage of. And once you’re out, you can be independent singers.”

      My brothers and I have been trying for years. We can’t think of anything else that would possibly set us free.

      “I think I have an idea, but I’ll wait for your brothers to be home as well.”

      I’m trying to have faith that whatever her idea is, we haven’t thought of it before. But my brothers and I aren’t used to being faithful anymore. Not for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t know how I winded up in Levi’s living room, braiding the cutest little girl’s hair I’ve ever seen, but here I am.

      “My favorite movie is Tangled,” Stella states, looking back at me with Bambi-like eyes.

      I wonder how someone this cute can be related to someone like her brother.

      “Do you like that movie too?”

      “I love that movie,” I reply with a warm smile. “But it’s not my favorite.”

      Her cute little gasp makes me chuckle.

      “It’s not? Then, what is?”

      Looking at where her brother sits across from us on his phone, I glance back at my favorite Miller. “Have you ever watched the movie Inside Out?”

      She places a tiny finger on her chin and purses her lips. “I don’t think I have.”

      “It should definitely be the next movie you watch,” I say while tying the end of her braid.

      Stella jumps up from where she was sitting on her knees moments ago and throws her arms up excitedly. “We should watch it together!”

      She climbs on my lap as I glance up at her grumpy brother, who’s uttered only three words to me.

      “Maybe one day,” I reply, cupping her cheek as she pouts.

      As the look of hope leaves her face, I almost tear up and give in.

      “We can put it on while we’re live on Instagram,” Levi states, getting up from the couch to grab the remote.

      “Yay! Thank you, Lee!”

      Running to where he stands, facing away from us as he searches the TV, she hugs his leg. And as I watch the two embrace, I totally forget who her brother is to me and find the perfect opportunity to take a picture.

      With both of their heads turned away from me, the TV lights up with the iconic castle, and I snap this magical moment.

      Looking down at the cuteness overload on my screen, I feel something warm consume my chest. This is the sweetest picture I’ve ever taken even though I wish it were anyone else other than Levi.

      “Should I be worried you’re plotting something?” Levi says once his sister is zoned in on the movie.

      I didn’t even notice it had started yet. Looking up at him, I show him the picture.

      “Do you mind if I post this on my story? You can’t see her face, and it’s perfect for our fucked up relationship.” I say the last word with a fake pleased smile on my face.

      I swear his eyes soften as he tears his gaze away from the picture to me.

      “Knock yourself out.”

      Nodding, I rip my eyes from his own even though it takes everything in me to do so for some reason. There’s something about him when he looks at you. His eyes … they’re so captivating. It’s like I can’t look away even if I want to.

      I can feel his heated eyes on my body the entire time I’m posting the picture to my Instagram story.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I whisper nervously as I watch him set up my phone for our live video.

      “Oh no, that’s never good,” he muses with a small smile.

      “Ha-ha.” I squint at him. “I think we should call a truce on the deep-hate thing—at least until our agreement is over.”

      “Oh, really now?” He raises a brow while looking up at me.

      I nod, biting my lip. “I think it’s better if we act like adults while doing this since spending lots of time with each other is basically our future.”

      I hate bickering. Being mean is something I’ve never resorted to, even as a kid. And all this fighting we’ve been doing is draining the remaining energy from my body.

      “You want us to be friends?”

      “Civil,” I correct, shrugging my shoulders at his emotionless face.

      He walks around to sit beside me, and his body heat makes shivers break out on my skin.

      He flashes me a mischievous grin. “Sure, Drakos. We’ll be civil.”

      “Okay?” I say as more of a question.

      Does he really mean that?

      “I understand you’ve grown to like me. Don’t worry; I’m used to it.”

      There it is.

      I gawk at his smug face. “I just want these intrusive thoughts of suffocating you to go away.” I wave him off, rolling my eyes.

      “Yeah, yeah. I guess I can’t say anything smart back because we’re now civil?”

      Turning, I squeeze his muscular shoulder. “No, I’m still going to playfully tease you, but no more arguing about who’s better.”

      “All right, only until this agreement is done,” he points out.

      “Only until our agreement is done,” I repeat, putting a hand to my heart to seal our deal.

      Why does it feel like I’m selling my soul to the Devil?

      My fingers shake as I click into Instagram. I swallow tightly as I start the live video, and thousands of people join immediately.

      “Hey!” I say extra cheerily. “How’s everyone doing?”

      With the camera showing both of us in the frame, I don’t show my shock when Levi pulls my chair closer to him and wraps an arm around my shoulders and smiles against my hair. I hold back a wince.

      “Stop looking so tense. We’re dating, remember?” he whispers against my ear before kissing my neck with a smile.

      Neck kisses. Doesn’t he know neck kisses are off-limits? You can kiss me anywhere, but neck kisses aren’t good for my ovaries.

      Smiling at the camera, I spot when Justin’s username pops up. It takes everything in me not to let my smile slip. For the rest of our live video, we answer our fans’ questions. Levi continues to act like a perfect boyfriend, kissing me on the cheek, smiling down at me, and squeezing me closer in his embrace.

      And the entire time, the only thing I can think about is how the man beside me will be the death of me for many reasons.
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      “For as long as I’ve known you guys, there’s something I’ve noticed within your team that could potentially free you guys from your contract,” Trinity states, eyeing all of us with a serious expression on her face.

      “And what’s that, rock star?” Leonidas muses, grabbing his girlfriend’s hand and squeezing it with a smile.

      Ripping her hand away, she glares at her boyfriend. “This is a serious matter, Leonidas. I know what I’m talking about.”

      Throwing his hands up, he smiles. “And I’m all ears.”

      “The best way to destroy something”—Elijah and I both shift slightly at her harsh wording—“is to go from the inside, find a crack in the system, gather evidence, and expose,” she finishes, leaning closer to us in her chair.

      “What crack have you discovered?” Elijah asks, no hope in his brown eyes.

      Brown eyes that look so tired …

      “Your dad.”

      After dropping a bomb like that, all she does is lean back in her chair with a wicked smile.

      “Our dad?” Leonidas finds my and Elijah’s eyes before looking at his girlfriend. “What do you mean, Trinity?”

      She crosses her arms across her chest and shakes her head. “Do you know how much evidence you probably have of him? We all know your dad, and he’s not a good man at all. You all must have footage, text messages, and conversations that you can pull up, displaying his verbal and physical abuse.” She smiles at us. “And if you don’t have anything on him, it’s still not too late to gather evidence. We can work on this together.”

      “He’s our father though. I get where you’re coming from, Trinity, and honestly, that’s a good idea. But do we really want to expose our dad?” Elijah expresses, looking stressed.

      “He doesn’t act like a father,” Leonidas mumbles, playing with a ring around his girlfriend’s finger.

      We all nod, looking conflicted at the idea.

      “And to top it all off, if we do this, your mom can get out of this marriage.”

      I raise a brow. Where has she been all our lives? I’m convinced we’re all soul mates.

      Elijah drops his head into his palm and asks, “So, we gather evidence, and then what?”

      “Take their asses to court and show a judge all the evidence that will prove your management team and your father failed to honor their established obligations. And if that doesn’t work, we go the messy route. Leak all the footage online. Your millions of followers will be so upset that they’ll cause an uproar. And if the team doesn’t do anything about the situation, it will make them look bad to the public.”

      “How are we sure this is going to work?” I ask quietly.

      “Blackmail always works,” Trinity states. “Your dad is so into the money that he’ll do anything to not lose all the money he’s stolen from you guys.”

      “He’s going to be so angry,” I point out with a frown.

      “Do we really care about his feelings after what he’s done to us?” Leonidas chimes in.

      “Just a bit,” Elijah admits. “I don’t like being a mean person.”

      “Me neither,” I say to everyone around the table.

      “What other choice do we have? We’re not actually going to expose Dad. We’re just going to lead him to think we are.” He shrugs, leaning back in his seat. “I think it’s a genius idea.”

      I swear, by the way Leonidas is looking at his girlfriend, it’s like he’s fallen in love with her all over again.

      Actually, I’m pretty sure we all look like that right now. We just feel super guilty.

      “Are you sure this is our only option?”

      Leonidas’s eyes meet mine after I question everyone out loud.

      “What other options do we have? He’s so money hungry that the thought of being exposed to our fan base and losing all his money will scare him to death.”

      I start coming around to the idea the more I think about it. Leonidas is right. What other choice do we have?

      “Oh my gosh!” Elijah gushes, reaching for Trinity’s cheek. “You’re a mastermind! I knew I was rubbing off on you.”

      Elijah and I run around the table and cuddle the cute couple, all genuine smiles on our faces. And for the first time, I’m hopeful. I see a happy future.

      “Operation Get All the Footage You Can Find and Be Your Inner FBI Agent … has started,” I say, laughing as the four of us squeeze each other.

      I’m not sorry, Dad, because you’ve never been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 22

          

          

      

    

    







            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I’ve been fake dating Amelia Drakos, my social battery has officially drained. I haven’t been present on social media—or out in public for that matter—as much as I’ve been this past month. A big side effect of when I get tired is that I get irritated easily.

      So, you can imagine how furious I am when a bunch of paparazzi crowd around my Mercedes-AMG GT R, flashing their expensive-ass cameras through my windows.

      If I find a scratch on my matte-black wrap, I will go feral.

      I watch a handful of people go crazy to get a picture of me just sitting in my car.

      Do they really think I’m that interesting? Fuck me.

      The team recommended that I now travel around with a bodyguard after all the attention coming my way, and I’ve never said no faster. I understand where they’re coming from. We’ve gained millions of followers and made millions off of our songs since my and Amelia’s scandal. But I don’t need another man to look out for me. I’ve done that my entire life. That’s not needed now.

      Reaching for my door handle, I take a deep breath before I exit the car and enter this madness I now call my life. They all stagger back once my door swings open, and I don’t spare them a glance as I stride into the club, where my fake girlfriend awaits me.

      The first thing I notice when I walk into the club is the intense smell of alcohol. I see a handful of people taking shots, talking and sipping drinks, and dancing with glasses in their hands. This is definitely the worst-case scenario for a recovering alcoholic.

      And I hate that the team forced us to come here tonight. I would rather be at home with my little sister. But I have to suck it up. I can have fun without drinking. Lots of people do.

      I can do this. I’m learning how to cope.

      Trying to hide the trembles in my hands, I swallow tightly, avoiding even looking at the bar, like it’ll set me on fire if I do.

      Placing my phone to my ear, I squint, looking through the crowd. I don’t spot the certain girl I’m looking for.

      “Hello?” her sweet voice, which is as smooth as honey, says over the line, making my traitorous heart clench in my chest.

      “I’m here. Where are you?”

      She whispers, almost making it impossible for me to hear her, “I’m in the restroom.”

      “Why?” I ask, nodding to a group of girls who walk by and giggle at the sight of me.

      “I’m hiding. I didn’t want to be in there by myself. You know how crazy it is?”

      “Yeah, I’m looking at all the crazies,” I muse, glancing around at everyone. “Well, I’m here now. Come out.”

      “Can you come to the door? I’m scared of walking through that crowd all alone.” Her voice softens, almost like she’s afraid I’ll say no.

      I’m quickly realizing it’s going to be severely hard to say no to this girl.

      “I’m on my way now,” I say, pushing through the crowd and getting glares in response. “Outside the door,” I tell her once I reach the ladies’ restroom door.

      Hanging up the line before she can answer, I lean against the wall opposite of the door and wait for the woman of the hour to walk through. Long, tan legs are the first thing I see as she emerges from the restroom. My eyes drag all the way up her body as I openly appreciate the short, sparkly silver dress she’s wearing.

      A dress other men are going to look at her in. I know she’s my fake girlfriend, but our relationship being fake doesn’t make her any less mine. Every single man in this fucking club will come to understand that.

      “Glad to see you’re able to make yourself look decent,” she says when my eyes meet hers.

      Stepping closer to where she stands nervously in this dark hallway, I take my glasses off and place them on the bridge of her nose.

      She squints while her mouth drops open. “What on earth are you doing? God, you’re so blind.” She blinks rapidly into the lenses in pain.

      “You obviously need glasses,” I say, pushing them further up her nose, making her slap my wrist in response.

      She crosses her arms across her chest, making her drop-dead perfect boobs rise. “I have amazing vision. Thank you very much.”

      “Then, you must be delusional because, honey, this is one of a kind.” I gesture to myself and smirk over her stunned face.

      “I understand your denial because if I looked like you, I would be depressed too.”

      Grabbing my lenses off her face, she puts them back on my nose. My body tenses when she places a hand on my chest and leans in dangerously close.

      “Hey, at least these will sit on your face.” Stepping back and dragging her hand down my chest, creating a path of heat from her touch, she turns with a smirk on her glossy lips.

      The mouth this girl has.

      Following her down the hallway and trying to get my not-so-appropriate thoughts out of my head, I grab her hand in mine when we meet the crowd. It’s like she puts a magic spell on the crowd because as she comes into everyone’s vision, they turn and can’t stray their gazes away from her.

      They drool over her, dance just for her …

      And I’m not having any of this shit. I don’t like sharing anything even if it’s my rival I’m being forced to fake date. I promised her I’d be civil with her, and if I promise something, I always follow through with it.

      She’s going to learn that quickly.

      I yank her body into my side sharply, and she lets out a yelp, shocked, and steadies herself by grabbing my biceps. Her parted mouth is so close to mine as her innocent eyes connect with my dangerous gaze.

      “I know what we are is fake, but for my sake, don’t pay attention to every man in this room who’s worshipping your beautiful body. Eyes only on me, honey.”

      Since when am I calling her honey?

      The only response I get from Amelia is a tight smile.

      She leans in close to my ear, and her lips brush my skin as her velvet voice whispers, “I’m glad to know you’re intimidated by all the good-looking men in here.” Squeezing my arm, she smiles.

      My arms fall to my sides as my mouth parts, and her hips sway as she walks away from me sassily. No one has ever made me this speechless before. I think I’m losing it. Why can’t I open my mouth and say something?

      “Come on, Miller!” she yells over the music, extending her arm to me while shaking her hips.

      Grabbing her hand and following her through several dumbstruck people with phones pointed toward us, I beg God for patience.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia and I are both sitting in the VIP lounge, staring down at the text message from Justin on her phone. He wants us to kiss today.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      We’ve gone a full month of fake dating without kissing one another. Our plan is doing better than we even thought—our streams prove that. And now, I have to kiss her?

      Kiss my competitor.

      Biting her nail, Amelia bounces her knee nervously. “Do you think he’ll know if we don’t do it?”

      I snort, thinking of her ridiculous manager. “He’s probably watching us right now through the security cameras.”

      My sarcastic comment is rewarded with a smile, and it’s the best sight I’ve seen. It lights me up and sets me on fire, and I’d gladly burn under her gaze.

      “Okay,” she breathes out. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      I was hoping she would put up more of a fight because I don’t know if I’m going to be able to control myself as soon as her lips touch my own. However, we all know the scolding we’re going to have to endure if we don’t do what’s asked of us.

      I grip her hand in mine, and we make our way back to the dance floor. As sweaty bodies and the intoxicating smell of alcohol are surrounding us in the middle of the dance floor, I try to focus on her by pulling her into me. I would be lying if I said feeling her entire body pressed against mine doesn’t drive me insane.

      Everything around me vanishes as she places her arms around my neck and moves her hips along mine. My hand travels to her waist while I cup her neck with the other. All while our heated eyes don’t stray away from one another. Creating dangerous electricity. My eyes cast down to her plump, forbidden lips as we sway to the music, and when I move my face closer, her lips part as her breathing deepens. Becomes less stable. Like I’ve been feeling all night with her on my arm.

      I’m angry that the first time I’m going to kiss this girl is going to be here. With hundreds of phones pointed at us while people scream different things.

      I’m furious.

      But just as our lips almost touch and my lungs lose all oxygen at just the feeling of her, an object is pushed roughly into our faces. Making me stagger back, taking Amelia with me.
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      The right side of my face screams out in pain when what feels like pins and needles shoot up into my eyes. Staggering back and knocking people down behind me, I pull Amelia into my chest as I stabilize us.

      Wrapping an arm around her stomach, I look around wildly as our bodies get pushed and shoved from the current commotion in this club. Feeling Amelia’s tense, scared body against my own makes me furious.

      Her slim fingers grip my wrist in her tight hold as she shouts over the blaring music and people’s screams, “We have to get out of here, Levi!”

      I don’t see how that’s possible at the moment. It resembles a jungle here, more than the lively club it was moments ago.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask Amelia as I feel my face burn from the hard, unexpected impact. Pulling her chin up with my pointer finger, I inspect her face from where she stands in front of me with her back against my chest. Spotting her raw lip and her terrified eyes puts me over the edge.

      I’d rather feel emotionless than furious.

      I try to push her forward through this thick crowd, but we only stay rooted to where we are. I feel her anxiety worsen with every shove.

      If I can’t get her out of this, what am I even good for?

      I see multiple security guards rushing into the crowd, looking for the person who assaulted us as everyone around us freaks out. But as I spot two men in black rush our way with cameras in their hands, it suddenly all makes sense.

      The fucking paparazzi somehow got in, and they wanted a picture of us kissing so badly that they knocked into us by accident. People who shouldn’t even be in here hurt my girl. Whoever let this happen is getting fired tonight.

      “Oh my gosh, Levi,” Amelia stresses when she sees the men as they come near.

      They don’t even bother hiding from the security guards as they resume flashing their cameras at us.

      “It’s the paparazzi.”

      We’re stuck.

      We can’t move.

      Everyone is like standing cattle in here, getting pushed and shoved. And at this moment, I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to have this many people in a building. And to make matters worse, everyone wants to snap as many videos and pictures of us as they can.

      “Amelia! How do your brothers feel about your relationship with their rival?” a man shouts, pushing his way through the crowd to get closer to us with his stupid camera pointed in our direction.

      This is the worst scenario for people like Amelia and me.

      “Are they mad that you’re dating?!”

      “Do you have anything to say to your fans about your new relationship?”

      “Look over here, guys!”

      I push our bodies further into the crowd, hoping to reach the restrooms sooner rather than later. Because I know Amelia has completely shut down. I’ve seen online that she hates interactions with the paparazzi, yet I never thought I would have to experience her anxiety in person.

      Seeing the glossy look in her eyes, knowing she’s about to cry, is like a knife stabbing into my heart and being twisted. I hate when I see girls cry, but seeing the sunshine girl, who doesn’t seem as happy as she portrays herself to be, melt down in front of hundreds of people doesn’t hurt me; it kills me. Instead of pushing away that scary feeling I haven’t felt in a long time, I’m going to embrace it. I’m going to help her, fill her with relief and comfort.

      “Amelia! Everyone knows you have an eating disorder. Care to share your struggles and advice?”

      I feel her crumple against me as the club seems to quiet after that bold statement. Everyone in this building looks directly at the one girl who doesn’t want any attention at all, but she’s getting the most.

      A tear rolls down her cheek as she tries to hide her face. I’m not sure if she does struggle with her body image. However, I’ve now made a promise to myself that with every bite and full meal she eats, I will be there, cheering her on. I’ll hold her hair back on the hard days. I’ll make her favorite foods and dance with her in the kitchen as we cook. I’ll get rid of every single damn scale and mirror in the entire world if that makes her happy.

      I just want her to love herself because no one deserves to hate the one person who really matters. Themself.

      “What the fuck did you just say to my girl?” I sneer at the man in front of me, seeing red, just as security finds their way to us and ushers Amelia away. They grab my arms, but I shove them off. My eyes never leaving the sick bastard in front of me.

      “I asked an honest question that millions of people wonder about!” He tries to defend himself, but he only digs his own grave.

      “So, you humiliate her? Tell me, what do you really get from that?” Grabbing his camera lens that he points in my face, I picture crushing it beneath my palm.

      “I just wanted to help people around the world, man! Anyone will listen to her. She’s a Drakos!” he stutters, looking panicked.

      I don’t care that hundreds of people are watching and filming this entire interaction. I yank his camera and smash it onto the ground. I almost smile when I feel the crunch beneath my boot and see pieces flying in the air. I step on the pieces and fist his collar.

      “If you ever”—I tighten my hold on his shirt when he tries to pull away and get in his face—“purposely embarrass a girl, especially my girl, for the benefit of money and fame again, you’d better run and hope I don’t find you. Because I’m willing to sacrifice everything.” My grin is practically wicked when I feel his body shaking in fear. “And I mean, everything.”

      Pushing him off of me and watching him fall to the floor before running off, I feel cold, almost heartless, as I make my way to where Amelia disappeared. I hear people gasping behind me, and it only angers me more.

      How could they stand there and allow the shit that came out of his mouth?

      I need to calm down because moments like this only lead to craving my one desire. Alcohol.

      “Where is she?” I ask a security guard once I reach a quiet space in the club.

      He swallows tightly, refusing to make eye contact with me. “She’s in the restroom, sir.”

      Why the fuck isn’t he looking me in my eyes?

      Inching closer to the closed door, I reply, “Is there anyone else in there?”

      “No, but that’s the girls’ rest—” He abruptly stops mid-sentence when he sees the death glare on my face.

      At least someone has made a good decision today.
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      It takes everything in me not to break down in this restroom stall.

      I didn’t expect the night to end up like this. It seemed that the truce we had formed the other night was working out so far, and I wanted to soak that in. Today, I saw a different side of Levi. I saw him smile and let loose a bit.

      Then, the night ended up with me hiding away in a restroom stall, and God knows if he just left. He probably did. Why would he care about me? Nothing between us is real.

      Sitting on the closed toilet seat, I drop my head into my hands and let my tears fall freely. Let my world crumble in a strange restroom while I’m all alone, just like I always feel. No matter how many people are in a room, I still feel lonely.

      I’ve always felt like I don’t belong. I watch everyone else around me get praised, talk to their tons of friends, get good grades in school, have more fans than me, and get more attention.

      Feel more loved than I’ve ever felt.

      I’ve never wanted to be envious of my siblings. But when you’re the one sibling who is just there, you can’t help but let those feelings arise.

      I’ve always been the quiet one, growing up. As my brothers made new friends, I would always stand off to the side with a small smile on my face. I know people thought I was awkward or wondered if I was mute. But I physically and mentally couldn’t think of anything to say to start a conversation. So, I would just stand there and watch my brothers be who I wanted to be.

      I watched my family praise them and compliment them, as if they were the trophy children, and then they would look over at me and give me a compliment just so I wouldn’t feel excluded. But I always knew I was living in the shadows. I even dyed my hair blonde, thinking it would help me stand out, be different from my brothers. After years of feeling this way, I got used to it. I thrived in the silence.

      Until the only thing people seemed to notice about me was my body.

      How I was too skinny and needed to eat more to look healthy.

      How I gained too much weight and needed to lose the extra pounds.

      “You have no meat to grow muscle off of …”

      “You look like you’ve let yourself go.”

      “Don’t they feed you?”

      “Don’t you eat?”

      Is that the only thing people notice about me? Is my body the only thing I have to offer?

      My body shakes as tears pour down my face. My body is racked with the humiliation from a man pointing out my eating disorder in a room full of people. To millions of people …

      Oh God. It’s going to be posted online.

      Why can’t people see the playful personality I try to make shine brighter than my health?

      Why, why, why?

      How am I going to go back out there after getting called out like that? I wish Trinity were here. She always knows what to do and what to say. But I feel like staying in the safety of this stall all night until I can sneak away, unnoticed. Because being here alone makes me feel safe.

      “Amelia?”

      I look up, thinking I’m hearing stuff. Sniffling, I blink past the blurry tears in my eyes.

      “Amelia?” Is whispered again from a familiar voice that’s usually rough but it’s now soft. Almost like he’s pleading.

      His black Doc Martens stop in front of my stall before I hear a soft knock.

      “Honey, you can open the door. It’s just me. You’re safe,” his hesitant yet respectful voice whispers in the quiet restroom, covering my skin in goose bumps.

      I reach forward, and the door swings slowly open and reveals the brawny man in front of me. The man whose face ninety-nine percent of the time is as reserved as I feel on the inside. But as I come into his view, Levi’s face falls in relief before his eyes sadden at the sight of me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, confused when he drops to his knees in front of where I sit and places his hands on my legs.

      I know he feels what I feel when we touch. The electricity, the current that we try to ignore to the best of our ability.

      “Shh.” Reaching up, he tucks a lock of my blonde hair behind my ear, then cups my cheek. “You don’t have to hide your tears from me. You can cry. I wouldn’t blame you.”

      My eyes water as I look into his intense gaze. “Why are you suddenly being so nice to me? I thought we were supposed to be civil.”

      His thumb brushes against my cheek, stroking a tear away. “Because whatever I’ve been telling myself to convince me that you’re the bad guy isn’t working anymore.”

      I frown. “But I am the bad guy, and you’re the bad guy to me.”

      “Pretending that were not rivals has never hurt anyone.” His voice lowers as his hand that’s resting on my knee squeezes me reassuringly.

      A tear slips free, and his eyes track the path it makes down my face.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I destroyed his camera.”

      I shake my head, and he sighs.

      “Aren’t you going to ask?”

      He frowns, tilting his head.

      I continue, “You’re not curious if I have an eating disorder?”

      “That’s not something I would assume you would tell me. That’s something you should want to share with whoever you want. So, no, I’m not going to assume you have one just because strangers tell me you do.”

      How can someone who makes me feel every emotion possible see me so well? Understand me better than anyone in my life?

      “It’s true,” I whisper, and my voice breaks. This is the first time I’ve ever admitted it out loud to another person, other than to my family, for as long as I’ve struggled with my eating disorder.

      Pity doesn’t make its way to his face. Instead, understanding does. Levi doesn’t say anything, but his eyes do all the talking.

      Grabbing the back of my neck, he brings my forehead down to his and massages my neck with his tattooed fingers. “I’m so sorry, honey. Not right now, but when you’re ready to tell me more, you come to me.”

      Nodding, I close my eyes at our close proximity. Breathing in his comforting cinnamon smell because this is the closest I’ve ever been to him, I let my tears flow down my cheeks. The one person I never expected to comfort me holds me until my breathing slows and my tears dry.
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        * * *

      

      Just like I thought, a couple of days later, the video of me being called out in the club is going viral. And when I say viral, I mean, memes of my shocked face have been created. The video is getting millions of views on every single social media platform, and everyone is just sitting at home, making fun of a girl who has an eating disorder.

      How cruel can people be?

      I deleted all my social platforms off of my phone so I don’t scroll through the posts, reactions, and comments. For some reason, after years of being famous, I still get the itch to only find the hateful comments about me. Even if there’s more good than bad, I only see the negative ones.

      “Amelia …” Trinity drags out the L in my name with a hint of a smile on her face as she rolls a piece of cookie dough in her hand.

      Raising my brows at her, I smile in her direction while rolling my own dough. “Yes, Trinity?”

      “Don’t think I didn’t see that video.”

      My chuckle is anything but funny, but I’m trying to laugh at myself instead of letting millions of people laugh at me. “I think the entire world saw it.”

      “I’m not talking about that disgusting part,” she grumbles. “I’m referring to the part when Levi got in the guy’s face, threatened him, and destroyed his camera.” Placing her cookie on a baking pan, she puts her hands on her hips. “But, oops, my bad. I forgot you guys weren’t actually a thing. That video is pretty misleading.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “He was just, for once, being a decent human being.”

      She pushes a spoon in my face threateningly.

      “I also saw a blurry video of your faces getting real close.” Walking closer to where I stand, she narrows her eyes. “You’d better—and I mean, you’d better—tell me if you guys ever kiss.”

      She holds out her pinkie, and I hook mine around hers and squeeze.

      “I promise to tell you, but that’s never going to happen. Unless Justin pushes our faces together.”

      I laugh at the thought because our crazy manager would do such a thing.

      “I’ll push your faces together.” She smiles, laughing at herself.

      “You’re crazy,” I point out, eating a piece of raw cookie dough.

      “Because the Drakos siblings make me this way.” She slaps a piece of dough on the counter and starts kneading it unnecessarily.

      “I really think you had issues before we came into your life,” I say, rushing to the other side of the counter to put distance between us.

      Trinity is one scary girl.

      “Hey, we don’t dwell on or talk about the past.” She pushes the spoon back in my face.

      “Then, why are you bringing up the past?” I raise a brow, pointing out all the gushing she’s been doing about the video going viral.

      “That’s not really the past. That was a couple of days ago. It doesn’t count!”

      “Who says?” Hands on my hips, I roll my eyes at my best friend.

      “Me.” She looks at me like I’m stupid.

      Reaching over the counter, I grab the wooden spoon from her grasp and point it in her face this time. Her eyes practically go cross-eyed as she looks down at it.

      “And I say, it counts.”

      “Well …” She tilts her head to the slide as she thinks, and I know she’s up to mischief when she smiles before saying, “Fuck you.”
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        * * *

      

      “These aren’t sex cookies, are they?” Elijah asks as he holds a cookie midway to his mouth. He glares in Leonidas and Trinity’s direction before he looks at me like he’s a lost puppy.

      “Yeah, we christened the counter before we put the cookies in the oven to bake.” Leonidas rolls his eyes at his brother while looking at him like he’s crazy.

      Elijah scoffs at our brother’s audacity and acts annoyed while pointing in his direction. “You’re the cause of my anxiety!”

      “Trinity and I fucking in the same room as you was years ago. Get over it,” Leonidas says nonchalantly as he gathers our research on his lap.

      “Says you!” Elijah shivers as he thinks about the past. “I will never get over that. No amount of therapy or medication will un-traumatize me!”

      “You didn’t hear or see anything. Why are you traumatized?” Leonidas argues with our brother, sending him a death glare from across the kitchen table.

      “Because I breathed in your sex air.” Elijah throws up his hands and glares right back at him.

      Trinity drops her chin in her hand as she attempts to cover her smile, but my brother still scolds her, “And you! Don’t think I’m not mad at you.”

      I swear I have whiplash from this entire conversation, but nonetheless, seeing Elijah act like a five-year-old when he’s really twenty-one is a sight to see. He’s always a good laugh, and sometimes, I find he acts like this on purpose to make everyone around him happy.

      “Can we move on from this amazing conversation and get to more important topics?” Leonidas says, pinching his nose and shutting his laptop.

      Sitting up straighter, I fidget and turn the plate with a half-eaten cookie in front of me.

      “Do we have any evidence?” Trinity asks as she cuddles into my brother’s embrace.

      “I have nasty text messages he sent me—from recently to years ago,” Leonidas answers her, looking into the distance.

      “Same,” Elijah and I say at the same time.

      Turning, we glare at one another. Triplet shit.

      Trinity knocks her knuckles on the kitchen table as she thinks out loud. “We need more proof other than text messages. You guys have to have videos. Maybe where you can hear him in the background.”

      “We have old, unedited music videos we never posted on YouTube.” I shrug, glaring down at my plate. “Do you have any unedited videos, Leonidas? Maybe it’s possible to hear him on those.”

      “I’m sure I do,” he whispers from across the table. “But it’s going to take a lot of digging. Might take me weeks.”

      “That’s okay. We have time.” Elijah waves him off. “And I was also thinking—”

      “Oh no, that’s never good,” Leonidas interrupts, leaning back in his chair while crossing his arms.

      The glare Elijah sends him couldn’t even kill a fruit fly. “As I was saying, what’s the harm in setting up cameras here since we’re forced to live with him? That way, if Dad ever acts out, we have the footage.”

      Smiling, I high-five him. Dad never really leaves his office anymore. He stays in there all day until he goes to sleep in one of our many spare bedrooms. We’ve pushed Mom to get out more. She goes shopping during the day, and she’s also made some friends around the neighborhood. Nothing makes me feel more relieved than thinking Mom isn’t home alone all day with Dad.

      She actually left recently to spend some time in Canada with Trinity’s mom. She felt awful, leaving us here alone, but we reassured her we’d feel better if she was there, away from Dad.

      “We’ll buy the cameras and set them up.” Leonidas gestures to himself and his girlfriend.

      We all pick up our cookies, bring them to the middle of the table, and cheer. And as I take a bite and smile at my favorite people in the world, I attempt to look my happiest, even when I feel nothing but sadness.
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      I don’t know what came over me, but as I was sitting, bored out of my mind after practicing all day with the boys, I texted Amelia to come over. I didn’t make up a stupid excuse as to why I wanted her to come over. I just told her to come by.

      Throughout my entire life, I’ve always made stupid mistakes, but after I hit the Send button, I promised myself I wouldn’t overthink my decision.

      This might help or worsen the situation I’m facing with Stella. She’s never had a good female role model to look up to. Since she met Amelia that one night she came over for our live video, all Stella has been doing is talking nonstop about her. As if it isn’t bad enough that I have to see her every day when I’m at work, I now have to hear about her when I get home.

      Out of everyone in my life who could torture me, it’s my baby sister. She’s a traitor. All this talking about a certain blonde is not good for my heart, soul, my sanity …

      So, I said fuck it. We’re grown-ass adults. I can be around her without always imagining taking her clothes off.

      I have too much faith in myself.

      A knock on the door makes me have to untangle myself from Stella. Her head droops to a pillow, and I tuck a blanket around her. I make sure to lower the TV’s volume as the Disney movie she was watching moments before she fell asleep plays.

      I head over to the door and have to physically keep my jaw from not falling to the floor when I find Amelia waiting for me patiently.

      “What took you so long?” She crosses her arms, making her boobs bunch at the sweetheart neckline of her pink sundress, and I’m not complaining at the sight at all.

      Deciding to keep my mouth shut in an effort not to get into another fight, I open the door wider for her. She slips inside and turns to me.

      “So, what am I doing here? Did I miss an email from Justin?”

      Here’s the number one reason why I shouldn’t have invited her because, now, I’m going to look like I care. I would be lying if I said I still dislike her, but I can’t admit that for the life of me. So, I lie to save my ego.

      “I thought it would be a good idea if we took more pictures since my manager has been whining in my ear about posting more content.”

      Sorry, Fay.

      I swear a hint of disappointment flashes in her eyes before she clears her throat and straightens her shoulders.

      “Oh, okay. Do you have any ideas?”

      “I don’t. I thought you would since girls are into Pinterest.”

      She laughs as we walk farther into my house. “If I go on your phone right now, will I find Pinterest installed?”

      “No,” I scoff.

      She puckers her rosy-pink lips at me.

      Doesn’t she know not to do that?

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I think you do,” she muses, stepping closer to me.

      “Oh, really?” I arch an eyebrow, dragging my eyes from the tips of her toes to her beautiful eyes.

      “Mmhmm.”

      She’s so close yet so far away as she reaches up and plucks my glasses off my face. The world immediately goes blurry as I watch her walk around me and into my living room. Following her, I squint when she chuckles in my direction.

      “I didn’t mean to turn you into a Disney girl.” She points to the TV. “It’s okay that your guilty pleasure is Disney movies now.”

      “You’re truly unbearable,” I say, walking over and taking my glasses from her hand so I can see again. “You were probably the kid who would untie people’s shoes for fun during recess.”

      She gasps, “Out of all the insults you could think of, you had to say that one? That offended me.”

      “That’s the point of an insult.”

      “Okay, smartie pants. Let’s get to work.”

      She rolls her eyes but smiles in my direction, and I can’t help but give her one in return. I feel her eyes drag all along my body before she snaps her fingers with a grin.

      “I have an amazing idea.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “Your tattoos,” she replies, saying nothing else other than pointing out the obvious.

      I look down at my sleeves of tattoos on my arms. “Did you just realize I have tattoos or …” I trail off with a teasing smile.

      “No, I didn’t just realize,” she scolds me. “I have an idea for a picture, and the main focus will be your tattoos.”

      Now, my attention is caught.

      Seeing my raised brow, she continues, “I’m going to color some of them in.”

      “What?” I bark out a laugh.

      She’s serious, isn’t she?

      “I know you have markers in here. Let’s get going. Chop-chop.” She brushes past me and wanders through my kitchen.

      “Why are you going to color in my tats?” I ask, watching her search for markers.

      “Because people are going to think it’s adorable,” she says matter-of-factly. “And that’s what a good boyfriend would do for their bored girlfriend.”

      I roll my eyes at her as I reach into a lower cabinet and pull out Stella’s markers.

      When Amelia sees them, she skips over to me and plucks them out of my hand with a smile on her face. “To the couch we go.”

      I’m honestly surprised at myself that I’m letting this happen. This would be a hard-core no if someone else wanted to color in my tattoos. But I’m developing a soft spot for Amelia Drakos, and that’s a scary feeling.

      My tattoos all have important meaning. It’s how I express my thoughts and feelings when I don’t know how to voice them. So, as I lie on the couch, Amelia sits on the ground, slightly hovering above me, with a hand on my abs while the other colors in a heart on my chest with an electrocardiogram bar going through it. I’m tenser than I should be. I’ve never let anyone look at them this closely. I don’t want them to see my pain that I expressed through the tattoos.

      “I think this is my favorite one,” she says softly as the marker lightly skims across my skin, covering my olive skin tone in a vibrant red.

      “Yeah? Why?” I whisper, looking at her intently.

      “Because it looks simple, but I’m sure it has a deeper meaning to you,” she says, looking up at me through her thick, long lashes.

      And at this moment, I wonder how she can’t see her beauty.

      “It does.” I clear my throat, my chest flexing as she goes back down to focus.

      I don’t say anything more, and that doesn’t seem to bother her.

      After thirty minutes of Amelia having the time of her life, filling in as many tattoos as she can, while my body feels super tense because all I want to do is pull her down on top of me, she rolls back onto her heels with a smile on her face.

      My chest looks like a child’s coloring book with splashes of green, pink, orange, red, purple, and light blue all over it. But seeing that smile as she appreciates her work? I’d let her do this to me any day as long as I got to see that smile every time.

      “Damn, you’re talented,” I tease her while looking down at my chest.

      “Why, thank you, sir,” she says before sticking her tongue out at me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m putting on my shirt, when she says simply, “I’m sending you the photos I just took.”

      Not a second later, I get a text message from Amelia. Looking down at the photos in my phone, I understand why people would love this. Amelia snapped a shot of her coloring my chest with her hand lying across my abs.

      She looks up at me from her phone. “You should at least post one. It’ll look weird if my boyfriend hasn’t posted about me yet.”

      “I already posted you on my Instagram.” When she frowns, I frown at her. “I tagged you.”

      “When? And what did you post?” Pulling out a chair, she sits beside me. “I’m not logged in to Instagram at the moment.”

      Ah, must be because of the question about her eating disorder in the club that’s gone viral. Good girl.

      I pull up my Instagram page and slide my phone toward her. “I posted this the day after we went to the club.”

      Zooming into the picture with her fingers, she examines herself. “When did you take this?”

      I know she’s overthinking the way she looks—the slight tremble in her voice gave it away.

      I take my phone back from her hands. “You look beautiful, and I took it when you weren’t looking.”

      I didn’t think what I had done would upset her. I think she looks stunning in the photo.

      When I was lying on my bed, waiting for her, I could see her through the door, applying her red lipstick. So, I captured that moment and posted it. Thought it would be very boyfriend-like.

      “I can delete the picture.” I soften my voice, not liking her frown.

      Slouching in her chair, she sighs, looking sad all of a sudden. “No, no. It’s okay. You can keep it up.”

      I hook her chin between my fingers, and her watery eyes bore into my own, breaking my heart a little.

      “I wish you could see yourself how everyone else sees you. You would never doubt yourself again.”

      “So, I’d be imperfect since everyone thinks that,” she points out, not moving back an inch.

      “No,” I say harshly, bringing her face closer to mine. “You are astounding, and the people who say otherwise are trolls. There are people who want to be exactly like you, but they’re stuck in a constant fight in their minds, thinking that they aren’t good enough. You’re beautiful inside and out, and I kind of hate you for that.”

      As she blinks, a tear drops onto her pink cheek.

      I know I shouldn’t, but I tilt closer to her and brush my lips over her tear. I feel her body shiver as our mouths both slightly part at the close proximity.

      The thing I hate the most is seeing Stella cry, but now, I’m adding Amelia to that list. I only want to see my girls smiling, not frowning, and I will destroy anyone who makes them do the latter.

      “I hate that you’re being nice to me. It makes it harder to hate you,” she says in a broken whisper.

      “Welcome to my life, honey. Every day, you’re making it harder for me not to kiss the shit out of you.”

      She smiles. “There’s no shit in me. I’m a lady.”

      I snort, pulling away from her and dropping my hand. “That’s the biggest lie of the century.”

      I can’t believe we’re talking about … poop.

      “I’m a girl. We don’t talk about these things.” Tilting her head, she examines me. “But since you know a secret about me, isn’t it only fair I get to know one about you?”

      I go rigid at just the thought of having to share my past. But I would be even more of a dickhead if I didn’t tell her something after she admitted her eating disorder to me.

      Clearing my throat, I stare straight ahead, making sure Stella doesn’t walk into the room and hear what I’m about to say. “I had a really rough childhood. My mom isn’t the best mom in the world. She’s addicted to drugs, and the only way we bonded was drinking … but that caused me to become an alcoholic.”

      Her eyes widen at my sudden confession. I’ve only ever shared my drinking problem with my bandmates, so I find it oddly relieving to share it with someone else.

      And what’s even weirder is, I trust that she won’t say anything to anyone.

      After a few moments of silence, she says, “I’m sorry if this sounds insensitive.” She fidgets with her fingers nervously. “But you don’t look drunk right now.”

      Her innocence makes me smile.

      “I’m not drunk right now. I haven’t had a drink in months. But I’m still considered an alcoholic, just a recovering one.”

      “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me.” Her voice breaks, making me swallow tightly at the sudden emotion that’s thick in the air.

      “Of course. You told me about your eating disorder.”

      She whispers, “Are you in pain?”

      I practically flinch when her voice breaks.

      Nodding, I swallow tightly. “Always.”

      I’m always aware of the temptations around me, but I fight my cravings, even when it seems unbearable. Because when I know I don’t give in, I feel a high that drinking has never made me feel. I believe in myself—something I haven’t felt in a while.

      But I don’t know why that question gets to me. I haven’t gotten emotional in years.

      When did I last cry?

      But when I find Amelia looking at me like she wants to hug me, I blink. Screaming at my sudden tears not to betray me.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Her hand covers my own. I take in the sight of her small hand covering my rough-looking, tatted one.

      Lacing our fingers together, I squeeze. “Don’t be sorry for a mistake you didn’t make.”

      “The night at the club, I had no idea. Were you okay?”

      When I shake my head, her eyes look sad.

      “I wasn’t at first, but I distracted myself.”

      “And you always pretend to be fine?” She shakes her head. “I would’ve had no idea.”

      “We’re both imposters,” I point out.

      We both pretend to be okay while deceiving others.

      Smiling softly, she nods, looking conflicted. After a while of silence, her voice whispers, “Do these sudden confessions mean we have to be nice to each other for good now?”

      “God, no. Being nice takes up way too much of my energy.”

      She sighs, “Same, honestly. Every time we have a civil conversation, I feel like I’m sick.”

      Feeling my own forehead, I play along with her joke and muse, “I feel hot. Get away from me. I probably have a fever.”

      She jabs her elbow into my side in response, and I wince.

      Facing her fully, I give her a serious look. “You know, all jokes aside, what I’m about to say might make me sound like I’m five. But let’s make a pact.”

      She smiles slightly as she twirls a piece of blonde hair around her finger. “What kind of pact?”

      “That I will continue not drinking if you eat every day.”

      I don’t know why I care suddenly, but when I lie awake at night, the thought that she might not have eaten keeps me up even longer than normal. No one should go to bed hungry. I watch the piece of hair twirl around her finger before falling.

      “How will I know if you don’t follow through with this so-called pact?”

      “Trust me, you’ll notice. I’m not the same person when I drink.”

      And that’s why I fight my cravings—because my sister deserves more than that.

      I deserve more than that. I have to do this for myself too.

      “I can’t promise I’ll stay true to this, Levi. That’s going to be extremely difficult.” She chews on her lip.

      “Good outcomes in life are always hard. You have to work for it. It’ll never come easy.” My voice comes out rougher than I intended it to, making her look at me.

      “I’ll try,” she whispers finally, her eyes burning into my own.

      “For who?” I whisper back.

      Her sweet voice whispers into the quiet, “For me.”
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      “I mean, the numbers are ridiculously high!” Justin exclaims. “This fake relationship was the best decision we’ve ever made.”

      We?

      “Y’all used to be billionaires … and now, you’re multibillionaires.” The laugh our manager lets out resembles a villain in a scary movie. “I’m sure you guys haven’t forgotten about the concert you have coming up in a few days! Anyway, this concert needs to be a hit. Your vocal coaches seem really happy with your practices. So, we’re good in that area; however, we all know since Amelia and Levi are in a fake relationship, they need to shine at this concert. We have to make a big impact.” Justin clears his throat before continuing, “I’m still chatting away with Triple Threats’ team. We’re coming up with ideas about how we’ll incorporate Levi, so I’ll let you know when I have more details.”

      My brothers both frown at just the thought of Levi.

      “I don’t understand why he has to be involved in our concerts,” Leonidas growls, his voice thick with bitterness.

      “If Levi doesn’t show up to support his girlfriend at the first concert she’s doing since they announced they’re dating, don’t you think that would cause suspicion?” Justin muses. He mocks Leonidas when he tilts his head while raising his eyebrows in question.

      “I think being attached at the hip will cause more suspicion. Isn’t that weird? All of a sudden, they announce their relationship, and now, they’re so in love. Why weren’t they so in love in public before?”

      “I suggest you shut the hell up and stop running your mouth,” Dad’s voice barks from where he’s been sitting quietly for two hours.

      He’s like our unwanted babysitter. He’s always waiting for a chance to verbally discipline us when we use our voices. We’re so sick of it.

      Leonidas has a stare-off with our father before looking away and glaring at the table like he wants to break it in half. After our dad changed and became the monster he is today, we learned to never talk back to him. We’re safe here in the studio, but it’s a different story when we’re home alone with him.

      He has all the power.

      Something we’ve been discussing is moving out of the house. I want my own place. Somewhere I don’t have to make sure I lock my door so my unwanted dad doesn’t wander in. Where I can be myself and feel safe. But the thought of leaving Mom alone with him doesn’t sit well with me. So, I’m staying put until our problems are resolved.

      “All right, our meeting is over. If you have any questions, you know my email. Have a blessed day, everyone!” Justin gathers his stuff off the table before stalking out of the room.

      A herd of our team rushes out behind him, leaving us alone with Dad.

      My brothers and I make a move to stand up, but our dad’s rough voice grits out, stopping us in our tracks, “Did I say you could leave? Sit back down.”

      Sitting, I refuse to make eye contact with him, in fear he’ll see my dread.

      “Eyes on me. You’re not children anymore. Did your mother not teach you proper communication skills?”

      Our mother taught us how to survive. She put us in self-defense lessons in case we ever encountered danger. But I never thought I would rethink every move I was taught just in case my dad got super angry one day. Mom shows me every day that she’s trying her best. He never does. That speaks volumes.

      When I meet his evil gaze, my fingers move sneakily under the table. Hitting the record button on my phone, just in case this can be used for evidence, I pray my face stays neutral.

      “Throughout your entire childhood, I taught you all one thing I hoped you would remember forever.” He leans back in his chair and folds his hands on his stomach. “But it seems like you need a reminder because you’ve been slacking lately. Especially you.” He directs that last part at me.

      Me?

      Why is everything my fault?

      Why will I never be good enough?

      “What makes you say that?” Elijah asks our dad while his fingers grip mine in a supportive way under the table. “She’s been working her ass off lately. The rise in our income is because of her.”

      “She knows how much our numbers have gone up since we announced her fake relationship. How come she isn’t putting out content every day?” He laughs, glaring at me. “She’s lazy—that’s why. She doesn’t give a shit about anything but herself. And you know what? That includes you too, boys. She doesn’t care about you guys.”

      How is this man my father? Nothing anyone has ever said about me has ever been this false. I would die for my brothers. They are my entire world. I didn’t need friends growing up because they were my built-in best friends. Most days, I love them more than I love myself.

      “Did that feel good?” Leonidas sneers back at our dad. “Hurting your own daughter like that? What the hell do you even get from talking the way you do?”

      “She’s no daughter of mine. She’s just my source of income.”

      My world stops.

      I don’t mean to gasp out loud, but it slips out. My palms turn sweaty, and I feel my body grow rigid. Like someone just shot me in the chest. My dad might as well be holding a gun because I truly believe a wound wouldn’t hurt more than what I’m feeling right now.

      I shake my head in denial as a single tear falls down my face. I blink over at my emotionless dad before looking at my brothers for some support.

      I try to see around the tears in my eyes, and I just find my so-called father watching me bleed out while my chest pounds so, so bad. With trembling hands, I turn off my recording, deciding that’s enough evidence for a lifetime. Not able to hear anything because I feel like I’m underwater, I rise from my seat on wobbly legs and rush out of the room. No longer able to stay in his presence.

      My chest feels like it’s closing in, strangling me to death as his angry statement repeats over and over again in my head until I feel like I’m drowning.

      After I tap the elevator button for what feels like the one hundredth time, the doors finally open. Dropping my head into my hands once it starts to descend, I let my tears fall freely.

      I feel like a fool who’s no good for anything. I’m more than a pretty face. I’m more than my income, but the more people say I’m not, the more I start to realize that maybe they’re right.

      I’ll never be good enough for anyone, especially myself.

      My butt hits the ground when I mentally and physically feel like I can’t hold myself up anymore. The world feels like it’s closing in on me, feels like I’ll forever be stuck in my bad fortune. Dropping my forehead to my knees, which are tucked close to my chest, I mourn the old me, the old dad I had.

      I mourn the life I wish I could have, but that seems impossible.

      I flinch, and my heart races in my chest when I feel a small hand land on my arm. I need to pay closer attention to my surroundings, I had no idea the elevator stopped and the doors opened. Looking up, I find green eyes looking at me with so much concern.

      “Your cheeks are wet,” she states, coming into my personal space while placing her little hand on my cheek.

      I swear Stella acts so wise for someone her age.

      I sense her brother hovering at the open elevator doors before he rushes inside and hits the Close button, stopping the elevator completely from moving. Crouching down next to his sister, he sends me the same look his sister is giving me.

      Why is he always around when I need someone?

      “Lee says pretty girls shouldn’t cry. You’re pretty, so you should stop crying,” her tiny voice croaks out, making her sound so innocent. Getting real close to my face, she narrows her eyes. “I said smile, Lia.”

      And that actually makes me laugh, seeing her soft face get so serious. God, I’m so obsessed with this kid. If I wasn’t before, I sure am now.

      “Stella,” Levi scolds his little sister, grasping her arm lightly. “That’s very nice of you, but step back and give her some space.”

      “She doesn’t need space. She needs a hug!” She crosses her arms across her chest and stomps her foot angrily.

      My tears are temporarily forgotten when she points her finger in my direction as she glares at her big brother.

      “What are you doing, Lee? Don’t you listen? Give her a hug.”

      He smiles in disbelief at his sister as his mouth falls agape. He glances shyly at me, and I swear I spot a light blush coat his sharp cheeks.

      “Would you like me to hug you, Miss Drakos?” he says in a voice way too deep and sensual for a child being present.

      “Don’t ask,” Stella says, throwing her tiny arms up in the air in annoyance. “Just do it!” The two space buns on her head make her sassy self even cuter.

      “Okay, child!” He laughs, straightening himself to his full height.

      He extends a tatted hand down to me. Not thinking twice, I grab it, and I’m suddenly being pulled into his chest.

      His grip is firm but so comforting when he winds one arm tightly around my waist. I truly believe there’s no way we can get closer while his other hand cups the back of my neck and his thumb brushes my skin. His warm cinnamon scent makes me wrap my arms around his neck as I give in to the solace for once.

      He’s quickly become my anchor that keeps me in place when I feel like I’m drifting away.

      “My sister’s right. Pretty girls shouldn’t cry.” His mouth brushes against my ear, sending a wave of goose bumps along my skin. “So, why is my pretty girl crying?”

      I don’t miss the anger in his voice as his protective grasp tightens.

      Never mind. We can get closer. I’m going to lose my mind.

      I raise my head off his sturdy, warm shoulder, and my face comes within centimeters of his.

      “Who made you cry, honey?”

      “No one important.” I swallow thickly, getting lost in his eyes.

      “If they weren’t important, you wouldn’t be in tears.”

      He has a point.

      I shake my head when more tears gather in my eyes. I hate talking about my feelings. I always end up breaking down, and that’s the last thing I want to do in his presence.

      How embarrassing.

      Levi watches my face, and surprisingly, he places his lips against my forehead for a couple of seconds, making me hold my breath at the feeling of his lips. He pulls away with a determined look.

      “You want to get out of here, fake girlfriend?”

      Is that a good idea? No. But do I really care? No.

      I glance down at his sister, who’s standing in the middle of the elevator, clasping her hands to her chest happily, hoping I say yes.

      I nod.

      And I smile. For real.
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      “People are looking at us,” Stella whispers in my ear as I grab a pack of strawberries while her brother hovers behind us protectively, eyeing everybody back with a deadly glare as they stare and point their cameras at us.

      What’s so amazing about seeing us grocery shopping?

      “It’s okay. People are always going to stare,” I whisper back, pulling her higher on my hip and nuzzling my nose in her hair.

      “Why?” she questions softly.

      “Because people are curious,” Levi answers his sister while carrying a basket full of groceries we decided we needed.

      “Do people not know she’s your sister?” I elbow Levi in the side as I don’t miss the curious glances everyone sends Stella’s way.

      Glancing down at us, he shrugs. “I never really take her out—for this reason.” He gestures to everyone around us. “Don’t like when she’s in the spotlight much.”

      I understand why he keeps her in the shadows. Everyone keeps staring at her like she’s a flying pig, and all she does is stare back so innocently. Stella is as sweet as her name sounds, and she doesn’t deserve to be in a gossip magazine. I make quick work of pulling down her cap to hide more of her face once we get to the cashier.

      I watch, chatting away with Stella, as Levi pays for everything, ignoring the young girl’s starstruck face the entire time she bags our items. Placing a protective hand on my lower back, he directs us through the parking lot. He straps his sister in her car seat before opening my door for me. I look through the rearview mirror, and a small smile makes its way to my face when I spot him loading up the truck with our bags.

      As we’re driving down the road, Stella laughs when one of my older songs plays from the radio. “I love this song!”

      I catch Levi’s smirk before he rolls his eyes at me.

      “It’s okay, I guess.”

      “Blast it!” his sister yells from the backseat, making me laugh.

      I glance back at her and find her wiggling her butt in her car seat.

      “Yes, queen!” I yell back, twisting the knob all the way.

      I start dancing with my favorite Miller sibling while the other one pretends to act annoyed, but I know he’s anything but that when I see a grin on his face.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve never had a chocolate-covered strawberry?” I gasp, glaring at him like he’s committed a crime.

      “I haven’t.” His hot breath hits my neck as his sexy arms cage me in between his body and the counter while he watches my hands over my shoulder, standing behind me.

      How can arms be this good-looking?

      It takes so much willpower not to turn around and give in to what my body wants.

      Eyeing his little sister, who sits beside us on the counter, I watch in amazement as she dunks a strawberry into the hot chocolate, all the way to the leaves.

      “Ow!” she cries once the hot liquid touches the tips of her fingers.

      “Oh no!” I cry out. Levi moves his arm out of the way as I rush over to her and kiss her fingers. “It’s okay, Stella.”

      “It stings.” Her big green eyes start to water as her cheeks turn red.

      Picking her up off the counter, I walk us over to the sink and turn on the cold water. Testing it with my finger first, I place the fingers she burned under the water, making her flinch at the sudden coolness.

      “Cold water will help with the stinging.”

      Her lip quivers as she stuffs her face into my neck.

      “You’ll be okay, kid.” Levi shoots me a wobbly smile as he rubs her back. “Let’s get back to making the strawberries.”

      She shakes her head, refusing to peek up at her brother.

      He bites his lip, conflicted. “If you want to eat them, then you have to help make them. I didn’t make the rules. Amelia did.”

      I scoff at his smiling face.

      Pulling her body so her chest is against mine, I place one hand under her bum for support, but with the other, I make sure to flip off her brother without her seeing. “Since I make the rules, I give you permission to eat all your brother’s.”

      “Yay!” She perks up, sending a funny look in her brother’s direction, making me laugh.

      I’m going to get the hiccups from all the laughing I’ve been doing.

      “I guess I’ve been replaced.” He plays along, running a hand through his tousled hair.

      I can’t help but cast my gaze to his black sweatpants that are riding low on his hips. Leaving nothing to my imagination. I bet he’s teasing me on purpose.

      The combination of his hair, tattoos, glasses, the tight black shirt he’s wearing, plus his sweats, it seems like he’s heaven and my greatest nightmare, combined into one man.

      “All right, princess, how about you go watch some TV while Amelia and I clean up?”

      Listening to her brother, Stella squiggles out of my arms and skips out of the room. All I want to do is scream for her not to leave me alone with him. I don’t bother giving the intimidating man that’s hovering above me a second glance as I walk over to our strawberries and continue dunking them into the now semi-hot chocolate.

      “Do I make you nervous?” his husky voice whispers from behind me.

      I feel his warm body coming near mine until his lips are touching my ear.

      I scoff at his ignorance and slightly hate my body for its reaction.

      These butterflies in my tummy need to go away.

      “For someone so grumpy, I didn’t think you’d care about what I thought about you,” I muse, ignoring the way he brushes his lips against my ear, sending shivers deep into my bones.

      “I know you think about me, especially at night, with your covers all drawn up to your chin while you do naughty things below them,” he grips my chin until my head is pulled back against his shoulder.

      His lips are right there. So ready to touch mine.

      “Do you imagine my dick ruining you?”

      My mouth parts as he drags his other hand up my stomach and under my crew neck so he’s touching my bare skin. It seems I’ve forgotten how to speak when I feel his muscular, hard body on my back. And his knowing smirk pisses me off.

      “Yeah, my hate fantasies.”

      “Hate sex.” He smiles, his heated gaze fixated on my lips. “My favorite.”

      Oh my God.

      This man is going to give me a heart attack.

      “Levi …” I try to keep a straight face, but he only hums in response. I have to stop this before it goes too far and there’s no way of going back. “Some babies were dropped on their heads.” I pause when he pulls back and looks at me like I’m crazy. “But you were clearly thrown at a wall.”

      His face scrunches before he lets out a laugh. A genuine laugh. I’ve never heard something so beautiful in my life. It’s a husky yet hoarse laugh that’s so attractive that I want to curse the world.

      “Did you read your joke book on the way here?” He attempts to stop laughing but continues chuckling when I cross my arms across my chest. “Oh, I get it. It’s a joke up there, huh?” He taps my head, and I push his hand away.

      “I understand it’s hard to admit difficult things.” Patting his shoulder, I smile. “That’s why there are therapists.”

      As he leans against the cabinets, he tilts his head while giving me a grin. I can’t help but imagine sitting on that counter while he stands between my legs as we show how much we can’t stand each other with our lips, hands …

      “Oh, my therapist will definitely hear about you.”

      I scowl as my eyes follow him while he picks up the tray of dessert we made and places it in the fridge to cool.

      Seeing my annoyed face, he mumbles, “What? I never said I’d say anything bad.”

      And here come the butterflies again …
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      As I’m texting Trinity the directions to Levi’s house, he breaks our comfortable silence.

      “Why do you love these things so much?” He inspects a strawberry before giving me a curious look.

      I shrug. “In my head, it’s the perfect balance of something healthy and something unhealthy.” I gesture to the chocolate.

      Glancing down at my lap, he places a hand on my knee and squeezes, which surprises me. “Let’s try to change you into loving them just because you love the taste, not because of the calories.”

      All I can give him is a small smile. Doesn’t he know I wish I could change my mindset?

      I eye his little sister, who’s sleeping away on the couch opposite from us. Damn, that kid sleeps a lot. Sitting on my knees on his couch with him a cushion apart from me, I reach over and take a strawberry. I lean toward him, and he looks at me carefully as I dangle the thing near his full lips.

      “Try one.”

      “I’m good.”

      “Try it, Meathead.”

      He smirks. “Only if you take a bite first.”

      My hands tremble more as I fight to breathe air in my lungs, and his eyes fixate on my chest. He wants to play? Okay. Putting the berry to my mouth and making sure I keep our intense gaze locked, I take a bite, and just to spite him, I close my eyes and moan softly at the taste.

      Opening my eyes, I find him closer to me than he was seconds ago. The dim lights and slight mumble coming from the TV intensify this moment one hundred times more. Laying a hand on my stomach, burning me up, he lightly pushes me down on the couch before hovering above me. His body is creating so much heat that I’m afraid I’ll pass out.

      But I’ve officially decided this is the best sight. He’s full of sin as his tattooed hand travels up my neck before resting atop my throat. The other takes the berry from my hand and tosses it on the table.

      Why do I feel so drawn to him?

      “I think it’s time for my taste.” His voice is deep and low as he focuses on my lips when I lick them on instinct.

      “You just threw it,” I say, losing all the air in my lungs.

      When he presses his hips into mine, I feel his hard, defined bulge in his pants, sending my mind into a frenzy.

      His voice has an edge to it as his darkened eyes never leave mine. “I’ll just taste its sweetness from here.” He brushes his thumb against my bottom lip, and his fingers squeeze my neck.

      This isn’t meant to happen. Whatever we are is fake. He’s my rival, for goodness’ sake … but I’m not making any move to stop him as he comes closer. I’m not the only one who’s nervous at the sudden space lost between us. My heart clenches at the sight of his chest moving up and down from his rapid breathing.

      As if the universe is telling me to smarten up, he stops suddenly, a confused look on his face when the frickin’ doorbell rings, not only shocking us both out of our spell, but also Levi’s sister from her slumbering, who happens to spot us in our R-rated position.
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      “Start explaining yourself,” my brother demands as he paces in my room. Clearly very stressed out.

      Throwing my hands up in the air, I land on my mattress between Trinity and Elijah. “I don’t know what happened. He was just there at the right moment and offered to take my mind off of what was upsetting me.”

      “You couldn’t let us help you?” Leonidas scoffs, looking at me like I’m crazy. “You had to run away with him and ignore our worried phone calls for literally hours!”

      “I didn’t mean to ignore your phone calls, but you’re acting like I was gone for days—”

      “In my mind, it might as well have been days. My sister ran out of the fucking studio and didn’t even take our car. God, I thought you had been kidnapped. You can’t just fucking run away like that. I don’t give a shit if you’re upset. You let us all be upset with you,” Leonidas growls, voice thick with anger and fear.

      I didn’t think twice before leaving with Levi. That’s what he does to me. He makes me lose all my common sense. And the only way I thought I was going to escape my father’s cruel words was by taking his hand and following him into the deep end.

      And I was right.

      “Baby”—Trinity sits up—“let’s not dwell on the past. She’s okay, and we know that now. Let’s move on.”

      I turn my head, and Elijah gives me a soft smile before wrapping an arm around my shoulders.

      “Our life doesn’t allow us to just run away like that without horrible outcomes. Why do you think we always travel around in a pack or have bodyguards? Because there’s always a possibility of getting mobbed.”

      I can practically see the steam coming out of his ears.

      “Well, I’m safe!” I yell back at my brother. “I was with Levi and his little sister, for God’s sake.”

      “And that’s the cherry on top.” His laugh is full of sarcasm as he stops at the foot of my bed and muses, “You think you being near him would relieve my anxiety?” He shakes his head with an annoyed smile on his face. “I want him nowhere near you when he doesn’t have to be.”

      “Leonidas, dude, calm down.” Elijah raises his voice and sends our brother a warning glance. “No need to cause her any more stress than she’s already felt today.”

      “Never tell an emotional man to calm down,” Trinity whispers over to Elijah, not thinking her boyfriend will hear. But he definitely does. Then, she turns to face the werewolf standing in the middle of the room. “And I agree with Elijah. Take a breather, babe.”

      “I don’t need to take a breather. I need my sister to think clearly.”

      “I am thinking clearly.” I run a hand down my face. “Levi wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.”

      “How do you know that? Do you know him well?”

      “You’re acting like he’s a psychopath, and, yes, I know more than you do.”

      What’s going through his mind? I understand he’s mad, but it’s not like I was seen kissing Levi when it wasn’t necessary.

      “He’s our rival, Amelia.” His eyes capture mine, the swirl of his orbs darkening. “Have you forgotten that, or is he sucking you in, just like I thought he would?”

      Sitting up, I send him a matching glare. “No, I haven’t forgotten he’s our competition. But unlike you, I’m forced to spend time with him. So, we might as well be civil with each other to make this easier because it’s already hard.”

      I’m not one to love fighting. It takes too much out of me. Our back-and-forth bickering for months was enough for me.

      “He doesn’t want what’s best for you. I’m telling you right now. He’s going to use you,” he rasps before storming out of the room and slamming the door behind him.

      All three of us flinch at the sudden noise.

      Aren’t we both using each other? Isn’t that the point of a publicity stunt?

      “Leonidas cares about you, but he has a shitty way of showing it.” Elijah tries to reason.

      I sigh, picking at my jean shorts. “I know. He’s just sometimes so difficult to talk to. It’s like he doesn’t hear anyone around him but his thoughts.”

      I just wish that when he felt heated, he would listen more. He would be present and not in his head. But everyone struggles with something.

      “That’s just his inner Greek coming out.” Trinity flashes me a shit-eating grin while plugging one ear and wincing.

      Elijah’s lip twitches at the corner. “We are pretty loud, aren’t we?”

      “Oh, you have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Get out of my fucking way,” Levi grunts and turns the steering wheel with one hand to avoid a paparazzo’s car as we drive to our first photo shoot as a couple.

      That little action of turning the wheel with one hand should be illegal …

      It makes me feel things that aren’t welcome.

      “Can you watch it?!” I screech when he starts driving like he’s a professional race car driver.

      He flashes me a grin that sends tingles down my spine. “Honey, when I’m behind the wheel, you have nothing to worry about.”

      There it is, calling me honey again. It started at the club, and he hasn’t stopped since.

      I scrunch my nose in distaste. “Why do you call me that?”

      “Call you what?” he asks, not taking his eyes off the road, but resting one arm on the back of my headrest.

      Veins. Tatted veins … right in my face.

      Don’t. Look. Amelia.

      “Honey.”

      He shakes his head, fighting his smile. “Because, to me, you’re like a golden retriever that thinks it’s intimidating, but it’s really anything but that.”

      Um, excuse me?

      Seeing my glare, he rolls his eyes playfully. “And your hair, it’s the color of honey. Your voice is as smooth as honey. And you’re sweet, deep down, just like honey. I could keep going.”

      As if my fake boyfriend didn’t just say something so adorable, which was totally not fake, he looks intently at the road while he flexes his fingers on the wheel.

      Sitting straight in my seat and looking ahead, just like him, I can’t help but look at him from the corner of my eye.

      I wish he weren’t this good-looking. It would help our fake dating and rival relationship feel less tense. The more time I spend with him, the more I catch myself thinking about how his lips would feel against mine, what our naked skin would feel like against one another, and what his morning and night routine are. I want to explore every single tattoo on his body and even watch him as he gets one done.

      But that’s forbidden.

      We used to celebrate each other’s failures and frown when the other would stream more in a day. But the way my hands itch to touch his and how I have to force myself not to turn and watch this sexy-as-hell millionaire drive his sports car, it’s killing me because I’ve never felt this way before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is what I’m wearing?” I speak out, holding the lingerie in my hand by the hanger, my eyes wide in disbelief.

      “Yes?” the random lady answers my question like she’s asking another. “They didn’t tell you your shoot today is for a lingerie company?”

      “Um, no.” I laugh, feeling my face turn red. “I think I would have remembered that.”

      “Well, your team definitely knew about this. They’re the ones that accepted our offer,” the lady says while backing away. “My team thinks this is an amazing opportunity. Our company is going to boom after people see the latest couple wearing our product. We can’t wait to see the outcome. See you outside in five!” She runs off, leaving me alone in the middle of my changing room like she just saw a ghost.

      What the hell is happening?

      Justin told me this photo shoot was normal, that nothing would be out of the ordinary. However, ten minutes before I left my house, I was told Levi would be joining me, and now, this.

      Holding the hanger higher in the air, I feel all the remaining air escape my lungs. This covers nothing.

      It’s gorgeous, something I see other girls wearing on TV that I wish I could pull off, but not something I would ever buy.

      It’s a see-through pink one-piece with little dainty flowers scattered on it. Millions of people are going to see me half-naked, but what makes me even more nervous is the fact that Levi is going to see me in this.

      Will his eyes stay glued to the stretch marks on my hips and on my butt? Will he think my thighs are too skinny? God, what about my arms? Does it look like I don’t eat much by just looking at them?

      I can’t do this.

      Can’t let everyone see me, inspect me …

      Where did all the air go?

      Is the world spinning?
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      I hate smiling. That’s why I don’t do it often.

      Nothing is more annoying to me than photo shoots. Standing underneath hot lights for hours not only puts me in a bad mood, but also makes me hate the world just a bit more.

      For years, I always got out of brand deal shoots, leaving my bandmates pissed off that they were forced to go. But when I heard that this one would be with her, how could I deny any extra time I could spend with her?

      So, I said yes and earned myself a lot of teasing from my friends because of my sudden urgency to do a photo shoot.

      I make my way to her dressing room, wearing my black designer slacks and dress shirt buttoned halfway, leaving most of my chest bare—as instructed. Messing with my already-messed-up hair, I knock twice when I reach her room, excited to see her outfit.

      “Amelia?” I call out when she leaves me standing out in the hallway for two minutes without coming to the door. “I’m coming in. If you’re not decent, don’t hide on my account.”

      Entering her dressing room and not seeing my beautiful girl, I hear a sniffle to my right. Immediately making my heart feel tight in my chest. Walking deeper into the room, I see a sliver of her almost-naked body through the pulled-back curtain.

      What in the world am I doing, fully clothed, and she’s almost naked? Being exposed and practically naked can’t possibly be good for her eating disorder. Why do they always do this to her? Leave her naked and exposed for haters, which makes her hate herself?

      I hate the way she’s curled into herself right now. It makes me want to fix that, make her feel beautiful and needed.

      “Is that what you’re wearing for the shoot?” I ask, making her jump back in surprise at the sudden roughness in my voice.

      When she turns fully to face me, I feel all the blood in my body rush to my cock. Shit, I should have denied this shoot for my sanity. I really need a good lay after this.

      “What are you doing in here, Levi?” she asks, trying to cover herself with her arms.

      “I knocked twice, but you didn’t answer. I came in here to see if you were alive.”

      “Well”—she throws her hands up in frustration—“you know I’m alive now. Get the fuck out.”

      “Honey …” I tsk, stepping closer, making her take a step back in return. “Those foul words sound no good, coming from such a sweet mouth.”

      “Maybe my mouth isn’t as sweet as you think it is, especially to you.”

      Where’s this sudden anger coming from?

      Trapping her body against the wall, between my arms, I try not to look down at her drop-dead-gorgeous body. But everyone has a weakness, and she’s mine. Dragging my eyes from her full boobs to the slight curves in her hips, all the way to her toes, I bite my lip.

      “Are you trying to turn me on, baby?” I play it cool despite wanting to smash my lips against hers until she can no longer talk.

      “Even if I wasn’t, it sure seems like you are.” Her eyes stay glued to my erection.

      My clammy fingers grip her neck, and I grin when I feel her thumping pulse beneath my thumb. “I’m getting the impression that you’re matching my vibe, based on your heartbeat. I bet your sweet little pussy is soaking, just for me.”

      She scoffs, looking anywhere but at my eyes. She purses her lips. “Just being in your presence turns me off.”

      I don’t pay attention to most things, but when it comes to her, I’m glued to every movement she makes, every word that comes out of her mouth. I’ve been with plenty of women in my life, and I know an aroused woman when I see one.

      And she’s definitely the sexiest.

      “Oh, yeah? You wanna make a bet?”

      “No,” she mutters when I pull her chin, locking her gaze on me and only me. “I don’t make bets with the devil.”

      I love how she’s always leaning toward me, even when she doesn’t notice. It proves that she wants me as much as I want her.

      “I love your outfit. I’ll love it even more when it’s crumpled in a heap on my bedroom floor.”

      “How original.” Her breath hitches at my suddenly bold statement. “Being in your bed would be equivalent to literal hell.”

      Pushing her chin up, I bare her neck to my mouth and taste her sweet skin. “Honey, your pussy would be in heaven for hours. And when my cock left your tightness and you came down from the ten highs I gave you, you’d realize you were already living in hell.”

      She spits out but makes no move to push me away, “You’re such a narcissist.”

      Actions speak louder than words, and it seems my good girl wants this, craves this …

      “And you’re in denial. Your body loves to prove that to me.”

      “You—”

      She stops arguing with me when my lips leave a trail of hot kisses from her earlobe to the corner of her mouth. Leaving her mouth agape and ready for mine. But I won’t kiss her there, not until she verbally says she wants this. Wants the temporary heaven I’m willing to give her.

      And it seems like she’s willing to give me the same. Her hands finally touch my shoulders, which are full of tension, and drag along my back.

      “Levi, we can’t do this. We have to stop,” she warns.

      “Does it look like I’m someone who cares if something’s wrong or right?” Biting her earlobe, I glide my tongue along her skin and nearly bow down on my knees.

      I believe in God, but I’m willing to get down and worship her like she’s my new religion. My addiction.

      Amelia’s sexy, long, tan legs wrap around my waist as I boost her up and squeeze.

      And just my luck, someone comes to interrupt us.

      “Amelia, we need you in five,” a lady says behind the closed door before we hear her footsteps patter away.

      And, yes, she’s wet. I can feel her weeping for me.

      She drops her head against the wall behind her, and I curse the world.

      “I think this is a sign from the universe,” she whispers as we both try to collect ourselves.

      “What’s a sign?” I ask when she disentangles herself from me, leaving me cold and empty.

      “That this”—she gestures between us—“isn’t a good thing.”

      Fuck the universe.

      “I think this is telling me all I need to know.” I clench my jaw, bringing my hand to her chest and placing it over her heart. “And that racing heart is for me. I’ll argue with the fucking world if it tells me otherwise.”

      Taking a step away from her when all I want to do is step closer, I nod my chin over my shoulder. “Ready to smile, Drakos?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s feeling insecure about herself. I can tell by the way she’s folding into herself whenever she’s not being photographed. I don’t miss the way her hand slightly shakes when she’s told to place it in mine. When the team around us signals our small break, I walk over to the woman who seems to be running the shoot tonight.

      “What can I do for you, Levi?”

      “I need you to explain to me how this shoot makes any sense. I understand this is a lingerie brand, but how come I’m fully clothed and she’s not? Why am I even in this if I’m not representing the brand?”

      “You are wearing the brand.” She points to my chest. “They make designer clothing as well. And I understand your confusion.” She gives me a smile, but I’m not buying any of her bullshit. “The black outfit you’re wearing contrasts perfectly with her bright pink one-piece. Makes you guys represent what people call you—the grump and the sunshine.”

      Giving her my signature blank stare, I take a step closer and lower my voice. “You see that girl over there?” I say, watching as Amelia hugs her torso while looking down at the ground like a sad puppy. “She doesn’t like this shit, so when her messed up label says she can do another shoot for your brand, half-naked, you’d better deny the offer. Because I know how to make someone happy through my music, but I also know how to make someone feel miserable … you get me?”

      She nods frantically as a smirk makes its way to my face.

      “Good. Glad we cleared this all up.” I leave her side as she scurries away in fear.

      “What did you do?” Amelia sneers when I reach her side.

      “What?” I fake innocence. “I was just having a conversation.”

      “She looks scared,” she points out, looking over my shoulder.

      “I’m a really nice person.” I shrug, giving her a smirk. “Beats me why she seems so terrified after talking to me.”

      “You are the furthest thing from nice.”

      I stand in front of her almost-naked body, blocking her from everyone’s sight. The only person allowed to see her like this should be me. I hate every man in this room right now.

      “Keep acting like you’re not glad to have met me. It’s humorous.”

      “I’ll never forget the first time we met. But I’ll keep trying.” Her mouth twitches at the side as her eyes twinkle with mischief.

      This girl and her jokes …

      “All right, Miss Joke Book, lay another one on me.”

      I twirl a piece of her blonde hair around my finger, and she bites her lip.

      “Roses are red. Violets are blue. I’ve got five fingers, and the middle one is for you.”

      How she came up with that out of the blue blows my mind. No wonder she’s number one on the charts. But I’d still never say that out loud.

      I growl, my voice thick with amusement, “You’re truly one of a kind, One-Hit Wonder.”

      She waves her finger in my face, and her seriousness makes my guard come down. “I think you’re mistaking me for yourself, mister.”

      “All right, let’s get this show on the road. Can we have Miss Drakos and Mr. Miller back in place, please?” the photographer says, not even looking up from his camera, ruining our moment once again.

      Maybe Amelia is right. Everyone keeps interrupting our moments. It’s frustrating as hell.

      Walking to the white screen with Amelia at my side, looking extremely uncomfortable, we get into several coupley poses that have my entire body tense as she hovers above me and wraps her legs around my waist tightly.

      They might as well have caused my own death once they direct me to sit my ass down on the ground with Amelia straddling my torso, one hand around my neck and the other lying on my bare chest, my arms supporting my propped-up body from behind.

      As if we weren’t both super tense already from this position, the photographer utters, “Kiss.”

      We both freeze as everyone waits around us, thinking we’re dating. Normal couples kiss all the time, but we’re anything but normal, and this is practically digging our graves.

      This is what I’ve been waiting for, right?

      The first time I lay my lips on hers, I want it to be real. I don’t want our first kiss to be fake because of our current relationship. I want it to be private without the moment being captured for millions of people to see.

      I want her to want me, want this, need it.

      Not do it because it’s expected of us.

      And I’m angry that the decision is being taken from us. Of course we have to kiss now. It would look weird if a couple denied showing their passionate embrace.

      I was angry about our fake dating arrangement, but I’m furious that our first intimate moment is going to be ruined.

      Why do I even care? I shouldn’t.

      Amelia’s erotic eyes bore into my own as she bites her lip, looking nervous as we both feel several pairs of curious gazes pinned on us, waiting eagerly.

      A couple of seconds pass between us as we wait for who’ll make the first move, but after a while, I can’t take it anymore. I close the remaining distance between us and hear Amelia’s breath catch in her throat when I brush my lips over her slightly parted ones. She whispers my name before I open my mouth on top of hers and lick into the kiss, battling her tongue with mine. She lets out a quiet, choked whisper.

      I can’t stop for the life of me. She’s even softer than she looks, and she tastes fruity, like the ripest fruit on a steamy summer day. Our bodies press together heatedly, and we both breathe heavily. I feel the thud of our combined heartbeats. Her lips move over mine in a possessive, claiming way, and I let myself drown in her arms because she’s the best medication for my heart that this world could possibly offer. Her hand moves from my chest to my neck as I grip her waist tightly, not knowing what to do with my hands. I feel like I’m drowning and she’s my safety boat, pulling me out of my own personal hell.

      The clicking of a camera breaks me out of this kiss. Abruptly pulling away when I want to stay more than anything. Amelia tries to follow my lips, but I squeeze her waist, denying my personal heaven.

      Denying it for now.

      “Oh my God,” she whispers under her breath, sitting straight on my lap as my hard-on aches underneath her bum.

      My stupid dick is not hiding his need for the pretty girl on top of us.

      “That was amazing!” the photographer yells. “Absolutely amazing. You can feel the passion through the picture!”

      I don’t doubt him, not in the slightest.
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      For days, I haven’t been able to get that kiss out of my mind. The kiss that was supposed to be fake but felt anything but that.

      The tension in my belly increased astronomically when the pictures came out. I stared. For literal hours. I was sure the entire world was shocked because the picture went viral minutes after its release. I couldn’t blame everyone for their obsession. The pictures were hot. I wanted to print them out and tattoo them in my brain. It almost felt like they shouldn’t have been shared with the world.

      My brothers nearly passed out when they saw it, but Trinity was a different story. She was bouncing around the room in excitement and happiness. It was pretty cute. I don’t know how Trinity calmed Leonidas down from going to the studio and destroying everyone in his path, but she somehow made him relaxed enough to be able to think.

      I don’t even want to know …

      Even I have to admit, this is absolutely insane. People are loving this, eating up our relationship like they’re starved. Most of the comments are positive and uplifting. However, some crazy fans are pointing their fingers at me and making sure I know they’re angry that I’m dating their favorite singer. I knew when the press released pictures of me half-naked, I’d see the worst comments I could ever imagine. But it’s ten times worse. People are acting like they don’t know I’m a human with feelings. They point out my ribs that you can see, my thighs and arms that are too skinny. Everything I am insecure about.

      There’s always something to say.

      I didn’t even re-download Instagram. I just sneaked into Elijah’s phone and went to my page and read all my comments. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s like I want to torture myself.

      Shaking off the bile that feels like its making its way up my throat, I zip up my packed suitcase as our ride to the airport almost arrives. We’re leaving for our concert that’s two days away. I packed everything I could think of, but once I leave, I know I’ll remember something I forgot to bring.

      It always happens to me.

      Seeing that we’re due to leave soon and I have nothing left to do, I make my way to my brother’s room.

      “What in the world is happening here?” I stop in the doorway with my mouth dropped open when I spot a mess of clothes on Elijah’s floor.

      His suitcase is empty because everything is on the ground.

      “I hate packing,” he says, looking through one of his many drawers. “It gives me so much anxiety, and for what? I don’t know.”

      “If you forget something, we can always go buy it. It’s not the end of the world.”

      I plop down on his unmade bed, and he glares at my relaxed state.

      “Why bother buying it if I can just remember to bring it?”

      “The remembering part”—I laugh at his stressed face—“seems to be the problem here.”

      “Duh.” He throws a pair of folded socks at my head, and it bounces off my forehead to the floor.

      “I hope those were clean,” I stress.

      There are no surprises when it comes to Elijah.

      “You can eat them. That’s how clean they are,” he says, seriousness all over his face.

      I scrunch my nose at the thought. No, thank you.

      “We have a lot of talking to do.”

      I groan, burying my face into his pillow. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “I don’t care, Amelia. We need to talk about the pictures.”

      “They’re just pictures.” My voice is muffled by the pillow, but I know he can understand me as he packs away.

      “We all know just by looking at your face, you were transformed into a different world, staring into his eyes.”

      Ew, my brother noticed that.

      Sighing, I peek at him and find him already glancing in my direction. “What are you saying?”

      “You’re falling for him.”

      I gasp, sitting up straight and glaring at him like he’s the enemy. “I am not! He’s our rival.”

      “Do you think your heart cares that he’s our rival?” He laughs, shaking his head as he folds a shirt. “It doesn’t give a shit.”

      “It’s my heart. I know it gives a fuck. I can feel it.” Placing my hand on my chest, I frown.

      “Did you also feel the way it was probably beating a mile a minute when he was kissing you?” He cringes at the thought.

      “I was nervous.”

      He points out, “Nervous that you were falling for him.”

      “Ugh!” Throwing my hands up, I scold, “You’re so annoying. The only thing I can think about when I see his face is how punchable it is.”

      He snorts, and I can tell he doesn’t believe me at all.

      And honestly, I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince more. Me or Elijah?

      After a few moments of silence as Elijah packs his suitcase, he says in a soft voice, “I wouldn’t be mad at you.”

      I swallow thickly.

      “I just want you to be happy, and if he’s the one who makes you feel like the princess you are, then I’m happy for you.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know if he is.”

      He sends me a soft, comforting, brotherly smile. “Well, when you know, tell me, okay?”

      I nod once.

      He throws another sock at me and demands, “All right, come here, lady. Help me pack all my shit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I munch on a chocolate chip cookie on this intense plane ride as I try to avoid Levi’s heated gaze from across the plane. I haven’t seen him since the kiss, and I’m quite afraid to look up.

      We had no idea Levi’s bandmates would be joining us at our concert. We all assumed it would just be Levi. Our management teams planned something that’s going to make a big impact on our relationship, but they haven’t told us anything yet. But Times Three takes up one side of the plane while Triple Threat takes up the other. And the glares are in full force today.

      Leonidas’s energy is a furious, dark cloud. I feel its storm from where I sit beside his girlfriend. Trinity and I watch him like he’s our entertainment because I’m sure he’ll explode on this plane ride.

      God, I hope there are parachutes.

      Typing away on his computer about God knows what, he blocks out the world with his expensive headphones. Elijah sits beside him, reading a paperback that Trinity is forcing him to read, and it looks like he’s enjoying himself.

      Elijah, reading a book? Who would’ve thought?

      As if he can feel our gaze on him, he looks up and gives Trinity and me a smile before glancing down quickly at the paperback lying in his lap.

      “He’s such a dork. He really thinks I’ll attack him if he doesn’t read.” Trinity chuckles, laying her head on my shoulder.

      “We’re all scared of you, but I think he likes it. He hasn’t talked for twenty minutes. That’s a new record.”

      I’m just playing around with Trinity. I love my golden retriever brother with everything in me.

      She scoffs, “No, you aren’t! I’m the least bit scary. What are you talking about?”

      Now, it’s my turn to laugh. “You’re scarier than that man over there.” I point to my grumpy brother, who looks up from his computer and frowns in confusion at us.

      Trinity waves him off with a small smile while whispering to me, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      I send her a disgusted face before she laughs and continues to read her own paperback.

      I fall asleep after our mini debate and wake up a couple of hours later with a sore neck. I stretch it out with a sour look on my face. Leonidas takes a seat beside me, but not before sending a glare to Triple Threat. They glare back, all three of them.

      But Levi, gosh, his angry gaze could kill. He looks grumpier than normal. I didn’t think that was even possible. Maybe he’s having a bad craving day. I know how it feels to be disappointed with yourself. But he doesn’t look drunk, and it fills me with relief that he’s still staying strong.

      He would tell me, wouldn’t he? We have a pact.

      “I think the fit that Dad pulled in the office the other day is enough evidence. But I pulled up some unedited YouTube videos from the past. If you listen closely, you can hear him in the background, screaming, cursing. It’s really bad,” Leonidas whispers in my ear, shutting his laptop, which is on his lap.

      Nodding once, I whisper back, “When do you want to do this? We have to break the news to Mom.”

      “Soon, but not yet. I have some things in mind that we need to get done once we go home.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Like?”

      “I’m scared you’ll throw me out of this plane with the help of her”—he points over to Trinity, who’s now sleeping next to Elijah—“if you find out right now.”

      “That bad?”

      It must be if he’s keeping it from me. We always tell each other everything. But whatever he’s keeping back is a decision he made without coming to me first, and that worries me.

      He shrugs, pulling up the hood of his hoodie to hide his head from the chilly air in our private plane. “It’s good and bad.”

      “If it’s something you thought of, it’s probably horrible. So, it’s better that you don’t tell me when we’re thousands of feet in the air.”

      Scoffing, he rolls his eyes before extending his feet in front of him. “You’d have millions of angry people after you.”

      Shrugging, I smirk. “I can hide. I always won hide-and-seek when we were kids.”

      “You’re delusional. I always won,” he scolds me, looking at me like I’m a liar.

      “Liar,” I argue back.

      “Nope, you’re the only liar here.” He gets in my face, and I glare at him.

      “Want me to call up Mom?” I say smartly, knowing who the queen of hide-and-seek is.

      He might have won every other game, growing up, but I’m being possessive of my only crown.

      Leaning back, he mutters angrily, “No.”

      That’s what I thought.

      I don’t know why, but I glance up and find Levi’s pointed glare on my face. His gaze softens slightly before he turns and starts a conversation with a happy Axel and Rowan.

      My chest squeezes as my heart pounds.

      My heart really needs to stop playing games with me. It’s not funny anymore.
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      Someone must be looking out for me, or this is the worst torture anyone has ever planned out.

      One bed. Amelia Drakos.

      I have to share one bed with Amelia Drakos, my greatest craving. There was a mix-up with sleeping arrangements. My bandmates are sharing a queen bed in their own room, and that left me with no choice other than to join Times Three in their suite. Leonidas and Trinity are sharing a queen bed, and Elijah is sleeping on a twin. You would think they could afford to swing for the larger bed. That leaves a queen bed for me and Amelia.

      I could be a gentleman and sleep on the couch, but it looks uncomfortable as fuck, and I need my sleep or else I’ll be up all night, thinking about alcohol and how easy it would be to just give up my sobriety.

      I swear I heard Trinity threaten Elijah not to share a bed with his sister under her breath. He looked scared and agreed, but didn’t look happy about his best friend’s betrayal. I don’t know if I have to thank Trinity or curse the ground she walks upon for my upcoming torture.

      Leonidas is a different story. Stone-cold about the sleeping arrangements, he didn’t utter one word and stormed into the room he was sharing with his girlfriend. He hasn’t come out for hours.

      I watch Amelia place her hands on her hips while glaring down at the bed. “This has to be a setup from the team. There’s no way this is a mistake.”

      Shrugging like I’m totally not freaking out myself, I plop down onto the bed with a grin. “We’re both adults. I think we can share a bed without killing each other.”

      She huffs with a pout on her lips before glaring at where I lie on the tiny bed.

      “Unless,” I tease her, “you’ve never shared a bed with a man before …”

      “I’ve shared a bed with a guy before,” she scoffs, rolling her eyes.

      That’s a fact that I didn’t need to know and wish I’d never found out. In my own little fantasy, I would love to imagine Amelia is a virgin, no man having touched her where I desperately want to. I want her to experience everything with me for the first time. But some prick took that from me, and I would literally kill him if I knew who he was.

      “When?”

      “You have to expand your vocabulary a bit more when you’re asking questions, Levi,” Amelia chimes in.

      I want to kiss that smart look right off her face.

      “When was the last time you had sex?” I grit out, sitting up and giving her a stern glare.

      She shrugs nonchalantly. “It could have been yesterday, a week ago, a month, or even a year … but that information is none of your business.”

      To hell with that.

      I get off the bed, and she looks nervous as I round it. She holds up her hands, but I keep coming until her palms are pressed against my chest and her back crashes against the door.

      Invading her space, I whisper harshly, “It’s my business because everyone thinks you’re my girlfriend, and if my girl is sleeping around while dating me, I’m going to look like a fool. And there is nothing I hate more than that.” Gripping her neck, I force her to look at me. “Tell me.”

      Her breaths are shallow as her chest rises up and down at a rapid pace against mine. “I don’t care if you look like a fool. I hope you do.”

      “The only fool here is you. Look at you, pressed against this door, waiting for my mercy.” My lips brush her ear, causing a shiver to roll down her body. “Be a good girl and start talking, Drakos.”

      She huffs, “I haven’t had sex with anyone since our agreement started.” She pushes me back by my shoulder, and I let her move past me. “It’d better be the same for you.”

      “Jealous?” I send her a smirk. Even though I haven’t let anyone touch me since the moment Amelia walked into my life.

      Crossing her arms across her chest, she laughs. “I have the same reasons as you, Meathead. Don’t get it twisted.”

      There’s nothing hotter than watching her get so wound up with me. Her tall but curvy frame stands sassily across the room as she glares at me.

      I let my eyes drag along her body, and I appreciate the short, tight pink shorts she’s wearing with an oversize tee.

      Leaning on the wall, I stuff my hands in my hoodie pocket before sending her a dark look. “I’m practically celibate.”

      My dick loves to prove that to me every day. I wish I didn’t have to see Amelia all the time. It just makes me ache even more.

      “You’d better leave it that way,” a sudden voice says from behind me.

      Turning, I find Elijah at the door.

      “Touching my sister isn’t in your near future.”

      He couldn’t be more wrong. I’m tired of holding back.

      “You eavesdrop often?” I mutter, looking back at his out-of-breath sister.

      “When it comes to my sister, yeah,” he replies sharply. “Amelia, let’s go. The team wants us at the stadium for a sound check.”

      Grabbing her bag in a hurry, she brushes past me without peeking a glance at me. When I hear the door close softly, I deflate.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not a good day?” Rowan states more than he asks when he hands me a bottle of water.

      The sweat on my forehead for sure answers his question. Today isn’t a bad day. It’s horrible. My body is currently going through cold sweats, and the shakiness of my hands makes me lie on my bandmates’ bed, feeling like the world around me is spinning.

      I haven’t felt like this in a long time. I thought I was getting better. I haven’t had a drink in months. That’s the longest I’ve ever gone, and for a second, I really thought I’d beaten this addiction. Until randomly today, I was hit with sickness and weakness that made me feel low.

      A low that transformed into a dangerous mindset.

      I’ve done my research on how to do this properly and safely at home. I can’t go to rehab for one reason and one reason only. Stella. She would be taken away from me, and that would be equivalent to killing me. So, I’m doing this the risky way. But it’s been working so far.

      But I look at the bad days as good days. They teach me how to cope with stress and my negative thoughts. That’s how I’m going to beat this—by learning how to cope.

      “Just take it easy today, okay, man?” Axel says, bringing over a cold towel and placing it on my forehead.

      If I wasn’t so tired, I would flick him for putting something so uncomfortable on me.

      They stand around the bed with worried looks on their faces.

      “I’m not going to drink anything. Go and do something.”

      They haven’t admitted this, but I know they expect me to relapse. Setbacks are to be expected when you’re overcoming an addiction. I get that. But I won’t let that happen.

      I don’t want to drink more than I do.

      “We’re not leaving you alone. That’s dangerous.” Rowan shakes his head.

      “Let’s watch a movie. It’s crazy out there anyway. Have you seen the front of the hotel? It’s swarmed with Times Three fans.” He shivers at the thought.

      “Heard there’s a new Marvel movie out,” Rowan says, searching through the TV.

      “Yeah!” Axel exclaims, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s find that. It looks sick.”

      And as my two bandmates join me on the bed, which is way too small for our buff frames, they send me worried glances all afternoon, but I keep my gaze pinned forward on the TV as my body grieves the loss of alcohol.
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      It’s very late at night when we arrive back at our hotel. The herd of fans that was waiting for us when we left this afternoon has now doubled.

      We try our best to make our way into the hotel as fast as possible, but I have to stop for some pictures and autographs. Our fans are not the paparazzi. Sometimes, I feel like there’s no difference between the two. However, our fans’ support and unconditional love mean the world to me, so I owe them a few minutes of my time.

      Getting ushered into the lobby by one of our bodyguards, I let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m gonna need a hearing aid.” Elijah winces and plugs one ear once we’re in the elevator.

      “I think we’re all going to need them,” Leonidas says while wrapping Trinity in his arms.

      Elijah groans, looking at the couple. “Ugh, can you not be so lovey-dovey right now? You know it makes me nauseous with envy.”

      “I told you, I don’t give a shit.” Leonidas shrugs, and Trinity sends him a small smile.

      “I care.” Trinity shrugs away from her scowling boyfriend and squeezes my other brother.

      Elijah immediately lights up with happiness and melts into her embrace. “I got your girl. I got your girl,” he sings playfully, grinning right at Leonidas.

      “Yeah?” Leonidas smirks. “Your name isn’t the one she’s going to be screaming out tonight.”

      A bucket of cold water has been poured over my head. Ew.

      Elijah pushes his best friend back into her boyfriend’s arms and shivers. Disgust is evident on his face. “That won’t be happening!” Elijah yells as he keeps up with Leonidas’s long strides down the hallway. “We’re all sharing a suite, Leonidas Drakos. If you keep me up all night, I’ll tell everyone at the concert that the cause of me falling asleep onstage is because of you!”

      He snorts while opening our door and holding it for all of us.

      “I wouldn’t do that to you, Elijah.” Trinity places her hand on his shoulder in a supportive gesture.

      “Yes, you would! You already did.”

      I laugh at my brother’s obnoxious behavior.

      “All right, I’m heading to bed. We have a big day tomorrow,” Leonidas says before he disappears into his bedroom.

      Trinity follows behind him, giving me a sneaky wink.

      This girl and her matchmaking skills …

      “Remember, I have amazing hearing, and I’ll run in there if I hear anything,” Elijah says, walking backward, his eyes pinned to my face.

      Saluting him, I muster a smile.

      I don’t have the energy right now to argue or be funny. I’m just dreading what’s coming. The couch seems big enough to sleep on. But I would definitely be uncomfortable all night.

      Dragging my feet while walking to the torture that’s going to come, I stop in the doorway when I find Levi already in bed with the lights all off.

      Huh.

      I peek at the digital alarm clock placed on the dresser, and the bright numbers mock me. It’s later than I originally thought.

      Tiptoeing in an effort not to wake up the grumpy beast, I gather all my essentials and make my way to our bathroom.

      Putting on a matching set of silk PJs, I take off all my makeup, do my skin care routine, and gather my blonde hair in a messy bun. Placing my hands on the counter for support, I blink twice when the world slightly spins before I regain my strength again.

      No amount of mentally preparing myself will make me ready for what I’m about to face out there. It’s one thing to be alone with him during the day. But in the dark, lying next to each other? That’s completely different, and I might just barf. But I can’t stand in here all night.

      My clammy hands shake as I grip the doorknob and turn it slowly. My eyes adjust to the darkness as I stand and watch Levi. If he wakes up suddenly, he’s going to think I’m a creep, so I really hope he doesn’t.

      His lean frame takes up half the bed, and I appreciate his muscular back as he lies on his stomach with one hand under the pillow, supporting his head. Rounding the bed since he’s taken up the right side, I look closely to see if he’s deep in sleep. Feeling satisfied, I grab a few pillows that he threw to the side and place them in the middle of the bed, separating our bodies.

      Slowly getting into bed, I smile at my pillow wall, feeling proud.

      But the pillows don’t change the fact that I can feel the intimidating heat rolling off the man beside me as he sleeps. I imagine him doing dirty things to me. Things I wish deep down that he were doing instead of peacefully sleeping.

      I try to relax my breathing into something slower and deeper while I close my eyes.

      But all night, I’m hyperaware of the man next to me, and I curse myself because of how much I want to tear down the barrier I’ve made and give in.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not a morning person, which means I wake up, feeling miserable.

      But the beaming sun in my eyes really says no mercy as it blinds me. Of course I forgot to shut the blinds before I fell asleep. The only thing I was aware of was the man I’m sharing a bed with. Opening my eyes, I flinch at the brightness and let out a yelp.

      “Oh my God!” I scream, jumping up and placing a hand on my now-racing heart.

      Levi gives me his infamous glare, his eyes dark with a half-awake look to them. “You built a pillow wall?” His voice is husky with sleep. He points to it while messing with his tousled hair.

      How is it possible to look so sexy in the morning?

      “Don’t ask stupid questions when you already know the answer.” I rub my tired eyes as he glares at the pillows.

      “My question is, why?” The words come out bitter. “You think I’m going to do something without consent?”

      I give him a shocked look, feeling slightly bad that he thinks I think so poorly about him. “If I thought you would touch me without consent, I wouldn’t even sleep in the same room as you,” I point out, straightening my shirt.

      “Then, why the pillow wall? Are we two?”

      I nod, sitting up straight. “Well, I’m not, but you love to act like you are.”

      He raises a brow before reaching to his nightstand and putting on my favorite glasses. I totally don’t focus on his muscles straining.

      “Says the walking joke book,” he muses. “I think you were scared you were going to wake up, cuddling me.”

      Got me there. I love cuddling, but he doesn’t need to know he’s right. His ego is big enough.

      “I think you’re the cuddler here,” I say, unraveling my hair from its messy bun on top of my head and letting the waves fall down my back.

      He watches the movement my hair makes with a hungry gaze before swallowing thickly.

      “Again with your jokes.” He shakes his head, and his brown hair shifts.

      I itch to run my hand through the short strands.

      “Anyway, do we know yet what the plan is for me today?”

      “No,” I say, moving the covers off of my body and frowning. “They haven’t said anything to me yet.”

      “Great. That means that they’re up to something.” He runs a hand down his face, groaning.

      “Welcome to my life.” I pat his shoulder, and his muscles bunch at my touch before I quickly move away from him, feeling the forbidden electricity spark early in the morning.

      Why won’t it go away?

      I leave him on the bed while I brush my teeth, pulling on a pink crew neck and a pair of black leggings. I put my hair into a ponytail before braiding the strands. Not bothering to put on any makeup since I’m getting it professionally done later on, I tie the laces of my black high-top Converse and walk past the man currently dressed in all black once again. I want to stop and watch as he places his rings on his fingers and his chains around his neck. But I keep walking.

      “Let’s go,” my crew says, waiting for me at the door.

      Looking back once before I leave our suite, I meet Levi’s tired gaze.
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        * * *

      

      I’m singing tonight.

      It won’t be the first time, but it still doesn’t make me any less nervous. I’m singing a flirtatious song, one of our dirtiest songs. Let’s just say, if we caught our mom listening to this song, it would make us cringe and want to bury ourselves alive.

      I’ve practiced a bunch of times, and now, I’m worried if I use my voice any more, I’ll lose it for the performance.

      “You look stunning, dear,” a makeup artist says as she curls the last strand of my hair.

      My makeup is all done to perfection, leaving me speechless because I actually feel beautiful.

      “Thank you.” I give her a smile in the mirror.

      “I’ll leave you to it. You’re on soon. Good luck!”

      She leaves me alone in my dressing room, and I drag my sweaty palms along my pink shorts and eye the matching corset top.

      I got this. I’ve done this a million times …

      Justin comes barreling into the room, looking flustered. “Okay, we have your moment with Levi all planned out.”

      “You’re telling me ten minutes before I need to go onstage?” I sneer, anxiety taking over my entire body.

      He waves me off, making it extremely hard for me not to punch him in the face. “It’s simple, and we wanted it to be perfect. We already told Levi that he’s joining you onstage for a song. He’s getting ready now.”

      Joining me onstage for a song?

      Seeing my confusion, he continues, “I know you’re not going to like the sound of this, but it’s finalized, and we know it’ll make a tremendous impact on the media.” Taking a deep breath, he sends me a nervous smile. “You’re going to give Levi a lap dance onstage while singing your song.”

      All the remaining air in my lungs vanishes, leaving me a gasping mess. “What?! I can’t do that, Justin. Not in front of thousands of people.”

      My jerk of a manager has the audacity to just shrug. “As I said, it’s finalized. I know you can do it. Just feel the rhythm of the music and dance. Make everyone’s jaw fall to the floor while they cream their pants.”

      Ew, I want to barf.

      See, I’m only good for my body.

      He escapes my dressing room and leaves me alone with my thumping heartbeat. I blink a couple of times to get rid of the sudden tears that have rushed to my eyes.

      I won’t cry.

      I can do this.

      I can be the person everyone thinks I am.

      But how is this fair? How can they make this decision for me without asking for my consent first?

      I’m only left in my thoughts for a couple more minutes until someone collects me to get ready for the concert. The closer I get to the stage, the louder the screams get, and the louder my thoughts yell at me.

      I don’t want this, yet I’m being forced to do it.

      Before I join my siblings, where they stand near the closed stage curtain, a hand grabs my forearm, stopping me. Glancing back, I see green eyes.

      “I know you’re nervous. But you don’t need to be when you’re with me. Just pay attention to me, and I’ve got you.” He lowers his voice, and I stare, dumbfounded at his sudden softness.

      His lips place a delicate kiss on my cheek before he takes a step back. “I know this is pretty fucked up, but you’ve got this, Drakos. Don’t get in your head. Focus on me.”

      How can he be so hot and cold?

      But right now, I give in to the temporary comfort he gives me. Smiling slightly, I join my brothers and my best friend.

      “Did you take your medicine?” I ask a relaxed-looking Elijah.

      He nods his head.

      All three of us take a deep breath as the roar of the crowd gets louder, becoming ear-piercing as our name is announced.
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      I’ve seen a lot of controversy going around that my brothers are fame hogs.

      But little does everyone know, I like being in the background. I enjoy not being the center of attention. Playing the drums is therapeutic for me. It temporarily eases my stress off my shoulders. But tonight, for at least a couple of minutes, I’m going to be the center of attention. I’m confident in my singing abilities. The problem is, my stress might take over every logical part of my brain.

      The last thing I need is to have a panic attack onstage.

      The roar of the crowd intensifies when a backstage worker walks onto the stage and places a chair right smack in the middle. I focus on the thousands of signs that are being held up in the crowd instead of my shaking hands.

      My grumpy brother walks up to me as he takes off his white electric guitar and places it on a stand.

      “I’ll try not to barf,” he yells in my ear in an attempt for me to hear him over our fans’ screams.

      “How do you think I feel?” I yell back. “I want to run away and not look back.”

      Handing him my sticks, I walk to the edge of the stage and muster up my fakest smile for the thousands of people watching me in person, waiting eagerly to see what’s next.

      “I hope everyone’s enjoying the show so far!” I speak into my pink microphone, which earns me thousands of responses from every direction. I smile once the yells die down and wait for Leonidas to get ready on the drums. “I know you all love surprises, so I’m really excited to announce that there’s a special guest tonight!”

      Levi’s name is screeched from every direction, causing a tornado of butterflies to erupt in my stomach.

      “I’m glad to hear he’s a hit,” I muse, giving everyone my signature grin and walking around the chair. “Well, I have a lot of pressure to bring him out, I guess.”

      Playing with my earpiece to tune out everyone around me, I stare at Trinity in the crowd to ground me, to relax my muscles.

      I can’t give off the impression that I’m nervous. My “boyfriend” shouldn’t scare me. He should comfort me. Every gossip magazine, fan, and body language expert will come to the conclusion that this relationship is fake if I don’t relax. We don’t need that rumor being spread like wildfire.

      Not now.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the attention seeker himself, Levi Miller!”

      The crowd goes crazy when I turn and find Levi strolling toward me casually, looking like he’s just going on a morning walk. He smirks my way at the introduction I gave him.

      As usual, he looks so hot in such an effortless way as he wears baggy black cargo pants and an oversize black tee. His lips lay an innocent kiss on my cheek as he passes, but to me, the kiss is anything but that. It sparks something below my belly that isn’t welcome.

      Walking over to his seat, he doesn’t spare the audience a look as he sits, keeping his gaze pinned on me and only me. Confidence blooms in my chest.

      I can do this if that’s how he’s looking at me, looking at me like I’m the only girl in the world.

      The lights dim, and thousands of light-up hand bracelets shine in the arena as Leonidas starts playing the drums, and Elijah follows after him with his own chords, making everyone scream.

      I tune out everything around me but the man reclined perfectly in his chair, ready for a lap dance. The crowd goes wild as I start singing, walking toward him with sultriness. I circle him as I drag a hand down my body.

      Oh my God, what am I doing?

      “Just pay attention to me, and I’ve got you.”

      Dragging one hand along his shoulder before grazing it across his neck, I pull his chin up so he’s looking up at me while I sing above him. I hear Leonidas pound the drums a little too aggressively as I walk to face Levi while I shake my hips and play with my hair in an erotic way. His wild green eyes are shades darker than they were moments ago, and I don’t miss the bulge in his pants.

      Giving him my best impression of sex eyes, I step forward between his legs. His tatted hands reach out and squeeze my waist as I straddle him. I wrap one leg around the chair for support, all while hitting a high note that takes up all the air in my lungs. He’s making me feel drunk. I’m filled with so much electricity and power that I’ve never felt before, and it’s all because of him. All because of the way he looks at me and reacts to my body, my personality. I brush my body against his hard muscles and circle my hips while dragging my hand to his V-line before exploring his chest again.

      His hands are large and rough as he drags them down my bare legs when I start to slightly grind on him, feeling the music in my hips as my voice vibrates through the entire stadium. I sing louder and more confidently than I ever have in my life as I hear him groan softly under his breath. I’m loving this but hating it at the same time. Stroking my hand down his chest, I feel his muscles tighten as he clenches his jaw. He doesn’t stop me because the clear boner I feel on my bum is evidence that he’s being tortured by my movements.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this in front of thousands of people. Pictures and videos will be posted in a matter of minutes after my performance.

      Stop thinking. Just feel for once, Amelia.

      My nipples harden under my tight corset top, and his mood turns greedy at the sight since my boobs are visible as I lean into him. As he runs his eyes along my body, I flip my hair to one side and wrap an arm around his neck as I grind myself on his length. Embarrassingly, I feel myself get wet as I breathe in his deep cinnamon scent. This is the most scandalous thing I’ve ever done, and somewhere deep down, I wish it weren’t in front of all these people … visible to my brothers.

      But I never would have thought I would make Levi look at me like he’s not sure if he’s in a dream or if he’s witnessing reality. Tilting my head back and closing my eyes, I almost whimper when I feel his hot breath across my neck and chest as his fingers pierce my hips, helping me keep my pace.

      I’m lost, turned on so much that I actually have to think to continue singing. My lower half aches so bad that I can’t even imagine how he’s feeling, below me, under my mercy.

      “Fuck,” he mutters in the direction opposite of where I hold my microphone.

      His breathing turns more rapid as my erotic dance moves arouse him. Moving my bum over his cock one last time, I get up seductively with my ass in the air, and I drag a hand along his leg before standing straight.

      The music dies down.

      The lights dim.

      Screams pierce the air.

      But the only thing I can feel and hear is my pounding heartbeat.
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      “Oh my gosh!” Trinity screeches, running to match my long strides as I make my way to my dressing room after our show. “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen!”

      Looking over my shoulder, I find my grumpy-looking brothers walking at a slow pace behind us.

      “Did I look okay?” I whisper, not wanting my brothers to overhear our embarrassing conversation.

      I want to crumple into a little ball and just stay there in mortification. I can’t believe my brothers had to watch that entire performance.

      “You looked like a goddess!” she says, gripping my arm and squeezing. “And you should have seen Levi’s face. He was so mesmerized by you. I could see his excitement, if you know what I mean”—she jabs me in my side while winking—“all the way down from my seat.”

      “That’s a physical reaction, not emotional. He would have had that same reaction to anyone.” Right?

      She scoffs, joining me in my dressing room and slamming the door shut. “You’re living in denial. The evidence was apparent in his lovestruck face. He practically had sparkles in his eyes.”

      Levi and sparkles, together in one sentence … ha-ha.

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t be able to stand upright.” Trinity plops down onto a couch and sighs. “I would be making out with him right now.”

      Grabbing a crumpled T-shirt I tossed on the floor hours ago, I throw it at her. My aim is perfect because it lands directly on her face.

      “Since you’re a horndog right now, go make out with my pissed off brother. Help him feel less stressed out after witnessing my little dance.”

      I always—and I mean, always—avoid the image or even the thought of my best friend and brother being intimate, but if it gets her off my back and Leonidas into a better mood after the stunt the team made me do, then it’s worth it.

      “You know I will,” she replies, her voice muffled since she has yet to move the T-shirt off her head.

      Ripping it off her, I peer down at her face. “Are you trying to suffocate yourself? Why didn’t you move at all?” I say, a laugh bursting free from my throat.

      “The darkness was nice.” With her eyes still closed, she throws an arm over her face.

      Deciding to leave my best friend alone in her feelings, I shimmy out of my shorts and put on a pair of baggy black sweats. Before I manage to take off the shirt that’s squeezing the life out of me, my door bangs open and hits the wall.

      Jumping, I place a hand on my beating chest as Levi Miller comes barging into the room, still in the outfit he was wearing onstage. He advances to where I stand with a needy look on his grumpy face. Giving one look in Trinity’s direction, he points to the door.

      Jolting up, my best friend runs to the door and winks at me before shutting it behind her.

      Little traitor …

      I open my mouth to say something to the aroused man in front of me. He closes the space between us, roughly pulling my body into his hard one.

      He grabs my neck tightly before he mutters darkly, as if he can’t talk, “Shut up.”

      And his lips are on mine.

      We’re kissing.

      Not for anyone but us.

      There’s nothing innocent about the way he kisses. His lips are warm and so demanding as he pries my mouth open like a starved man and brushes his tongue against my own. We breathe in heavily through our noses as he tortures my mouth with his hard kisses. He walks me backward until my back hits the wall, and his body presses against every inch of mine.

      Warmth spreads through my chest as his cinnamon smell makes me feel dizzy and uneasy in the best way possible.

      “You liked rubbing your sweet pussy all over me in front of all those people, didn’t you?” He speaks through our bruising kiss, biting my bottom lip and pulling. “You liked torturing me, knowing I’d have you pinned against a wall later. Screaming, begging for my cock.”

      He slams his lips fully on mine, not giving me a chance to reply. His hand grips my bum, and he squeezes, making a moan slip past my mouth.

      I can’t believe this is happening right now, and why am I doing nothing to stop this?

      He’s pressing me against the wall so tight that there isn’t an inch of him I don’t feel.

      “You like being a bad girl?” he states darkly, sparking something within me I’ve never felt. “You like pissing me off, knowing there’s going to be consequences for your actions later?”

      I can feel his hard dick pressing on my stomach and his quick, unsteady breaths. I give in to the desire because there’s no point in denying and fighting the want and lust I feel.

      “I know your pussy is wet and ready for me, aching for my cock,” he whispers harshly as his lips slide down my exposed neck.

      I fight to keep my eyes open.

      Sucking at the base of my throat, he licks and bites … marking me. And I let him.

      Shivers run down my spine at his chilling words, making the butterflies in my tummy feel painful.

      Placing a hand on my mouth to muffle my moans, he moves my other hand above my head and threads our fingers as he whispers against my skin, “Let me hear those cries that are just for me.”

      I shouldn’t feel so turned on by his words, but I do. I want him so badly that I’m throbbing, practically shaking as he devours every part of me he can reach with his mouth.

      I think something sparked inside of me when I was giving him a lap dance earlier. I felt this newfound confidence throughout my entire body, making me almost hunch over from its sharp demand.

      The need to feel beautiful for once. While also not letting anyone control my life anymore.

      I should be able to have sex with whomever I want.

      And that’s what I’m about to do.

      “Fuck me.” It comes out of my mouth softly and harshly before I can think twice as he sucks away at my neck.

      Fisting his hair in my hands, I wrap my long legs around his waist and squeeze.

      He stills, his breath sending goose bumps all along my skin. “What did you say?” he demands in a low voice.

      “You heard me,” I say, moving my hips to feel some sort of friction against my core, grinding on his dick.

      He groans in response.

      I let out a yelp when a sharp slap comes down on my ass.

      “Did I stutter? I said, what did you say?”

      I hesitate, growing frustrated. The nerve this man has. “I said, fuck me.”

      Eyes full of fire burn into me. “You have no idea what you just asked me.”

      I know I’m going to regret this later, but I’m exhausted from not feeling needed … wanted.

      My mouth parts as I suck in a sharp breath when his hand suddenly goes between my pants, rubbing me over my thong. A moan slips free from my mouth when he rubs me just right, spreading my juices.

      “My bad girl hasn’t gotten her punishment yet from her little dance,” he growls, his hard-on digging into my stomach as I grind against his hand.

      Feeling carefree, I moan, giving in to his skillful fingers.

      “Don’t think I forgot about that. I meant it when I said I’m going to punish you for that.”

      I groan at his threat, rolling my head back to hit the wall when he applies more pressure as he bites my collar.

      As if this was too good to be true, his touch is gone, and I’m left empty and cold.

      “I want to take you on a bed for the first time, so I’m going to leave you wet and aching as your punishment for teasing me in front of millions of people.”

      My mouth falls agape as my feet drop to the floor, and I steady myself on his chest with a hand.

      He whispers, his lips brushing my ear, “Consider this your punishment—you have to wait for my dick while feeling the pulsing need for me with every second that passes. I hope your brothers are deep sleepers because, tonight, you’re going to lose your fucking voice.”
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I could kill him.

      He’s left me wet and aching for hours, to the point where I’m extremely uncomfortable as it throbs down there.

      And I’m not a good actor.

      It took everything in me not to show the pain I was feeling on my face as Trinity pressured me for details moments after Levi left my dressing room, during the long conversation we had with the team, and on the thirty-five-minute car ride back to the hotel.

      As I made my way to my hotel room, steam was practically coming out of my ears with how furious I was. I was embarrassed that he had this spell over me and that I was feeling the effects of him for hours after his touch. Every step ached.

      At this point, I don’t even want to give in. I want to punish him. Who does he think he is? I was forced to give him a lap dance. I know he would have preferred it was in private, but doesn’t he think I wanted that as well?

      But we don’t get what we want. And that’s what our lives teach us.

      Just my luck, tonight is the night when Trinity and Elijah wanted to play a board game, celebrating our successful concert. So, that’s where I am now, sitting cross-legged on the floor as I throb in pain and feel Levi’s fingers hours after his touch.

      I look toward my bedroom door, where Levi waits for me, as Elijah snaps in my ear, jolting me out of my lustful thoughts.

      “It’s your turn, Amelia.”

      Blinking twice, I reach for the dice and roll it before moving on the Monopoly board.

      “When is this game going to end?” Leonidas groans, lying down on the floor with his arm thrown over his eyes.

      Tell me about it. We’ve been playing for two hours now, and I’m convinced this game will never be over.

      “Until I win,” Elijah notes, having half the stack of fake money in his hold.

      “I’m pretty sure you already are.” I point to all his money, making him smirk in Leonidas’s direction.

      “Damn right, and it’s going to stay that way.”

      “I can hardly keep my eyes open,” Trinity complains as she yawns and joins my brother on the floor.

      “It’s just three a.m. Get up!” Elijah whines, stroking a hand through his hair.

      “Just three a.m.?” I repeat in shock. He’s way too hyper for his own good. “Elijah, it’s so late.”

      He sends me a pout. Throwing his head back on the couch behind him, he groans, “You guys are babies.”

      “No, we’re just normal human beings,” Leonidas grumbles.

      I fidget in my seat, trying to find a comfortable position, but it’s impossible.

      “We’ll play another day,” Trinity says to a disappointed Elijah as we clean up our game.

      “Promise?” He sends Trinity and me puppy-dog eyes as Leonidas grumbles away to his room with his eyes half-closed.

      “We promise,” I say for the both of us as I pinch his shoulder before taking a step back to my room.

      The anger is full force as I turn and face the door, knowing Levi is waiting for me. I hope he has been waiting patiently too. Once I step into the room that I’m sharing with my rival, he rises from the bed when he spots me. I march right past him, but he reaches for my arm.

      “I don’t want you anymore,” I say over my shoulder, giving a cold death stare.

      His intimidating body follows mine, but before he can enter the bathroom behind me, I slam the door shut and lock it.

      “You’re such a terrible liar.”

      “I said, I don’t want you,” I reply sharply, trying to keep my voice firm.

      “Open the fucking door, Amelia.” His harsh whisper from behind the door somehow makes me even more painfully turned on.

      I’m so embarrassed.

      I don’t want him to have this much power over me.

      “I said no. You’re a jerk.”

      He chuckles darkly, sending more heat down there. “Fine, be a brat. I’m not going to fight over this.”

      Hearing his footsteps leave from the other side of the door, I hover over the sink and grip the counter, breathing in deeply through my nose. I let out a shaky breath.

      Get yourself under control, Amelia. You’re just turned on.

      More turned on than you’ve ever been in your entire life …

      Deciding I need a nice, cool shower, I remove all of my clothes and hop into the tub. I not only need to rinse away this painful ache, but also the day’s worth of sweat from the concert. Which went well, but now, my oldest brother refuses to even look my way.

      Like the dance was even my idea.

      I stay under the rainfall shower until I start shivering and my teeth chatter. Drying my body with a towel, I do my nighttime routine slower than normal. Braiding my damp hair, I put on a cropped white shirt and a pair of booty shorts, knowing if he wakes up in the middle of the night and sees them, he’ll feel exactly how he left me.

      I hope he does.

      Finding him in the same position as he was last night, I get into bed beside him, but I don’t bother building my little wall again.

      The old Amelia who put everyone before herself is no longer here.

      She’s dead.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I’ve been lying here in the darkness with sleep refusing to take over my body. But it feels like hours. I toss and turn and glare at the sleeping man beside me, holding back my craving to punch him in the face several times.

      After staring at the ceiling, my eyes close as the thought of Levi takes over. Wondering if he stays awake and thinks of me as he masturbates. I can’t take this intolerable ache in my core anymore. I’ve tried to ignore it, but sleeping beside him isn’t helping at all. Lying on my side, I look over my shoulder, I find his tatted back toward me. His breathing is even and soft, confirming he’s deep in sleep.

      I shouldn’t masturbate in the same bed as him. That’s wrong and risky, but he drives me crazy. It seems my “punishment” for him is torture for myself as well. I should’ve thought about this more clearly without lust and anger fogging up my brain.

      Dragging my hand down my stomach, I inch past my underwear and find myself extremely wet. I almost choke at the intensity as I play with my bud, imagining my fingers are Levi’s. Goose bumps rise on my skin as I think of Levi and his dirty mouth. What would he say if he saw me right now? Trying to keep my breathing as quiet as possible so I don’t wake him up, I slide two fingers down my slit and push them in myself. I bite my lip to hold back a moan as my body takes my fingers easily. That’s how wet I am.

      I pump in and out softly and slowly, trying to be discreet while a ball forms in the pit of my stomach and my toes curl.

      I’m so close.

      Oh my God.

      I’m getting off, imagining the man sleeping beside me is pumping his cock in and out of me at a rough pace that would have me scooting across the bed at the force. I’ve officially gone crazy. A couple of months ago, when this man wasn’t in my life, I wouldn’t have even thought of masturbating in the same room as anyone.

      Pushing in another finger as my other hand plays with my hardened nipple, I bite my lip to hold back a groan in this quiet room.

      I stop breathing, making my lungs burn, like I’m suddenly frozen when the man beside me turns in his sleep and groans huskily into the darkness.

      “I see you’re loosening that pretty little pussy of yours so you can take my cock,” a breathy yet firm voice says from behind me, scaring the shit out of me.

      I glance at him over my shoulder and find him leaning on his arm, staring right where my arm has disappeared under the covers.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      No, no, no.

      I’m so stupid, but I refuse to show him I feel that way.

      “I’m not doing this for you,” I say hoarsely.

      “But I’m sure it’s my hands you’re imagining,” he muses darkly.

      I should have built my pillow wall because I feel his body move closer to mine until his chest is touching my back.

      “You’re playing with yourself, wishing it were my cock.”

      Shaking my head in denial, I keep my mouth shut because if I say anything, it will come out shaky.

      “No? I’m wrong?” His clipped voice fills me with electricity. “Tell me what you’re thinking about.”

      His big hand grabs my wrist from my underwear and holds me still so I can’t move.

      Ugh, this man and his demands. Does he drink a specific tea in the morning that makes him so grumpy?

      “Your best friend,” I whisper like a child, feeling his fingers squeeze me until it becomes painful.

      My wrist is pulled out of my shorts, and I nearly whimper. His hand slides down my stomach, and his fingers suddenly pinch my sensitive bud.

      My toes curl at the painful but pleasurable sensation as his voice taunts me, sounding angry, “Try again.”

      God, he’s an ass.

      Pressing down, he rubs me. Arching my bum into his groin, I moan, feeling him so incredibly hard. He retracts his finger a second later, making me groan in frustration.

      “I was thinking about you,” I whisper softly, not wanting this stupid back-and-forth to go on any longer.

      He pulls me flat on the bed, and the next thing I know, his warm, intimidating body is hovering above me. Lighting a fire in me that I didn’t know was possible. I always thought Levi was stupidly hot, but my stomach clenches at the sight of him above me with his messed up brown hair, chiseled cheeks, and his chain that’s hanging right in my face, begging me to pull his lips to mine.

      I’m melting below him, and he knows that as he grips my chin.

      “If I’m beside you and you’re not telling me what you need when I can help you get there faster, it’s an insult in my eyes. Don’t do that again.”

      Parting my mouth is the only response he gets from me.

      “Now, tell me, how do you want my cock? With me above you, under you, or from behind?”

      All of the above …

      Fisting his shirt in my hands, I tune out all my thoughts and pull him closer. “From behind.”

      His smile almost seems wicked. “I fuck hard and rough. Are you sure you can handle that, honey?”

      No, I’m not sure, but I’ll never know unless I try.

      “Fuck me or else I’m going to find someone else to do it for you,” I spit in his face, making his eyes narrow at me.

      That was a big mistake, but lately, I’ve not been using my brain properly, so this isn’t a surprise.

      A second later, I’m being pinned on my stomach by his strong muscles. I gasp at the sudden sensation of my cheek being pressed hard into the mattress as he arches my butt in the air and slaps it once. Sending an exhilarating pain up my entire body.

      “Once I have your pussy wrapped tight around me, no other man is allowed to touch you. I know how to ruin a life when I need to, so don’t fucking test me.”

      He sends a smack to my other cheek, and I press my face into the mattress to muffle the sounds coming out of my mouth.

      “Do you understand?”

      Nodding, I grip the sheets tightly when he pulls down my shorts and underwear in one go and caresses the globes of my butt.

      “Look at this pretty ass, waiting for me so patiently in the air.”

      I’m anything but patient right now, but I know if I open my mouth and say something snarky, I’ll be waiting even longer.

      I can feel him hard against my bum, and his unsteady breaths show me he feels exactly how I feel. A hand on my ass glides between my thighs. He uses two fingers and slides them into my tight heat, and I’m unable to stop my soft moan.

      Part of me is wondering what the hell I’m doing, half-naked in bed with a fully clothed Levi Miller, but the other half wants to let go. I want to feel confident and beautiful for once …

      Even though he’s my rival and what we’re about to do is so wrong, it feels so right. He makes me feel what I’ve been searching for, for as long as I can remember.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, Amelia? I don’t joke around when it comes to consent. Tell me if there’s even a little part of you that doesn’t want this.” His voice drops softly—something I’m not used to.

      It’s sweet and comforting, and it warms my soul.

      “I can handle this.” I tell him for good measure, “I want this.”

      “How bad do you want it?” he whispers back, fisting my hair and tipping my head up to the ceiling to rest my neck on his shoulder.

      “So bad,” I admit in a whisper.

      I swallow sharply at the new angle in my neck as his hot breath fans against it. I don’t even feel insecure, being this vulnerable and exposed. I’m just overwhelmed by the way he makes me feel.

      His hands make quick work of taking off my shirt and bra, leaving me hot, naked, and exposed. Cupping both my boobs, he brushes his thumbs against my hard nipples, causing me to buck up and moan.

      I haven’t been touched in so long, and it definitely shows.

      Turning around, I watch as he takes off his shirt, baring his toned six-pack, covered in tattoos, and his pants and boxers come off next.

      And oh my God.

      I clench at the sight of his cock. It springs out, hard and thick, and it’s hands down the biggest I’ve ever seen. I’m truly worried about the damage it might cause.

      Will it even fit?

      Retrieving a condom from his nightstand, which I’ll have to tease him about later, he lazily rolls it onto himself. Looking so hot and dangerous as he does so.

      I nearly scream in impatience when he wraps one hand around his dick and pumps up and down. He groans, throwing his head back, and his Adam’s apple bobs with a harsh swallow. Suddenly, the side of my face is being pushed down into the mattress again while he holds my hands above my head with my ass in the air. He slams into me without any warning. His thrust is so impatient that it’s like he can’t control himself any longer. No mercy, just his huge cock stretching me so wide that I have to remember to keep breathing. He reaches so deep in me that I see stars.

      We’ve been fighting this for months, and it seems as if we can no longer handle the fierce attraction. We need each other right now, fast and hard.

      “Shit,” I groan in shock, trying to relax and adjust to his size.

      I’ve never felt so full in my life. It burns.

      “Relax, honey,” Levi orders from behind, smoothing his hands up my sides. “I know you can handle it, just breathe.”

      The comfort in his voice makes me sink into the mattress more as I pulse around him and take even more of him.

      “That’s my good girl,” he grunts, pinching my ass.

      With one hand, he laces our fingers together and brings them to my lower stomach. “You feel me in you? You feel me owning this tight pussy?”

      Nodding, I totally forget I’m sharing a hotel suite with my family as he slides out and slams back in, scooting me across the bed from the force.

      He starts moving at a controlled pace, which is only torture. It’s as if he wants to make this last as long as he can, as his thrusts are long and steady. I’m already climbing close to an orgasm when his thrusts from behind become short and rough. Demanding. Just like he promised.

      “What do you think your brothers would say if they knew their sister was being pounded into from behind?” His lips brush my ear before he bites my lobe. “You think they would kill me?”

      “Fuck me and don’t think about my brothers,” I demand, looking over my shoulder and grinding my butt back, moaning when he hits me so deep.

      A scowl appears on his handsome face at my tone. Shoving my face in the bed once again, he grabs one of my legs and lifts it. This new position makes him hit a spot in me I didn’t know was possible, making my knees almost buckle. If I wasn’t on a bed, I would’ve fallen to the ground.

      He thrusts deeper, making me scream into the sheets.

      “Please, Levi, oh, more.”

      ‘“Look at my good girl gone bad,” he growls in my ear, nipping my earlobe before sucking it into his mouth.

      My fingers claw in the sheets as one of his hands grabs my hip in a bruising hold, and the other holds the headboard, his forearm coming into my view as his thrusts become faster. He fucks me like a madman with tons of experience as he holds the bed for support. My body jolts, and my pussy tightens around his rock-hard cock. The bed moves roughly at his pace each time his hips slap against my ass.

      My toes curl, and a feeling I haven’t felt in a while starts building.

      “You’re gripping my dick so perfectly, honey. So good,” he groans, rapidly hitting a spot where I see stars. “That’s it; take all of it.”

      “Levi,” I groan, reaching back and holding his neck as his lips suck and nip my neck.

      “That’s right,” he says with a hard thrust, his hot breath tickling my face. “Wear my name out. Scream it.”

      “I’m coming,” I admit in a breathy moan, clenching around him while feeling him twitch.

      “Come for me. Milk my cock,” he says right as my back arches and my orgasm hits me hard.

      My entire body shakes as I turn my head and bite down on his arm, muting my screams as I come harder than I ever have in my entire life.

      He groans at the feeling of my pulsing and continues to move inside me, chasing his own orgasm with rough thrusts. A couple of moments later, he’s fisting my hair while letting out the hottest moan I’ve ever heard, filling his condom. I stay still with my eyes closed as I try to catch my breath.

      “Fuck,” he groans, pressing his face into my neck as his body falls on top of mine. “Holy shit, honey.”

      I’ve never had sex like that before, and I never thought I would. My body goes limp as I start to come down from my high, already wanting more. This isn’t good.

      “Are you okay?” he rasps after a few seconds, pulling out of me.

      When I’m left empty, I miss the feeling of him already. Rolling off my back, he pulls me onto him and holds me to his sweaty body.

      “Still in heaven. Give me a few minutes,” I mutter into his chest, trying to catch my breath while looking up.

      I peer at him when he lets out a laugh.

      A real laugh. I’m in trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 35

          

          

      

    

    







            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing more satisfying than what I witnessed this morning.

      When Amelia got up from bed today, her shaky legs almost didn’t support her as she stood from our many rounds last night. I knew she’d hoped I wouldn’t see, but when she glanced back, I smirked, which earned me a glare in response.

      I watched her sexy-as-hell body march into the bathroom with so much sass that it made me chuckle. I don’t know how she’s going to hide all the hickeys I marked her with, which is why I gave her so many. I want people to see she’s mine. That if they even lay a finger on her, I’ll show them I know how to dig a grave.

      I’m replaying our sexathon as I sit in her family’s private jet and watch her from across the plane. She’s stubborn as hell, and she’s refused to meet my eyes since we left our room today. She only uttered a few words to me before running away.

      I’m going to bend her over for that later.

      I’m not sure if anyone heard us last night. We weren’t exactly quiet. That wasn’t even on my mind, but I still haven’t had a fist thrown in my face. So, I’m taking that as a positive.

      “Excuse me.” A pair of familiar brown eyes bore into my own, impatience all over her face. “I need to talk to you.”

      I glance down at her sneaker that’s tapping the ground, then over her shoulder at her pissed off boyfriend. I decide, like a jerk, I’m only going to follow her to annoy Leonidas.

      “Yes?” I raise a brow as she pushes me into a more private area in the jet.

      “Don’t think I didn’t hear you and my best friend last night.”

      So, someone did hear …

      “Care to explain in further detail why you’ve pulled me aside to tell me you heard two grown adults having sex?”

      She shushes me, looking over her shoulder like someone is eavesdropping before glaring. “Don’t say that.”

      “Say what?” I raise a brow.

      “Sex.”

      “Okay, sexual intercourse?” I say smartly, like a jackass.

      “Ugh! Shut up, will you?” she mutters, rolling her eyes. “What I was trying to say before you rudely opened your mouth was, you’d better not hurt her. She doesn’t need her heart broken by a stupid guy.”

      “Stupid? I’m wounded.” I place a hand on my heart in mock pain.

      “I’m serious, Levi. She’s going through a lot, and she doesn’t need any more stress on her shoulders. I’m sure getting in bed with you is causing her enough.”

      Ouch, that hurts a bit. Knowing she’s probably regretting our night while, to me, it was the best I’ve ever had.

      “I’m not planning on breaking her heart. That’s not my thing.”

      She laughs. “You could’ve fooled me.” Dragging her eyes along my body, she smirks.

      “Haven’t you heard the saying don’t judge a book by its cover?”

      “Yes.” She nods. “But you’re not a book.”

      I chuckle at that one. “Does he know?” I nod to her furious-looking boyfriend.

      She scoffs, walking backward. “Are you kidding? I like my boyfriend out of jail. This”—she gestures between me and Amelia, who’s now sleeping—“is none of my business. But it becomes my problem if she comes home crying.”

      I hate when girls cry. It eats me alive whenever I see it.

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I admit, my serious tone sending my message across. “I’m not going to hurt her.”

      Nodding, she gives me a smile. “I know I don’t have to worry about you. I’m just letting you know that I’m the only one who knows this is happening. Don’t screw it up, Miller.”

      Giving me a pat on my shoulder, she winks before walking back to her boyfriend.

      Huh? Someone who hardly knows me has faith in me? Feels good for once. I like her, and that speaks volumes because I can’t stand most people.
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        * * *

      

      “You had fucking sex!” Axel whispers, elbowing my side as we make our way to my front door.

      “How did you come to that conclusion?” I raise a brow.

      “After-sex glow is a real thing, and this”—he points to the faint bite mark on my arm—“is a dead giveaway. Thank God you were wearing a hoodie on the plane. You would be dead right now if you hadn’t.”

      There was nothing I wanted more than to show off the mark on my arm she had made when she came for the first time, but this morning, when she had seen it, embarrassment had lined her face. I never want her to feel ashamed when it comes to me. So, I wore long sleeves in the dead heat because I knew she would want me to.

      “She’s a biter,” Rowan notes, looking at the mark as I unlock my front door, excited to see my girl.

      “Tell us,” Axel presses, “how was she? You got in bed with the queen herself. Everyone imagines this.”

      My blood boils.

      Turning before I open the door, I glare at my two bandmates. “You know I don’t share my sex life. Drop it.” Especially about Amelia. She’s all mine.

      No other man is going to know how it feels to be touched by her, what it sounds and feels like when she comes. I’m determined to find each and every birthmark on this girl.

      I’m utterly obsessed.

      “You are no fun.” Axel pushes past me and yells out, “Stelly! Daddy’s home!”

      I give him a horrified look before shoving him back and glaring at Rowan. “Control your best friend.”

      “He’s your best friend too,” he shoots back and shoves Axel away.

      “I’m everyone’s best friend,” my annoying friend says, walking farther into my house like he owns it.

      “Lee’s home!” I hear yelled from somewhere in the house.

      Next thing I know, a little girl wearing a fuzzy Sulley onesie is running to me and launching herself into my arms.

      “You’re home, Lee!” Her tiny arms and legs wrap around me and squeeze happily.

      I feel instantly at peace.

      “I missed you, princess.” I kiss the top of her head, breathing in her familiar lavender scent.

      “Where did you go?” Eyes almost identical to my own peer into mine, hurt layering the beautiful orbs.

      “I had to go away for work. You didn’t have fun with Nora?”

      She nods. “I did. But I missed you, especially at nighttime,” she whispers.

      The last part makes me sigh.

      I knew she would have trouble falling asleep without me, but I checked in with her babysitter hourly. I felt comfort when I knew she was safe and happy, but I’ll always feel guilty, leaving her behind. I separate her from that world for the greater good. She doesn’t deserve to be in the spotlight unless she tells me she wants to be. Fame is a cruel thing, and until she tells me what she wants, I’ll keep her hidden.

      Yes, the money is good, but feeling like you’re being watched all the time … it sucks. It’s like I have a twenty-four/seven stalker.

      “Well, I’m here now.” I kiss my sister once more before putting her down and smiling at Nora. “Thanks for watching her this weekend. It means a lot.”

      The sweet lady squeezes my shoulder. “It was my pleasure. I had tons of fun. All she wanted to do was watch those cars drive in circles.” Turning, she smiles brightly at my sister. “I know you’re going to make it big one day, and when you do, don’t forget about me.”

      “I wanna be a birdy!” she exclaims, pouting her lips while pushing her hands in the air.

      My heart jumps.

      Nora laughs. “Silly goose, you can’t be a birdy!”

      My little sister places her hands on her hips very sassily, but before she can speak, I explain to her babysitter, “That’s what she calls race car drivers. She wants to race cars.”

      I nearly swoon, looking down at my sister. I kneel down to talk at eye-level with her. “You want to be a birdy?”

      “Yes!” She jumps, wrapping her arms around my neck, almost pulling my body down. “I wanna be fast and free, like them.”

      Dreams really come true.

      “As soon as you’re allowed to drive a go-kart, I’ll make sure you become a birdy.” I nod, meaning every word.

      If my girl dreams of becoming the next motorsports legend, I will make it happen. Give her every penny for all her equipment, training, practices …

      I’ve always dreamed of her becoming the first successful female race car driver, and hearing that she wants that too? I might as well be dead.

      “Yay! Thank you, Lee!” she yells, making me smile. “Let’s go now!”

      “You’re welcome, princess. But you’re not old enough, just a couple more years,” I reply.

      Then, Axel whispers, “Rowan, he’s smiling. Hurry up and take a picture,” and I glare at him.

      I’m going to kill him.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s going to take at least another year and a half to rebuild the new studio,” Fay says, flipping through pages.

      “Another year and a half?” Rowan’s jaw drops. “It’s already been months since the fire. What’s taking so long?”

      At first, I would’ve felt the same dread, hearing we have another year and a half here in this studio, but I feel relief, knowing I’ll see her every day. I pray that the rebuild gets even more delayed.

      “There’re a lot of factors that have pushed the rebuild further. The investigation—we now know the cause was faulty wiring—insurance, permits …” Fay goes on and on, but I tune her out when my attention is seized by the TV that’s playing a local gossip talk show.

      I see my girl’s face pop up, and the need to protect her immediately surfaces. Grabbing the remote, I raise the volume rudely and sit straighter in my seat.

      “There’s a lot of talk going on about this performance. We all know Amelia is the drummer of the band, so she doesn’t sing much. Whenever she does, their entire fan base is shocked and thrilled. However, our sunshine girl is getting slammed not only for her appearance—which we all know is a heavy topic for this rock star—but some people also find her dance on her boyfriend’s lap, Levi Miller, inappropriate. Thoughts?”

      Another lady speaks up, and if it was possible, I would burn holes in this TV with my eyes. “I’m not sure what people expect when it comes to their relationship.” She shrugs at her coworkers. “But it’s a scandal. It always has been, and it always will be. They’re rivals who developed feelings for one another after years of hate. I’m assuming their relationship is very sexual. That’s what I’m getting from all the posts. And it seems they don’t care what they put out into the world. We can see that after that sexy lap dance. So, I don’t think Amelia or Levi cares what people think about their relationship—especially her family’s opinions. She’s ruining her family name.”

      The TV shuts off, but I stare at the blank screen for a couple of seconds.

      How come it’s always the girl’s fault? A relationship involves two people. How come I’m not ruining my band, but she is?

      God, they make me nauseous.

      “Levi”—Rowan snaps his fingers in my face—“this is why we never watch gossip shows.”

      I hate all the shit they say about me online. The people throwing hate think it’s easy to get over their words. But nothing negative is easy.

      “It’s okay. You’re going to a gala together in a few weeks. All this will be blown over by then. We’ll take a sweeter approach to your relationship.” Fay tries to reason with me, but I stand from my seat.

      I feel the familiar pit in my stomach form, making my hands shake. I try to cause myself as little stress as possible in my recovery phase, but the constant hate and negativity she receives now affects me because I care.

      I only want her to be happy.

      “Where are you going?” Axel says, looking at Rowan, worried.

      “Home.”
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      A complete curveball was thrown my way today.

      I was just sitting in my room when my siblings barged in with empty moving boxes.

      When they started packing up all my stuff—very messily, might I add—I freaked out. Yelling at them to stop whatever they were doing because it was causing me so much stress. It was then when they looked over at me and told me I was moving out.

      My thoughts went to my and Levi’s fake but very confusing relationship. If it caused my sudden move, it had to stop. It wasn’t fair to my brothers for my and Levi’s relationship to start getting messy.

      It would have to end before anything could even start.

      But after seeing the horrified look on my face, they informed me I was moving into our childhood home, only a few blocks away from our current family house. The reasoning was because of Dad. They no longer thought it was safe for me to live in the same house as him. I could tell something else had happened, but they refused to tell me. Nothing else made sense for my sudden departure.

      I trust my brothers’ judgment. They never make dramatic decisions based on their feelings. So, this must be urgent.

      “She’s no daughter of mine. She’s just my source of income.”

      That breaks my heart into a million pieces as I replay that in my head. Each time, it just hurts more and more.

      A couple of years ago, I would’ve felt so torn, thinking I would have to move out because of my dad, but now … I’m so relieved that I’m leaving.

      I’m tired of constantly looking over at my locked door to make sure he can’t come in. I’m tired of looking over my shoulder to make sure he isn’t there.

      I’m so tired.

      I’ll miss my brothers. I’ll miss Elijah’s random visits in my room during the day, Trinity and Leonidas playfully bickering, my mom’s comfort.

      But I miss my happiness more.

      It only took a couple of hours of work to pack all my stuff into boxes and haul them to my new place. I only took what was in my room since this house is still fully furnished.

      “Are you sure she’ll be okay by herself?” Elijah expresses his worry when we move the last box into the house.

      “Yes.” My other brother nods. “I had someone change all the locks and install security cameras, and this neighborhood is gated and populated by senior citizens. She’s safe here.”

      He wraps an arm around my shoulders and kisses my temple. “I know this is a sudden change, and this might be scary for you, but you can’t live in a house anymore with a man who resents you.”

      Tears fill Leonidas’s eyes, and the sight nearly makes me break down into a sob.

      Nothing is worse than seeing your normally strong brother cry for you. I’ve only seen him cry twice—the first time at the hospital when he almost died and when Trinity and he had their big falling-out.

      “I’m sorry this has to happen to you under these circumstances,” Trinity says, coming up to us and wrapping her arms around both of us. “We’re going to get over this hump in our life. This is just the first step.”

      “I can’t cry today, guys. It gives me a headache,” Elijah adds in. “If this moment is a step toward getting better, let’s make this moment joyful and start unpacking.”

      Leave it to Elijah to make a crappy moment feel happier.

      Unwrapping myself from my family, I head over to a box labeled Room and make my way through the house, full of nostalgia from my family’s past.

      Seeing all our old furniture in the same place we left it, all the picture frames filled with happy moments, I smile.

      Maybe this will be good for me as I try to recover from my ED, surrounded by all the great memories this house makes me remember. I’m over living in the house where all my problems started.
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        * * *

      

      “This is good,” Trinity says, trying to convince herself out loud. “You’ll be happy and safe.”

      I watch her as she aggressively sorts my makeup into my old vanity. “Trin?”

      She looks up at her nickname.

      “I know what you’re worried about,” I state, folding a bunch of my clothes and putting them away.

      “What’s that?”

      “That we’re going to grow apart.”

      Her shoulders hunch forward. “Aren’t you worried? We’ve been living together for so long. I hate change. It messes with my head.”

      She’s been like this ever since her dad passed away. Grief comes out in many ways. Trinity’s grief decides to make a strong appearance whenever something major changes in her life.

      Sitting on the counter next to where she stands, I smile. “We’re only a couple of blocks away from each other. I’ll still see you all the time. You can’t get rid of me even if you tried.”

      She sticks her pinkie out to me. “Promise me.”

      I hook my finger around hers and kiss my thumb. “I promise.”

      I watch my best friend kiss her own thumb and place it together on mine, locking in our promise forever.

      She and I … it’s a forever type of thing.

      “I can spend the first night here with you, just in case you get lonely,” she offers.

      “You guys don’t need to worry about me. I’m excited to be here,” I reassure my stressed best friend. “I’ve always wanted my own place, and this house brings back good memories.”

      “I expect a phone call if you’re not happy. I’ll literally move in with you.”

      I laugh. “Of course I’ll call you, but my brother wouldn’t be happy with you moving away from him. So, I’ll decline for now.”

      Nothing is worse than a pissed off Leonidas.

      After a few moments of peaceful silence, Trinity gives me a smirk. “Sooo …” She drags out the O. She always does this when she’s up to no good. “How was your eventful night with Levi?”

      Talking about Levi reminds me of the text messages he’s sent me over these past few days. As the messages go along, they get more irritated and frustrated. I feel bad for not answering, but I’m just so confused.

      I shrug. “Eventful.”

      “I can see that by all the love marks on your neck,” she muses, pushing my cheek to the side to take a look.

      I curse him every time I look in the mirror and see those faint bruises still on my neck. They refuse to disappear, even days later.

      “He’s a jerk,” I mutter, swinging my legs back and forth. “He so did that on purpose.”

      “Um, yeah, I hate to break it to you, but he definitely wanted to make a point.”

      “To who?” I scowl, pulling up the neckline of my crew neck to cover the bruises.

      “To you.” She sends me a smirk. “To every guy who thinks of touching what’s his—”

      “You’re a reader. That’s showing right now. This isn’t a fictional world, Trinity.” I shiver. “I’m not his. He doesn’t own me.”

      My best friend leans against the counter and glares at me. “First of all, you don’t need to be so harsh,” she says playfully. “And no one does that”—she points to my neck—“without those intentions.”

      “You just want us together. That’s why you’re saying all of this.”

      “I just observe, and that guy totally wants you.”

      I push her shoulder, and she does the same to me.

      “You don’t see the way he looks at you when you’re not looking.”

      “How?” I breathe out, suddenly feeling like I have no oxygen in my lungs.

      “Like you’re the only girl in the world.”
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      I’m an idiot—I realize that.

      I don’t know why I like to torture myself, but the pain that I cause myself helps keep me in check. I used to drive to this parking lot, park my car, walk in, grab a couple of bottles, walk out, drive home, and drink them throughout the week. But now, I make myself sit here, watching everyone who might be just like me walk in and out.

      My seat belt stays on at all times as I imagine my life cutting short. Imagine where Stella would go, how my bandmates would feel. I imagine literally dying to help myself not fall back into the hopeless cycle that would cause me to actually die.

      Pretty fucked up, I know. I should stop doing this to myself, but it’s the only thing that hits deep enough to fully help.

      It helps motivate me to do good, to get better for myself so I can live the life I want, and to also be the best for Stella.

      When my eyes start burning, that’s when I decide I’ve had enough. Putting my car in reverse, I drive out of the plaza without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      I’m mentally exhausted when I arrive at the studio after staying home “sick” for a couple of days. I’m definitely not ready for another day’s work of practice for our upcoming concert. But right as I walk into the lobby, a flash of blonde hair catches my attention.

      Picking up my pace, I see her go into the women’s restroom, wearing a sexy pair of denim shorts.

      I should think twice before storming into a restroom I shouldn’t be in, but I don’t give a fuck. She’s probably the only one in there since it’s a ghost town right now. Pushing the door open, I find her standing in front of the mirror, texting on her phone.

      “Did you change your number? Because I’d bet, right now, you’re not texting me back.”

      She jumps at the sound of my voice and turns with a full-on scowl on her beautiful face. “What the hell, Levi? This is the girls’ restroom. What are you doing here?”

      Turning, I lock the door. “There. Is that better?”

      “No!” She rushes to me and pushes my shoulder. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I came to see if you were still alive. Glad to know my messages were seen, but just ignored.”

      I sent her about three messages since our eventful night, not getting a single response back.

      “Is there a law that says I have to respond to every text message I receive?”

      “No, it just makes you a decent human being.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever. Can I help you with something? I have to go if we’re just going to argue.”

      “Why are you avoiding me?” The question comes out before I can think.

      She raises a brow. “I’m not avoiding you. This was how our relationship was before … you know …” She trails off, casting her gaze to her black Converse.

      “I get that.” I nod. “But our relationship has changed. We had sex, Amelia.”

      “Millions of people have sex with strangers and never see them again.” She shrugs, like it’s no big deal.

      She just called me a stranger.

      Months later, and we’re still strangers?

      “We’re not fucking strangers.” The irritation is clear in my voice. “We have to see each other every day and pretend we’re dating. That’s strangers to you?”

      She opens her mouth to say something but closes it a second later.

      You know what? Why do I give a shit when the feeling isn’t returned?

      I didn’t want her to think I was a jackass that had sex with her, only to then forget she existed, but I guess the tables have flipped.

      Turning my back on her, just like she’s done to me, I reach for the door handle, but then I feel a hand on my back. My muscles tense at her delicate touch.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I don’t turn to face her.

      She continues softly, “A lot is going on right now, and I’m so confused. I really didn’t think you would care if I didn’t text you back right away.”

      “I don’t bang and dash.” I glare over at the door before facing her. The fingers that were on my back move to the middle of my chest.

      “I know. I never thought you would,” she nearly whispers.

      “Really?” I muse, raising a brow with a grim look on my face.

      “Yeah.” The small smile that lifts her lips causes my heart to skip a beat.

      Oh shit, I love that sight.

      “I think that’s only your insecurities; it’s all in your head.”

      “What?” I chuckle, moving closer until the toes of our shoes are touching and she has to stretch her neck to look at me.

      “You don’t think people see you as lovable—that’s why you had to tell me you don’t bang and dash,” she states, chipping a piece of my heart and stealing it from me. “We have a lot more in common than we think.”

      “And how did you come to that conclusion?” I ask even though it’s like she’s reading my mind.

      “Because we always reflect our fears on other people.”

      Nodding without saying anything for a couple of seconds, I whisper, “What’s going on that has you so stressed?”

      I need to change the topic off of me as soon as possible because there’s nothing worse than being vulnerable.

      “Well, where do I start?” She laughs, but it’s not full of humor. “I moved out into my own place.”

      That surprises me. “Where? Is the neighborhood safe?”

      “Yes, it’s safe. I moved into our old house that’s only a couple of blocks away from where my brothers live.”

      Nodding, I send her a smirk. “Your brothers piss you off that much?”

      She sighs, placing a hand on her hip, full of sass. She and my sister would be great friends, I swear to God.

      “You and my brothers will never stop, will you?”

      “Does it rain pigs?”

      “Well, no—”

      “Then, there’s your answer,” I interrupt with a childish smirk on my face.

      “You’re something else, Meathead.” She rolls her eyes, matching my flirty energy perfectly. “You should write children’s songs. I think that’s your age group.”

      “I think I would get sued.” I shiver at the thought of singing about different colors and animals.

      “Probably jail time.”

      “Yeah, I’ll stick to writing about sex.”

      She scrunches her face at that. “You could put it more nicely than that.”

      “We write about the same stuff, Drakos.”

      She scoffs, sending me a smart smile, “We write about love.”

      Her mouth … what I would do to kiss her again …

      “All right, I write about making love. Is that better?”

      What am I doing in the girls’ restroom, flirting? This is what this girl does to me.

      “About that night—” I start to say, but she interrupts me, looking panicked, “It can never happen again.”

      That’s definitely not what I was thinking.

      “You’re joking?”

      She shakes her head, stress all over her face. “If we continue going down this route, it will complicate everything.”

      “Who says it has to be complicated?” I scoff, not liking where this conversation is going.

      “Everything about us is complicated, and us having sex will only make everything worse.”

      “It will only become complicated if we let it,” I argue, stepping closer to the girl who’s slipping between my fingers.

      “This conversation just proves it’s already become complicated.” She gestures between the two of us.

      I officially hate the word complicated.

      She steps around me. I reach for her arm, but she pulls away.

      “Levi, this isn’t a good idea. I can’t hurt my brothers. I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”

      Of course the problem is her brothers; however, I don’t give a shit what other people think about me, especially about my relationships.

      “Isn’t your brother dating your best friend? That didn’t sting a little?” I spit out with frustration.

      She spins around to face me and pokes my chest with her finger. “That’s different, and you know it.”

      “I don’t see how it is.” I shrug, getting fed up.

      She lets out a sigh of frustration. “See, we’re already fighting. All we’re supposed to be is two rivals fake dating for money.”

      Ouch.

      Nodding at her, I don’t hide the anger on my face. “All right, I get it. Will you at least tell me your address? I want to send you a housewarming gift.”

      “I don’t need—”

      I butt in, “I know you don’t need anything, but I want to get you something.” Seeing the skeptical look on her face, I add, “And, no, it’s not going to be a box of crickets.”

      Nodding once, she backs away and replies, “I’ll text you my address, I guess.”

      Lifting my chin, I watch as she walks away. She thinks I’ve let it go, but little does she know, I never give up.

      I always win.
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      Standing on my front porch, confused, I look around, hoping to spot anyone who must’ve dropped these off. Not seeing a single soul, I shut my door and make my way to the kitchen with the jaw-dropping bouquet in hand.

      I search through the delicate bouquet for a note, pulling it out from the bunch full of yellow, pink, orange, and red flowers. I open the little envelope.

      Congrats on becoming a big girl. Think of how many times I can make you come without the risk of anyone hearing.

      —Meathead

      My chest shakes as a laugh bursts free from my mouth. Glancing at the card for a few more seconds like a lovesick puppy, I walk over and place it under a magnet on my fridge. I wish I could call him up and say yes to his offer, but all I do is stare at his handwriting and sigh.

      Best housewarming gift ever.

      I send him a picture, thanking him for the beautiful arrangement of flowers before I place them on my nightstand beside my bed. That way, he can feel close as I try to fall asleep at night.

      Eating a spoonful of peach yogurt, I watch some YouTube on my laptop while trying to make my eating experience less dreadful than it already is. I’ve researched many ways I could overcome my eating disorder. I find it helpful while I’m eating to watch someone else eat. It makes me feel less alone. So, I put on my favorite YouTuber that bases her content all around food and try to become better. Healthier.

      After finishing the container, I reach for my phone and choke on my saliva once the screen shines brightly at me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Leonidas

      

      
        We’re coming over. Be ready in five minutes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Springing up from the couch, I nearly fall over my feet as I rush up the stairs after seeing the text message my brother sent four minutes ago.

      Oh no.

      Yanking on a pair of baggy jeans and a cropped baby tee, I hop around my room as I put on my sneakers, take down my hair from my messy bun, and run back downstairs while applying my lip gloss, which isn’t a good idea. Just as I get to the front door with my purse, my two brothers pull into my driveway in Leonidas’s G-Wagon.

      Walking as casually as I can down my front steps in the dead of heat, just as I close the car door and sit back, my brothers both look back at me.

      “You just saw the message, didn’t you?” Elijah raises a brow, a knowing smirk on his face.

      Scrunching my face at him, I put my seat belt on and sit as straight as I can without heaving like I want to.

      I’m so out of shape …

      “Yep,” I chirp at my brothers, not meeting their humorous gazes.

      “You can breathe,” Leonidas says as he pulls out and starts driving very fast. “We all know you’re out of breath.”

      He looks back at me from his rearview mirror, and I give him the finger and do as exactly as I was told.

      After an hour car ride without my brothers telling me where we’re off to, we stop in front of a pet store.

      “What are we doing here?” I ask, unbuckling my seat belt and hovering in between the two.

      “I didn’t want to worry you,” Leonidas starts. “But Trinity has really been missing you these past couple of days at home. I wasn’t sure when I should buy her another dog since Simba passed away the way he did. I wanted to give her some time for closure. But I think today is the day.”

      Just hearing Simba’s name makes me feel emotions I like tucking away rather than feeling.

      “Trinity has mentioned a couple of times that she wants a certain dog, and I’ve finally found it.”

      Getting out of the car, I follow my partners in crime while practically jumping in joy. We’re getting her a dog? Yes, I’ve been waiting for this day!

      “She doesn’t know?” I whisper to Elijah, clinging to his arm and shaking it.

      “Nope.” He pops the P with a goofy smile on his face. With a backward cap on his head, he pulls me further into the store.

      “There she is.” Leonidas crouches down and smiles at the little bundle of joy that stands on its hind legs.

      I swoon at the sight of an adorable Australian shepherd, tail wagging and everything. Its white fur with spots of black and orange and blue eyes make me fall in love instantly.

      We pet her for a couple of minutes, making sure she acts as friendly as she seems. After some cuddles and the shop owner “secretly” taking photos of us, we decide she’s perfect.

      Gosh, this little girl is going to be very loved.

      After we pick out tons of toys, lots of treats and food, and of course pay for her and get the medical papers, Elijah walks out, holding her like the iconic Simba scene.

      My heart aches.

      “She’s going to bawl her eyes out,” Elijah says from beside me as our new buddy lies on my lap.

      “I’m worried she won’t stop crying,” Leonidas points out from the front seat while he drives. A conflicted look crosses his face before I try to reassure him.

      “Will she cry? Yes, but she’s also going to be the happiest girl in the world.”

      “That’s my goal.” Turning into my driveway and parking the car, he faces me and Elijah. “I have a huge gift bag in the trunk. She should be on her way right now. Once she arrives, we’ll put the dog in the bag and have her close her eyes.”

      Nodding, I carry the dog inside my house on my chest while Leonidas and Elijah grab the gift bag with all his treats and toys.

      We place the big bag in the center of my living room, and five minutes later, we see her black Camaro pull into my driveway. Stopping behind her boyfriend’s car, she makes her way to the front door.

      The three of us panic for a couple of seconds, running around, not knowing what to do. Just as she walks in, Leonidas jumps and covers her eyes quickly. Making her stagger back in shock.

      “What the hell, babe?” she says slowly, standing like a deer in headlights while Leonidas has his hands on her eyes. “What’s going on? And why did I have to drive here separately from you guys?”

      “We have a big surprise,” he tells her, walking her carefully through the house. He stops her a couple of feet away from the puppy, standing behind her as he uncovers her eyes. “Go see, rock star.” The emotion is clear in his trembling voice as she takes a step closer to her new buddy.

      She looks back at him suspiciously, and then she gives me and Elijah the same look before walking slowly. As she hovers above the open bag, I hear my heartbeat in my ears as she gasps.

      “No.” She takes a step back with a hand clasped over her open mouth and looks at Leonidas with tears in her eyes. “No, babe. You didn’t.”

      “I figured it was time. You need a new buddy.”

      Tears rush down her face as she looks down at the puppy. She’s frozen in shock. I’m sure her other puppy is running through her mind. All the happiness and peace Simba brought Trinity for a limited time, but also all the pain she felt after he left. Her hands shake as she brings them to her chest and smiles weakly.

      I look over at Elijah and find a tear running down his face as he watches Trinity fall to her knees and pick the puppy up.

      “Oh my gosh.” She stuffs her face in her fur, making the puppy lick her face in delight. “You’re so adorable.” Holding her in front of her face, she looks closely. “You’d better not leave me. I’m keeping my eyes on you all the time.”

      In response, the puppy licks her face.

      A couple of hours later, Trinity and I sit on my patio steps with the puppy in her lap while the guys play video games inside.

      “So, have you decided what you’re going to name her?” I ask, watching the two that clicked immediately with a smile on my face.

      Nodding her head with tears in her eyes, Trinity runs her fingers through her fur before looking up into the golden sunset. “Her name is Nala.”

      Swallowing thickly, I blink past my own tears and whisper, “That’s perfect.”

      It really is.
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      “You look handsome,” Stella says.

      I look down at her tiny figure, which is wrapped around my leg.

      I give her a small smile. “Thank you, princess.”

      “Where are you going?” she asks, peering up at me with her big, innocent eyes that I’m a sucker for.

      My fingers fiddle with the button on my suit jacket. “A very fancy dance.”

      “Can I come?”

      I sigh. My heart hurts whenever I have to tell her no.

      “It’s going to be full of boring adults. You’d be sad there.” I try to reason with her.

      I’m not sure why this works every time, but whenever I use the word boring, she always gets a little less disappointed.

      “All right, I’ll stay here and play.” She unwraps her arms from my leg and skips away.

      I’m alone in my room for only a couple of seconds before my most annoying bandmate walks in, in a suit of his own.

      “Damn, no wonder why the girls are suckers for you.” His smirk makes me want to sucker-punch him in the face. “I understand all the hype now for your butt. It looks amazing in your slacks.”

      “Hey, Axel?” I narrow my eyes at him over my shoulder. “Mind shutting the hell up?”

      “I’ve tried many times. It’s impossible.” He shrugs, sending me a sorry smile.

      “I’ll make it possible, just come a little closer.”

      Laughing obnoxiously for a few seconds, making me worry about his mental state, he scrunches his face at me. “I have pepper spray, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

      “You carry pepper spray?”

      He puckers his lips. “Um, no.”

      Sighing, I turn toward my mirror and glance at the black designer suit I’m wearing for tonight. It’s sharp-fitting and clings to my well-formed muscles. Placing my rings and chains on my fingers that I refuse to leave my house without, I run my hands through my styled yet tousled hair.

      I glare at my best friend as he leaves my room after helping himself to my expensive-as-fuck cologne. Taking off my black frames and replacing them with my contact lenses, which I absolutely hate wearing, I blink a few times to get my eyes used to the foreign objects. When I’m all satisfied, I walk out into my living room to find everybody, but I stop like a deer in headlights when I see her.

      When did the doorbell ring?

      She’s in a red silk dress with a sexy-as-hell V neckline, which teases her boobs. A slit runs up her leg, making the dress fall behind her perfectly. I drag my eyes all along her gorgeous body, biting my lip as I do so.

      “Staring isn’t nice,” my sister yells at me from across the room, making everyone look to where I stand, as she sits on the ground, playing with a Barbie.

      Little traitor. I should stop teaching her manners.

      But with everyone’s attention on me, I only look at Amelia.

      She stands in place, watching me as I walk toward her.

      I stop centimeters from her, within reach of her lips. “I would tell you that you look gorgeous, but that wouldn’t even measure up to how breathtaking you are.”

      The small smile that lights up her face is like the greatest reward. “You look quite handsome yourself, Meathead. Didn’t know you could clean yourself up this much.”

      I send her a crooked smile. “This?” I gesture down at myself. “This is just for you, honey.”

      She bites her scarlet lip, and her cheeks turn a slight shade of pink.

      She turns to a beaming Stella as she says, “You look like a princess, Lia.”

      Crouching to be eye-level with my sister, she runs a hand through her hair in a loving gesture. “The only princess here is you, but thank you!”

      I watch my sister gaze at Amelia, amazed as she shakes her head.

      “I wanna look like you when I’m older.”

      A look crosses Amelia’s face at my sister’s sudden confession. “You know what’s so cool?”

      “What?”

      “The fact that everyone looks different. I think this world would be super boring if everyone looked the same.”

      Stella nods, a thoughtful expression on her face.

      “I think you’re beautiful just the way you are. We would all be boring if we looked the same.”

      “Does that mean I’m cool?” Stella’s hopeful voice makes me feel things for Amelia that should be forbidden—they are, but my heart doesn’t care.

      One thing I haven’t been able to give my sister for years is a woman role model she could look up to. But watching these two have a heart-to-heart conversation that I could’ve never had with my sister sends a zap of pain that feels good in my chest.

      She’s not mine yet, but I’m determined to make her ours.

      “The coolest.” She smiles, kissing my little sister on the cheek before standing up.

      “We have to go. Meet you guys at the gala?” I say to my bandmates.

      Nodding their heads, they both bid Stella good-bye before I hear Rowan’s Aston Martin zoom down my quiet street.

      “I guess I’m your driver for today,” I say over my shoulder while grabbing my keys.

      “Sadly,” she teases.

      I watch her as she walks into my kitchen and pauses, looking straight at the window ledge, where a thin little vase sits with one dainty flower.

      “That looks like a flower in the bouquet you gave me,” she states, confused.

      This girl has me so wrapped around her finger. I didn’t think of hiding the evidence before she came over, but instead of acting like a coward, like I normally would, I own up to my intentions.

      “I kept one, so I’d know when I needed to buy you more.”

      She plucks the flower from the vase and gazes down at it like it’s the best thing she’s ever seen. “You purposely kept one flower so you’d know when to get me more?”

      I clear my throat. “A pretty girl like you always needs something beautiful in her presence to remind her of her own beauty when she doesn’t feel it.”

      From the way her eyes light up, it’s like I told her I’d buy the entire galaxy for her. I would if she asked me. I’d rather be a poor man with the girl that brings so much sunlight into life rather than be rich and alone, living a life without her.

      “You know what’s beautiful?” Her voice is as smooth as honey as she breaks the silence.

      I raise a brow in question as she walks toward me, stops a few feet away, and places a hand over my racing heart.

      “This.”

      “There’s nothing beautiful about me, honey,” I whisper, hypnotized by her glistening eyes.

      “If only you knew,” she whispers back.

      She ruins our intense moment when she hits my nose with the flower and winks.
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        * * *

      

      “I hate events.” Amelia eyes the crazed paparazzi outside from the safety of my Mercedes.

      “There’s nothing I hate more than this.” My eyes follow where hers are pinned.

      Men line the red carpet, ready to blind us with their camera flashes once we exit my car.

      “What’s this gala for anyway?” I ask, the radio playing low in the background.

      She rolls her eyes, not at me, but at the fact that we’re expected in there any minute. “This gala is for a donation that goes toward sick children, and almost every musician is in there right now. Most people only go to this yearly gala because society will look at you poorly if you don’t attend and make a donation.”

      Her eyes find mine in the darkness. “I love helping kids. It’s the only reason I come here. But I’m afraid the only reason my team makes me and my brothers attend yearly is for our image. They always donate the most money to be talked about highly.”

      I hate most rich people, and this is why. I didn’t grow up wealthy, so I know the difference between being grateful and showing it, and being greedy and ungrateful.

      I groan, running a hand down my face. “So, what you’re telling me is that I’m being forced to talk to a bunch of fake-ass people?”

      She pats my thigh with an apologetic smile, making blood rush to my groin. “Don’t forget to smile.”

      A valet driver stands at my door, and I signal for my date to wait in the car. The moment I step out, the camera flashes increase, making me place a hand over my eyes to see what’s in front of me. I open her door and extend a hand to her. The second one of her long legs appears in everyone’s vision, they go crazy for the sexiest girl here. Every pair of eyes swings in her direction. I’m not sure if she notices, but if she does, she doesn’t show it.

      Fixing her dress once she’s fully out, she gives me a nervous smile. I feel the slight tremble of her fingers in mine, knowing she hates taking pictures, which kills me inside because I can’t do anything to help her. I give her my arm, and she places hers in mine. I guide us to the carpet. Stopping every couple of steps, I pull her against my body as we both pose for pictures.

      A handful of paparazzi screams at us to look in their direction, making a shiver run down my back.

      How can I look in more than one direction, you dumb fucks?

      “Smile. You look scary,” Amelia’s sweet voice whispers in my ear, causing me to turn my head in her direction.

      Finding her smiling lips so close to mine makes me remember our management teams want a sweeter approach to our relationship. I cup her cheek, and her eyes flutter closed as I brush my lips innocently against hers.

      My heart? It’s beating pretty fucking fast. And the way her body is pressed on mine, I feel hers match the beat of my own. But let’s be honest. I just wanted an excuse to kiss her.

      I hear everyone go wild around us, making us smile against each other’s lips. Breaking the kiss before it turns to anything else but sweet, I wink down at her dazed face and lead us into the hall. Leaving the annoying screams and flashing lights behind.

      As we walk through the open doors, everyone turns and looks at us, and every man stops and stares at the girl on my arm. The way they’re looking at her, their mouths might as well drop to the floor. Their lustful gazes don’t bother me as long as she’s on my arm. I know how to fucking fight if I have to.

      However, I don’t know if it’s any better in here than it was outside. Caterers run back and forth with full and empty trays. People’s fake smiles pierce my eyeballs, and their fake laughter hurts my eardrums.

      The beauty beside me screeches in surprise when someone envelops her in a hug. I turn around, ready to give whoever touched my girl an earful, but relax at the sight of her best friend.

      “If I were a man, I would totally bang you.” Trinity swoons, taking a step away from her best friend to look at her from head to toe.

      “Trin,” Amelia says with an embarrassed smile, glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone heard.

      “What? I’m not lying.” Trinity shrugs, and her boyfriend scowls at her.

      “Glad to know you would bang my sister.”

      “Don’t worry, babe; you have no competition.”

      He rolls his eyes at her and pulls her into his suit-clad body.

      I stand to the side as Amelia hugs her other brother while avoiding all the wandering gazes around us. I feel everyone staring at us in curiosity, wondering if a fight is going to break out between me and her brothers. But I don’t show my surprise when Elijah extends a hand to me with a smile. Accepting it, I shake it firmly.

      “You clean up nice, Levi.” Trinity sends me a friendly smile.

      I nod. “I see you’re keeping your iconic name alive.” I point to her black dress. She is known as The Girl in Black.

      She shrugs. “I love fucking with people.”

      And that’s why we get along.

      “That’s the one thing we have in common.”

      “And the love for Amelia,” she notes, and Leonidas sends her a warning look in response.

      Tonight is going to be a long night.
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      I try to make my smile seem genuine when I excuse myself from an obvious gold-digger musician. I’ve never talked to him in my entire life, and suddenly, we’re best friends, and he’s asking to collaborate.

      Over my dead body.

      He’s the main reason why my brothers and I refuse to work with anyone. In this industry, you can’t trust another soul.

      Walking to the edge of the dance floor, I watch Leonidas slow dance with Trinity. A smile makes its way to my face as I witness their love. It’s so pure. My other brother is off to the side, talking to an older man who looks to be all business and class. I can tell he wants to be nowhere near that man, but is stuck in a conversation with him.

      “I haven’t had a chance to tell the prettiest girl here how stunning she is.”

      Turning with a polite smile on my face, I find Austin, one of Hollywood’s heartthrobs, beside me. Whenever I’m around this man, he always makes me uncomfortable. He’s very touchy and flirtatious in a creepy way. He never gets the hints I throw his way.

      Doesn’t my face show that I don’t want to be bothered? We’ve been here for a couple of hours. My feet ache, and my face hurts. I just want to go home.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” I smile before glancing at my brothers, hoping for an interruption.

      “How about me? Do I look dashing?” He flashes his white teeth at me.

      I hold back a cringe. Who asks someone that?

      “Absolutely.”

      When he steps closer to where I stand, I shift nervously.

      “Would you like to dance?”

      “Do you want to lose an arm?” the comforting yet dangerous voice grits out behind me, sending goose bumps along my skin.

      I’m so relieved, and I don’t bother shying away from that feeling, like I usually would.

      Austin smiles nervously, glancing at me and then at the hovering man behind me.

      “Do you tend to ask other men’s girlfriends to dance?”

      “Well, she isn’t just anyone. She’s a Drakos—”

      “Who’s taken,” he interrupts, pulling my back to his front and placing a protective hand on my belly.

      Can he feel the butterflies in my tummy? Because there’s a swarm of them right now.

      “You would be a fool to think everyone here didn’t want to dance with Miss Drakos. I just took the risk most people are afraid to do.”

      The hand on my stomach tenses, and I fill with dread. Is this man trying to end his life early tonight?

      His lean, muscular body steps around mine as he gets into Austin’s face. “Everyone in this room who had the same intentions as you isn’t a fool because they knew the dangerous consequences that would come if they messed with what’s mine. I applaud them for not messing with someone else’s relationship. You, on the other hand, are the biggest fool who’s about to look like a clown in a second if you don’t get out of my fucking face.”

      “Yeah? What are you going to do?”

      Levi’s dark smirk sends a shiver down my spine. Fisting Austin’s expensive-looking suit, he yanks him until he speaks directly into his ear. “I will buy the record label you’re signed with and drop your ass, then buy every single record label you apply to and do the same. I will ruin you. Don’t fucking test me and my millions.”

      My ovaries …

      I immediately feel a flutter down there … as I decide that there’s nothing hotter than a muscular, protective, tatted millionaire. I stare at his back as his muscles strain against the fabric of his suit.

      Pushing Austin away from his body, he glares over at him like he’s a piece of gum underneath his shoe. “Get out of my sight.”

      I see both my brothers become aware of this stare-off. But before they can get involved, Austin not only leaves us alone, but he also leaves the gala, rushing out of the front doors like his life depends on it.

      My fake boyfriend turns and faces me, crowding my space. “Did he touch you at all?” he says tensely, like he’s scared of my answer.

      “No,” I whisper, meeting his dark eyes.

      All I want to do is run into his arms and stay there. He’s my safety net.

      How did this man go from being someone I couldn’t stand to becoming my comfort?

      “Did he say anything inappropriate to you? Don’t worry; you can tell me, honey.”

      I shake my head, feeling like everyone’s eyes are on me. “He just told me I was beautiful and that he wanted to dance—that’s all.”

      I just want to go home.

      Coming closer to me, he pulls me into his chest, and I melt into his embrace. Smelling his warm cologne that I love, I wrap my arms around him, and he tightens his grip.

      “Thank you for rescuing me. You’ve been doing a lot of that recently.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he whispers into my hair. “It’s my job to protect you.”

      “It really isn’t,” I whisper against his chest.

      The next thing I know, he’s pulling my chin up, and I’m hypnotized by green orbs.

      “This isn’t so fake between us anymore, and don’t deny that because I know you feel the same way. So, yes, it’s my job to make sure you’re okay because I care. If something happens to you, it will automatically affect me.”

      Levi has the mouth of a poet in my mind. His words carve into my brain until I’m left gawking at the deeper meaning behind everything he says.

      “It’s a good thing we didn’t sign a contract about our fake relationship because if it was legally forbidden to fall for you, I’d be guilty in court. I hate to admit this,” I say, biting my lip nervously. “You’ve never been hotter to me. You’re willing to become broke just for me?”

      His eyes darken as his jaw hardens. “I’d be a broke man just for you.”

      I smile, running my fingers through the hair on the nape of his neck. “And I’d become your sugar mommy?”

      Gripping my neck, he pulls me to him hard and says against my ear, “You are such a bad girl who likes to act all innocent.” His other hand holds my hip in a bruising grip. “You’re turned on, seeing me defend you?” He hums, “I bet your underwear is all wet.”

      I’m ignoring everyone’s curious looks as we stand on the edge of the dance floor. But when Levi’s around, everything seems to dim around me so easily. I’m scared.

      I shrug my shoulders, feeling out of breath. “My underwear isn’t wet … because I’m not wearing any.”

      I don’t know why I had to share that information with him. It just came out. I definitely didn’t think he would find out tonight, but he now looks like a hungry beast, struggling to not feast.

      His breath hitches. “You’re going commando?”

      His deep and harshly spoken question makes my eyes dart around to spot my family. Seeing them nowhere near, I angle my face to his.

      “Yes, I didn’t want my panty lines to show.”

      I couldn’t handle the embarrassment. I would’ve never lived that down. They would have for sure zoomed into my panty lines.

      Levi watches me with a blazing gaze that lights a fire in me. I think it’s safe to say I’ve never seen someone look so turned on before.

      “If you don’t start making your way to the lobby so I can eat you out in a closet to keep me sane, I’m carrying you out.” His hard, demanding voice makes my feet move before I know what’s happening.

      “Levi, we can’t do this.” I panic, stopping suddenly, making him crash into my back.

      His big hand comes around my waist to steady us both.

      “Who says?” His hot breath hits my ear, and a shiver runs down my back.

      Turning to face him, I widen my eyes in fear. “We’re in public. What if someone sees or hears?”

      “No one will hear us.”

      He takes a dangerous step forward as I take a step back.

      “It’s either I drop to my knees and worship you as I eat you out in front of all these people. Or we do that in any empty supply closet. I can’t wait until we get home. You choose.”

      I start walking out into the lobby as my answer. Am I really doing this? In a closet, for God’s sake? What is happening to me? I would’ve never done this before he entered my life.

      When we pass Trinity, where she stands off to the side, she gives me a sly smile before winking.

      Oh my God. She knows. How does she always know?

      Feeling his body heat behind me, I have to think before I take each step in an effort to not fall on my face. The lobby is quiet—thank goodness. If anyone saw the hard, determined look on Levi’s face and my flushed complexion, they would for sure know what was up.

      Placing a hand on my back, he guides me down a hallway, opening many doors before he finds what he’s looking for. Gripping my arm, he pulls me into the dark room before shutting it. It’s far enough from the ballroom where I know no wandering people will pass, but nothing is ever guaranteed. And that sends a current of electricity through my veins.

      My chest is already heaving at the sight of his looming shadow in this dark supply closet. He looks dangerous, a starved man, ready to feast. He takes off his suit jacket and places it on a shelf before rolling up the sleeves of his white button-up. My eyes zone in on his forearms as his intense-looking veins stand out on his olive-toned skin, mixed with black tattoo ink.

      I understand the hype now for veins. Holy shit.

      “Come here. Don’t make a greedy man wait any longer. I’m starved.”

      My knees almost buckle at his dirty mouth. They wobble as I take a step closer to his intimidating frame. When I’m within arm’s reach, he grabs me by the throat and pins my back to the door. I gasp as he drops to his knees and drapes my legs over his shoulders. My feet are suddenly in the air as he stands with my back pressed hard against the door and his face perfectly level with my pussy. He supports my weight like I’m a feather by placing both hands under my bum and pushes my dress to the side. Exposing my wetness, making him groan in appreciation.

      I told myself this would never happen, but the more time I spend with him and peel back the layers he’s built around himself, the more I want. The more I need this.

      “You did this to torture me. You knew I would find you bare, and it would send me into a frenzy. Well, mission accomplished. I’m absolutely feral for you,” his husky voice rasps out before he pushes his head forward and tastes me.

      My back arches when I feel his tongue on me for the first time. I can’t help but push my pussy into his face while letting out a labored cry, totally forgetting we’re in public.

      I look down at him and nearly come at the image below me. His face disappears between my legs while my legs wrap around his neck.

      Oh my gosh.

      My shaky hands grip his hair in my fists as his tongue parts my folds, flicking my clit with the tip.

      “Oh my God, Levi,” I moan, tightening my legs around his head, feeling light-headed at the sensations he’s pleasuring me with.

      He groans against me, sending shivers up my body when he draws back to lick all the way to my entrance before pushing his tongue inside. I thrust on his face as he pumps in and out of me, feasting like he hasn’t eaten in years.

      “Please, Levi,” I groan, throwing my head back when I feel him smile against me. I pull his hair harder, causing a hot, throaty moan to escape his mouth.

      No one has ever made me feel this way with their tongue, mouth, dick, or even their words. Levi has given me all that.

      He doesn’t once come up for air, and I’m the one who can barely catch my breath because his mouth and tongue are magic. He licks, kisses, and sucks my swollen pussy and releases it, only to nip my clit.

      “You taste so good, so sweet, just for me,” he groans, making me feel dizzy at the vibrations of his voice on my skin.

      “Levi, please. More,” I say in a breathless whisper when my climax starts to build.

      When his tongue plunges back into me, I cover my mouth with a hand, muffling my cries as my body shivers.

      “I’m coming,” I cry behind my hand, hearing an approving groan from his throat.

      He grips my ass tighter, eating me out faster than he was moments ago. I didn’t even know this pace was possible as I close my eyes to the sound of his voice.

      “Come for me, honey. Come in my mouth. Cry for me.”

      And that does it.

      A shudder runs through my body as I come and let out a scream. My thighs tremble around his face as he grins, licking and sucking all my juices. When I try to move, still shaking from my intense orgasm, he pushes his face further between my legs and pinches my bum with his hand in protest, keeping me in place. I moan in pleasure, wearing out his name like it’s the only word I know.

      Because at the moment, it is.

      When my shivers die down, my eyes still foggy, he drags a finger on the inside of my thigh and extends it to me.

      “Taste how much you wanted me.”

      Not thinking twice, I take his finger in my mouth and suck, gathering all my cum, making him stiffen below me.

      “That’s it. Look at my good girl’s listening skills.”

      If I’m anyone’s good girl, I’d better be his.

      He lowers me carefully to the floor as his chest heaves, and he swipes a finger below his lower lip and grins wickedly before licking his finger, almost sending me to my knees.

      “Honey, you’ve fallen into a very dangerous game because, now, you’re my addiction. And when I become dependent on something, I have a very hard time letting go.”

      My heart thumps at an abnormal pace as a layer of sweat lingers on my body.

      “I don’t want you to let me go,” I say breathlessly. Admitting what I’ve felt for months.

      I’m no longer able to fight these feelings that have taken hold of me. I fist his dress shirt, pulling him against my body. His messed up hair falls on his forehead, making him look so sexy with his big, swollen lips.

      “Do you know what that means?” he groans, his lips brushing over mine. His hands tremble on my hips as he once again pushes me against the door.

      I hum, unable to find words.

      “That I’m yours,” he says, and nothing has sounded better to me.

      I’d rather have a deep, emotional connection with my rival than hate his guts. We tried to hate each other, but the rivalry only brought us closer.

      Our lips seal the deal, and for once, I’m left feeling blissful and whole.

      Beautiful.

      Appreciated.

      Loved.
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      The first thing I notice when I wake up is that I’m not alone in my bed, like I usually am. The second thing I notice is her blonde hair spread on my pillow, like she’s an angel.

      The events of this past week flood in. I’m someone’s boyfriend. I’ve never been that before.

      Amelia Drakos—my rival, the girl I swore I wouldn’t fall for—is now my real girlfriend. A couple of months ago, I never thought I’d be where I am now, but life loves to throw curveballs my way.

      It’s been a week since the gala and the blissful time I gave her in the supply closet. We haven’t been able to see each other since our lives are super busy—unless you count the quick kisses in the hallways before anyone sees. Our days are filled with lots of practices, meetings, filming content, and recording. But as I do all those things, she doesn’t leave my mind once.

      She’s completely consumed me, and I’m not mad about it at all.

      Am I sick? Do I have a disease because the old Levi would’ve never even considered having a girlfriend, let alone one who had been his rival he’d hated for years? But I’m a sick man when it comes to her.

      With Amelia living in her own place, it’s much easier, sneaking around since we’ve both agreed to keep our real relationship a secret from her family and my bandmates. We don’t need that chaos this early into our relationship. Last night was the first time she was able to make it over. When Stella was fast asleep, she tiptoed into my room, and I made her come on every single surface quietly. The last thing I wanted to do was wake up my little sister and terrify her for life.

      But the act of being quiet intensifies the intimacy to the max.

      Amelia’s still asleep. Her breathing is slow, and her ass is settled nicely against my dick. Making my morning brick appear. I bury my face in her neck as her head uses my bent arm as her pillow, and my other arm wraps around her waist. Smelling the combined scents of us on her skin makes me pull her into my body deeper, causing her to stir.

      A kiss on my arm makes me hum in appreciation.

      “Sleep nicely?” My morning voice is rough, making her turn to face me, still using my arm for support.

      “I don’t think we did much sleeping,” she muses, wrapping her arm around my waist to cuddle into my body.

      “That we didn’t, but who needs sleep anyway?” I play along, feeling her smile on my chest.

      She shrugs. “I’m not sure. I’ve never heard of it before. I should try it sometime.”

      I squeeze her bare bum, making her squeal and arch into me. “You won’t be getting much sleep anytime soon. Sorry to inform you, honey.”

      “I don’t mind,” she sighs. “I really don’t.”

      And the little tease throws her leg around my hip and grinds on my length, making my already-hard dick harden even more.

      She continues grinding on me, rubbing her pussy all over my dick while letting out a quiet moan. “Levi, I need you.” Pulling my hair, she groans.

      Her breathless moans make me go crazy because I’ve never heard anything hotter. Seeing her itching for me fuels the blood in my veins. I’m not a morning person, but if this is how I’m going to wake up from now on, I’m being converted.

      “I need you too, honey. Hold on.” Reaching back as she continues to torture me, I dig through my nightstand to pull out a condom. I can’t roll it on fast enough. My hands literally shake in anticipation.

      Once it’s on, the needy thing grabs my dick, and the sight of both her hands wrapped around me almost makes me shoot my load. Gripping her neck with one hand, I hold her thigh that’s thrown over my hip with the other and extend it further.

      She throws her head back when she slips in my tip, teasing the both of us. “Oh my God. I’ll never get used to your size.”

      My ego grows.

      I push further into her, and her pussy clenches around my dick, making me groan. She’s such a tight little thing.

      “I wanna …” she pants as she drags her nails along my back.

      “What do you want?” I grit out, slamming into her fully, gripping her ass and panting along with her.

      Instead of answering me with her words, she pushes my chest, making me lie flat on my back, straddling my hips. The angel makes me go deeper than I’ve ever gone, making me see stars. I clench her hips tightly and pinch my eyes closed, focusing on anything but her in an effort not to come.

      She places her hands on my chest. The ends of her hair brush against my chest as she rises from my dick and comes back down.

      “Look at you, riding me because of your desperate pussy. Did you wake up wet for me?” I groan, taking one of her hard nipples into my mouth and sucking.

      “Yes,” she moans, circling her hips, making me twitch inside her.

      Just as her pace becomes painful and her breathy moans fill my ears, I hear a cry somewhere in my house.

      Amelia immediately stops her movements and gets off me, leaving me cold and aching as she looks at the locked door, concerned. “Is she okay?”

      Really, Stella? Why now?

      Leaning up on my elbows, I curse. “Yeah, she’s okay. She just woke up.”

      Just my luck. When does my sister ever wake up on her own? I always have to go get her in the morning. But just when I have my beautiful girlfriend wrapped around me, that’s when she decides to break her record.

      But what I admire is the fact that Amelia stopped right when she heard my sister. I’m not sure other girls I’ve been with would’ve done that.

      “Sorry, this is probably not going to be the last time this happens,” I admit, trying to turn myself off and begging my dick to soften.

      Seeing the distressed look on my face, Amelia jumps off the bed, her naked body not helping my situation. She pulls on a pair of my boxers and a T-shirt that reaches her mid-thigh. “I’ll go take care of it.” She waves me off as I get out of bed and put on my glasses.

      “She’s my responsibility. Don’t worry.”

      Reaching for a pair of clean boxers, she pushes my body toward my master bath. “You can’t greet your sister in the morning with a massive boner.” She casts her gaze to my dick and swallows tightly. “I have it under control; don’t worry. You take care of your situation.” She gives me a smile full of humor while waving at my dick before running into the hallway, following my sister’s cries.

      I place a hand on the doorway above me and glare at my aching dick. I know Amelia’s disappointed at the interruption, but like always, she acts fucking perfect, like she was in no pain at all. So, I have to man up. Getting into the bath, I have the coldest shower I’ve ever had in my life.
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      The first thing I hear when I get out of the shower is music. Drying my hair with a towel, I walk out into the hallway, only in my black sweats, to see what all the commotion is about this early in the morning.

      I stop when I see Stella perched on Amelia’s hip, laughing and throwing her head back as Amelia dances and sings into a spoon as she stands in front of the stove while she cooks pancakes.

      My heart aches. It fucking aches at the sight.

      It’s always been a goal of mine to give my sister the childhood I didn’t have. I just want her to be happy, but the pure happiness on her face that she’s feeling because of someone I brought into her life sends tears to my eyes.

      When did I turn into a softy?

      Walking into the kitchen, I wrap my arms around both of them, making Amelia jump in surprise.

      “Lee!” Stella yells in joy when she sees me. Flinging her arms around my neck, she wraps her legs around my waist. “Lia is here!” She points to a smiling Amelia as she flips a pancake.

      “I see that. I also noticed you were having a dance party.”

      Her tiny head nods as she stares into my eyes like it’s a very serious matter. “I was dancing to my favorite singer.”

      “Who’s that?” I hum, already knowing her answer.

      “Lia!” she screams, piercing my eardrums as my own sister betrays me.

      Amelia’s shoulders shake as her back faces me, and I pinch her bum when my sister isn’t looking.

      I say to my sister, “I’ll try to un-brainwash you when she leaves.”

      She tilts her head to the side in confusion. “I don’t know what that means.”

      I laugh, placing her on the ground. “I know you don’t, but don’t worry. How about you go watch some TV while we finish up?”

      Nodding, she runs off, singing my girlfriend’s song with a giant smile on her face.

      “I swear I didn’t say anything. She just asked the speaker to play it, and boom, the dance party started.” She laughs once I press my front to her back and wind my arm around her neck as she cooks.

      “You’re a hit around here,” I say into her hair, watching as she flips a fluffy pancake. “At least it’s not Leonidas. That’s when we’ll have a problem.”

      She sighs and bites my arm, making me smirk. “I don’t know how you’re going to be alive after Leonidas finds out. He’s going to be so mad. I can already sense the impending danger.”

      “We might both end up in the hospital, but I’m still going to be alive.” I shrug, thinking about the fury her brothers are going to experience.

      “That’s what we’re trying to avoid, okay?” She peers over her shoulder at me. Pleading with her eyes. “I don’t think we have to worry about Elijah. It’s Leonidas I’m scared of.”

      Damn right. I know Leonidas will put up a good fight, but I already know Elijah’s the softer sibling. He won’t be happy, but he’ll deal with it.

      They’ll all have to put up with it. We’re not giving them a choice.

      “You already know I’d do anything for you,” I sigh, giving in to the spell I’m currently under by Amelia Drakos and kissing her shoulder.

      Kissing my arm, she starts to plate the pancakes over the stove while slightly dancing to her own music. After a few moments of taking in the way she dances without probably even noticing, I walk to the fridge and pull out maple syrup.

      “How are you doing?” she whispers, nervous like I’m going to yell at her for asking about my well-being.

      Looking at where my sister lies, watching TV, I shrug, lowering my voice. “I haven’t broken our pact yet, so okay, I guess.”

      She nods, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Is it getting any better?”

      I nod and watch the gooey syrup fall on my sister’s pancake, which I’ve already cut for her. “I have my bad days, but they’ve been tolerable. I’m trying to get used to the feeling of being sober.”

      I don’t think I’ll ever be good. That’s not possible. I’m always going to have my guard up whenever alcohol comes within reach—like, for instance, when it’s used in food. I never used to read the fine print on a menu at a restaurant before. I just used to skim it based on the bold names of the dishes and pick one. Now, I find myself reading every ingredient used, searching for the one thing I can’t have.

      “I have a question, but if you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll drop it.”

      I hate talking about my feelings because it makes them feel real. But she’s my girlfriend, and I don’t want to mess this up by shutting her out. If I can’t be open with her, then who can I talk to?

      “Ask away.” I lean against the counter, watching as she nervously bites her lip.

      “Isn’t it harmful, not going to rehab for alcoholism?”

      Ah, I knew this question was coming soon.

      “Extremely. I wouldn’t recommend my method to anyone going through what I’m going through.” I shake my head, watching her walk closer to where I stand. “In rehab, you’re not exposed to things that can make you possibly relapse. Every day, the thought that I’m able to go into a liquor store if I want to replays in my head over and over again. That isn’t even an option there. But stress is one of the main reasons why most people relapse. It’s almost as if I can feel when alcohol is near while my thoughts scream at me. But I’m learning self-control in a very dangerous way.” I shrug, glaring at my feet.

      She grabs hold of my hand and squeezes, telling me she understands.

      “I refuse to go to rehab because Stella would most likely be taken from me, and I can’t lose her, Amelia. Every single bad day I have now would be nothing compared to the pain I would feel if I lost her.”

      Pressing her face on my chest, she kisses my bare skin.

      “I just think about her when I’m going through it. She always seems to make the pain manageable until I take my mind off of it through music.” Wrapping my arms around her tiny waist, I place my chin on her head, breathing her in.

      “I’m proud of you. I don’t think you realize how good of a person you are for not only yourself, but also for your sister. You’ve been battling an addiction all alone, in silence, for months. You’re so strong, Levi. But you’re not alone anymore. I’m here for you, okay? Your bad days are my bad days, and that also counts for the happy days.”

      When I hear the crack in her voice, I decide that I never want to hear her pain again.

      “Thank you, honey.” Gripping her face in both of my hands, I lay a kiss on her pouty lips.

      “Can you promise me that you’ll always tell me when you’re having a bad day? That way, I can be there for you. I could take Stella away for a couple of hours so you could write or do whatever you do that might help.”

      Placing my forehead on hers, I nod. “I’ll tell you. But you have no idea how much it helps, already knowing you’re not only there for me now, but also for my sister. It gives me strength.”

      Her fingers wind behind my neck. “I’ve always been there for you, even when I hated you.”

      We never hated each other, did we?

      I laugh, kissing her lips once more before giving her a serious frown. “Enough about me. How are you doing? Are you still off social media?”

      I don’t miss the way her eyes dampen with sadness.

      “Yeah, I’m still logged out of all my accounts. I’m okay, I guess. I don’t think I’ll ever be one hundred percent, but I’m eating.” She shrugs, stepping away from my body and picking up my sister’s plate. “I’m just tired of feeling guilty when I eat, but those thoughts never leave my head, no matter how much I fight them.”

      I don’t know what to say. I’m almost positive that telling someone they’re beautiful when they’re struggling with loving their body isn’t going to help. Amelia has probably heard that a hundred times.

      I’m not good with words.

      But I also know fighting feelings only makes you think about them more.

      “Listen to your heart and not your brain. The mind is a very scary place. It can trick you into believing and seeing anything. You gotta listen to this more.” I point to my own heart. “It might be hurting because it’s not getting as much attention and love as this is getting.” I gesture to my head, trying to soften my voice.

      “I’m trying,” she whispers, looking away from me.

      “And that’s all that matters.” I match her tone, almost rubbing my heart.

      I watch as she makes her way to my sister with a plate in her hand and puts her guard back up with a smile and starts dancing silly for Stella, making my sister giggle.
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      “I’m here!” I hear Trinity yell from somewhere downstairs as I finish my makeup routine.

      “I’m upstairs!” I yell back, cleaning up my vanity.

      Little paws step on my feet rapidly as I hear Trinity’s footsteps pounding up the stairs. I drop my beauty blender and screech down in happiness.

      “Nala!”

      I drop onto my knees, and she goes on her hind legs and climbs my body while licking my face.

      “Thank you for all the kisses,” I grit out, turning my face away and petting down her body, but she only follows me. Laughing, I stand upright as she runs out of my bathroom to do excited laps around my room.

      Trinity appears in the doorway of my room and looks down at her dog like she’s insane. “You’re one crazy little thing.”

      “You’re rubbing off on her,” I joke, sending my best friend a smirk.

      She laughs, walking farther into my room before sitting on my bed. “This”—her finger points and follows her dog—“is all Elijah.”

      A laugh bursts free from my throat, tears forming in my eyes as I hunch over at her words. I’ve never heard something more accurate. If Elijah were a dog, he would be Nala.

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” Trinity says between her own laughter. She’s practically rolling on my bed.

      “You’re not wrong, but never tell him that.” I join her on my bed, pulling my cozy blanket over us.

      We lie beside one another as our laughter dies down.

      “So, what did you want to talk about? You sounded super nervous over the phone.”

      We both turn to our sides as I bite my lip nervously. I promised Trinity I would tell her everything. I don’t want to cause her any more stress than she’s already felt in her life by keeping my relationship a secret from her.

      Secrets did almost separate my brother and her for good. I won’t contribute to that mess.

      Placing my hands under my cheek, I swallow thickly. “Levi and I are dating.”

      I flinch on the bed and cover my ears when she screeches and jumps to her knees.

      “Oh my God! Are you joking?”

      I shake my head with a smile, and she jumps while clapping her hands.

      “I can’t believe this. My bestie is officially taken!”

      Well, this is turning out exactly how I hoped. She pulls me up, and we start jumping together while laughing. The bed dips below us as we jump, causing me to almost tumble several times.

      “When did this become official?” Trinity scolds, pushing me down on the bed by my shoulder and landing next to me.

      I sigh, placing my hands on my lower stomach. “Almost two weeks ago.”

      “And you’re just telling me now?!”

      “We’ve only seen each other once since he and I made it official.” I smile innocently, missing him already.

      Trinity raises a brow. “And did that prevent you from speaking?”

      “No,” I squeak, shying away from my scary friend.

      She purses her lips for a second before jumping on top of me. “It’s okay. I forgive you. Tell me everything.”

      And that’s exactly what I do. I go into detail about everything that has led us to where we are today.

      After I finish, Trinity stares blankly at me. “He ate you out in a supply closet on his shoulders?”

      I lightly nudge her, and she gasps.

      “The one thing you got from my story is that?”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s hard to get over.” She scowls, fanning herself with her hand. “How was the experience?”

      The best thing I’ve ever felt emotionally and physically.

      “Exactly how it sounds,” I claim, making Trinity groan.

      “I’m informing Leonidas of this position.”

      “Ew! I didn’t need to know that, Trinity!” I cringe, almost vomiting at the mere thought of my brother’s sex life.

      “What, girls help out girls, right? Thanks for the inspiration.”

      I scowl, hitting her face with the pillow that was lying in my lap a second ago.

      “Okay, okay! I’m sorry.” She dodges the second pillow swing that comes her way. “But I’m guessing you don’t want your brothers to know yet?” Even though she says it like she’s questioning me, it comes out more as a statement.

      We all know they shouldn’t find out yet.

      Shaking my head, I drop my face in my hands. “I hate that I have to keep this a secret because I always tell them everything, but I know how Leonidas will react. It won’t be good. And Elijah will be miserable, and his mood reflects on everyone else around him.”

      “Are we talking about the same Elijah here?” She places a hand on my knee. “He only wants you to be happy. Sure, it’ll take some time to adjust to the idea, but I can promise you, he won’t be upset.”

      Looking up from my hands, I give her a stressed glance. “I just hate disappointing people, you know? I’ve made them worry about me for years, and that worry turned into anxiety if I was healthy and eating. I don’t want to cause them any more pain.”

      “You can’t control if they worry about you. That’s because they love you. If they didn’t worry, there wouldn’t be any love,” she says passionately. “You’re going to stay alone and miserable your entire life because of everyone’s opinions around you? We all know they’re going to be upset, seeing you with anyone, regardless of who it is.”

      “They are pretty protective.” I chuckle, blinking past my tired tears. “I just … I don’t want to disappoint the two people who’ve always been there for me.”

      “They’ll get over it. Those guys love you more than anything.”

      The feelings are mutual. I don’t think I would be here today if it wasn’t for my brothers.

      My shoulders sag as I pinch the bridge of my nose. “When do you think I should tell them?”

      “Whenever you feel the time is right, but they should hear it from you. Take that advice from someone who wished the truth had come out because the person wanted to tell me and not because they owed me an explanation.”

      I smile sadly at her, wanting to punch my brother in the face. “In my defense, I told him to tell you from the very start.”

      Her eyes narrow. “And yet, months later, I still had no idea until my best friend found us in bed and started jumping up and down.”

      I bite my lip to hold back my chuckle. I’m so glad this is in the past because that day was terrible. “Let’s not dwell on the past.”

      “Yeah, yeah …” She trails off, looking at her dog still doing laps around my room.

      Scrolling through the channels on my TV, I stop on a famous reality show everyone’s raving about.

      “Have you seen the pictures of our moms together?” Trinity muses, showing me her phone, and I smile at my happy-looking mom.

      “Who would’ve thought our moms would be best friends?” I laugh, wishing I were in Toronto with my mom.

      “Beats me, but I love it. They look like older versions of us.”

      Aw, I love that.

      “Now, it’s time to ruin our brains with TV trash,” Trinity says, patting the bed, making Nala jump on my bed before cuddling between the two of us.
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      As our team files out of the room, my dad stays behind with a scowl on his face. Making sure the door closes after everyone leaves, he starts pacing back and forth in this soundproof room.

      “What the hell was wrong with you guys today during practice?” His tense voice sends knives to my heart.

      Swallowing tightly, I place my hands flat on my thighs, refusing to show my nerves.

      “Everyone has off days. We can’t always be the best.” Elijah shrugs, answering our dad since Leonidas and I made no move to do so.

      Stalking over to where my brothers and I sit, he slams a fist into the table. The vein in his forehead pops out as we all flinch. “You’re sitting here because you are the best! You want this stupid-ass record label to see how weak y’all truly are and ruin my life by cutting your contract short?!”

      That would be the best-case scenario for us. At least we’d be free.

      “This stupid-ass record label is doing this to us,” Leonidas barks back at our dad, gaining courage. “They suck the life out of us almost as much as you do.”

      Oh no, that was the wrong thing to say, and I know Leonidas feels the same as he blinks in shock at his own words that he didn’t mean to say out loud.

      “I suck the life out of you?” Dad sneers, getting right in his son’s face. “You sucked the life out of me the moment you decided to swallow a bunch of pills, you pussy.”

      I watch in terror, rooted to my seat as he grips Leonidas’s collar and yanks him halfway across the table.

      All the blood in my dad’s body rushes to his face as he punches my brother’s face like a madman, making a scream burst from my throat. My brother’s head gets thrown to the side by the force.

      “What the hell?!” Elijah rushes between the two of them and roughly pushes our dad away from a heartbroken Leonidas.

      He staggers back into his chair with blood now leaking from the corner of his mouth, stunned at our dad’s words and actions.

      I’m shocked as the sins of our dad leak from Leonidas’s nose. Dad must be crazier than we originally thought because we never would have thought he would go this far.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? Do you even have a fucking brain anymore?!” Elijah screams in fury, pushing Dad’s chest. “How could you say that to him?”

      “Watch your mouth, son! I’m not fucking talking to you, but I can start.” His eyebrows scrunch together, not making Elijah flinch once as they have a standoff.

      Finding movement in my legs again, I run over to where Leonidas just sits and blinks into the distance. Distress is written all over his face, and I feel destroyed for him.

      “Leonidas … Leo, please look at me,” I stress, getting right in his face and tapping it a couple of times.

      Why did he have to bring up the pills?

      His saddened eyes finally meet mine, and I crumple at the pain apparent on his face.

      “Are you okay, Leonidas?” I flinch back before looking over my shoulder right as my dad launches himself at Elijah, bringing his head in a choke hold.

      “Dad! Stop!” I scream, tears spilling down my face, not believing this is happening right now.

      My dad is physically and mentally attacking his children with no remorse. And I have no idea what to do, and I can’t stop him. One of my brothers is in literal shock after our dad brought up his past trauma, and my other brother is in a fistfight.

      The sounds of bones against bones and grunts of pain fill the room, and all I want to do is cover my ears and beg it to go away.

      Who the hell do I help, and how?

      My shaky hands fumble on my phone as I text the one person who can help me. I pray he sees it in time because my other brother will end up in a pile on the ground if he doesn’t come to our rescue.

      “You’re not Mr. Tough Guy now, huh?” My dad laughs, kneeing Elijah in the stomach, making him fall to the ground, holding his bloody nose in agony.

      But he still gets up from the floor and doesn’t give up.

      “You’re a pussy, just like your brother.”

      “Dad!” I scream through my tears. “You’ve done enough. Just stop!”

      But nothing seems to break him out of his evil spell as he continues to beat my brother.

      A gasp leaves my mouth when, suddenly, the door swings open, banging loudly on the wall, creating a hole where the door handle smashed into the drywall. Our saving grace storms into the room, anger rolling off him like a dark, stormy cloud. And as his tall, muscular frame runs into the room, I can tell he’s ready for whatever my dad throws at him. Axel and Rowan run in after him, glancing around at the scene before following their bandmate to where he stands behind my dad, who has yet to notice the three other people in the room. He’s too busy being the worst father to hear anything around him.

      “Are you going to keep beating the shit out of your own son until you kill him?” Levi’s furious voice booms, causing my dad to turn around in shock.

      Once he does, Levi grabs him by his collar and whips him off my brother, and Elijah only crumples to the floor a couple of feet away with a thump. Elijah has never been a fighter. He’s a softy who prefers to talk it out rather than use his fists. He had no choice this time, but he was no match for my dad.

      However, Levi is a different story. He’s the man who walks into the room, and you instantly know not to mess with him. His permanent scowl on his face just deepens even more when he’s mad.

      “How the hell did you get in here, and why the fuck do you think this is any of your business?” my dad barks up at Levi, trying to stagger up, but my boyfriend only pushes him back down with his foot.

      I watch, shaking in my spot, as Axel and Rowan rush over to Elijah. Each of them picks him up by an arm and walks him over to where I stand. He stumbles into his seat, groaning, as I go through my bag for some tissues. His nose and mouth are bleeding so bad. I hope nothing is broken. Gathering a fistful of napkins, I place them on his bloody nose, and he winces back at the contact before I kiss his sweaty forehead. Unable to say anything.

      “I suggest you sit right fucking there,” Levi sneers, glaring like I’ve never seen him before. “If you want to act like a fucking animal, sit on the floor like the dog you are.”

      My dad thrashes against his foot, screaming out in frustration, “Get the hell off me!”

      “Let’s go,” Rowan whispers in my ear as he comes up behind me before signaling to Axel.

      They support Elijah and haul him out into the hallway urgently. Following their orders on shaky legs, I pull Leonidas up from his biceps and push him lightly out into the hallway.

      Levi meets my gaze before Axel reaches around me and slams the wooden door shut in my face. If he gets hurt, it’ll be all my fault.

      “He’ll be okay. He’s got him under control,” Axel says, seeing the concern on my face.

      Placing a hand on my lower back, he leads me down the quiet hallway before the four of us pile into the elevator. Elijah sits on the floor, exhausted, and closes his eyes. Leonidas stands off to the side, his body numb. And me? I cry.

      Cry for my brothers.

      Cry for my mom.

      For myself.

      For little Amelia, who looked up to her father like he was a king, only for him to be the monster hiding under her bed.
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      I never thought I would see the day when my siblings and I would willingly be in the same room as Triple Threat.

      Trinity’s running her fingers through her boyfriend’s hair after hearing the eventful day we’ve had. Tears gather in her eyes as they sit together on my love seat.

      We placed Elijah down to lie on the couch with ice packs on his cheek, side, and stomach. From the look of his slow and even breaths, he’s finally fallen asleep. Thank God.

      Axel and Rowan are here because not only were they my ride, but I also needed help carrying a weak Elijah. During the drive that seemed like it took hours to get to my place, I called Trinity and told her to pack everyone a bag and get out of there as fast as possible. The last thing we needed was Dad arriving home with just Trinity home.

      God knows what he would do.

      No one has heard a thing from Levi yet, which makes me feel like doubling over and crying in frustration. How do I know he’s okay if he’s not answering?

      We all sit here in the painful silence that’s so loud.

      “I should’ve helped him,” Leonidas’s raw voice rasps, making everyone’s heads shoot in his direction. “I’m his big fucking brother, and all I did was sit there in shock while he got beaten to a pulp by our dad.”

      “Leo—” Trinity tries to reason with him, but he shakes his head in denial.

      “I couldn’t move my body. That felt so fucking scary. And I had to sit there and watch all of that, feeling exactly what my dad called me. I did nothing.” He runs a hand down his face, beating himself up.

      “You see Elijah?” I whisper to Leonidas, nodding my chin at him.

      “Of course I do. I can’t unsee him on the ground for the life of me.”

      “Dad did the same thing to you, but with his words. None of this is your fault. You couldn’t have done anything even if you tried.”

      He looks down at his feet as Trinity wraps her arms around his waist and squeezes. “This can never happen again because what if it’s one of you next?” His voice breaks as he looks at me and his girlfriend.

      “He wouldn’t touch us.” Trinity smooths a hand through his hair softly.

      He already has.

      Swallowing tightly at the vivid memory that will always haunt me, I shake my head at Leonidas. I never want to share that day anymore. The more I talk about it, the more powerful my thoughts become.

      “This is never going to happen again because everyone is moving out of the house. We have plenty of room here,” I whisper over to my brother, trying to hold on to any strength I have remaining.

      Axel captures my attention when he whispers over to Rowan, looking as stressed as I feel, “Where the fuck is he? It’s almost been two hours.”

      “I’m afraid to find out,” Rowan says just as softly, giving Axel a worried look.

      The two just sit quietly in the corner of my living room, where we all wait, but they tap their feet impatiently on the ground while Elijah sleeps.

      “We have to figure out our shit.” Leonidas talks out loud, sounding like a corpse with no emotion.

      “We’ll worry about that tomorrow. Right now, let’s just make sure the man who helped us out gets here safely.” I run a hand down my face, checking the time on my phone.

      Twelve a.m. Where is he?

      Texting him once more, I drop my phone onto the pillow below me and think of every bad situation that could possibly ever happen.

      Why did I get him involved?

      Because I needed help and he always knows what to do …

      It’s thirty minutes later when we all become aware of the purring engine that roars outside, sounding like it’s pulling into my driveway. Getting up and feeling everyone’s eyes on my back, I make my way to the front window, and I peek through the blinds to make sure it’s him.

      Spotting his Mercedes, I feel my shoulders relax.

      He’s got to be okay. He’s here.

      I watch him like a creeper from behind the blinds as he gets out and walks to the other side of his car, opening the door and leaning forward. A second later, he appears with a sleeping Stella in his arms.

      Just as I get to the front door and unlock it, he arrives on my welcome mat. I see clear relief wash over his face before he closes the distance between us and places a kiss on my lips over his sister.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper, making sure I’m extra quiet, not wanting to wake up Stella since it’s way past her bedtime.

      He nods before looking down at her. “Do you mind if I put her down on your bed so she can sleep? I don’t want her to wake up because she might not be able to fall asleep again.”

      “No, not at all. Follow me.”

      With him following me upstairs, I push my bedroom door open and push back my covers. Watching him delicately place her in my bed before kissing her forehead and pulling the sheets up to her chin tugs at my heartstrings.

      He’s such a good guy, and he doesn’t even know it …

      He turns to me, pulls me to his chest, and embraces me tightly.

      “I don’t even know what to say.” My voice is muffled by his chest as I try to keep it together. “What happened when we left?”

      “I just had a nice chat with him. Didn’t want to land myself in jail tonight with so many witnesses,” he says against my hair, breathing me in like I’m his salvation.

      “Thank you for coming and helping us out. I didn’t want to get you involved, but I just didn’t know what to do.”

      “I’m glad you called me.” He grips my jaw with his hand. “What am I good for as your boyfriend if I don’t protect you and your loved ones?”

      I sniffle as my first tear rolls down my face before tons follow.

      He swipes them away with his thumb. “Some parents suck, huh?” he says softly.

      I nod, not wanting to speak, and he gathers me against his chest once again and kisses my temple.

      “Is your brother okay?”

      “As good as you could imagine after the day we had today, but he’s asleep right now. So, that’s a plus.”

      “Is your dad the reason why you were so upset in the elevator a couple of months back?” He runs a hand through my long hair before massaging my stiff neck.

      Swallowing tightly, I fist his black T-shirt. “Yes, he was the reason.”

      “He didn’t touch you, did he?”

      I hear his heartbeat speed up from where my ear lies on his chest in my dark, quiet room.

      “No, he didn’t touch me. He just said something horrible.”

      “I don’t even want to know what he said or else I’ll end up in jail,” he grumbles, stuffing his face in my neck. “Always call me when you’re upset or if he makes you cry. I’d do anything for that to never happen again. He doesn’t deserve your tears.”

      “It’s better if you don’t know what he said,” I agree, not wanting to break my heart by saying my dad’s claim out loud. “But I’ll call you if that’s what you really want.”

      I feel his chin nod on the top of my head.

      After a few moments, he breaks our embrace to wash his hands. Of course, I follow and sit on the closed toilet seat. He makes me feel put together, like I’m a finished puzzle after being unsolved for years.

      “Do you think everyone’s going to know we’re dating after today?”

      Wiping his hands on my hand towel, he speaks over his shoulder. “I’m not sure. We can play it off if you really want to.”

      “I think keeping us a secret for now is the best. After the day we all had with my dad, I don’t think Leonidas will react well at all.”

      I know he’ll take it even more horribly as Dad’s brutal words still run through his mind.

      Closing the distance between us, he whispers huskily, “I can’t wait to kiss you as much as I want.” His lips press against mine, making my eyes flutter closed. “Hug you as much as I want and spoil you without any more hiding.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, and he kisses my nose, making me smile.

      Making me feel something other than sadness.

      “Did you get the flowers I sent you?” Levi murmurs on my cheek, and I squeal when his teeth scratch my skin teasingly.

      Remembering the beautiful bouquet in the middle of my kitchen table, I peck his lips. “I did, but I feel like I’m missing one flower out of the bunch.”

      He smiles, making his sexy glasses rise on his face. “The one missing flower is in good hands. Don’t worry about it.”

      “I don’t doubt that. Not one bit.”

      After a while of just chatting about absolutely anything, we make our way downstairs to everyone. Finding them all in the same place they were before my boyfriend’s arrival. Being everyone’s center of attention makes Levi grow serious again, and I see his wall start to rise.

      “Where were you?” Axel barks out, glaring at his bandmate.

      “Did you fucking kill him?” Rowan stresses, narrowing his eyes at Levi.

      “Of course I didn’t.” He gawks, leaning against the wall, frowning. “I don’t look good in orange.”

      “Then, what took you so long?” Rowan’s voice has an edge to it, making Levi stiffen in response.

      He stuffs his hands in the pockets of his black jeans while crossing one ankle over the other. I have to force my eyes away from his ridiculously desirable body as I stare at his face.

      “I just chatted with him, and after, I did some digging.” He grabs something from his pocket before lazily tossing it to where Leonidas sits. “I thought you guys would want this.”

      Leonidas catches it with a frown on his face. “Why would we need a USB?”

      Sending him a confused look as well, I wrap my arms around my torso as I sit on the edge of the couch beside a sleeping Elijah. What is he up to?

      “I noticed two security cameras captured the entire interaction. I was able to get my hands on the footage and downloaded it on there.” He points to the USB Leonidas holds.

      “Does he know you have this?” Trinity looks worried, looking at her boyfriend’s hand.

      Levi shrugs casually, like he’s done this a hundred times. “Nope, but he’ll probably figure it out soon. So, if you plan on doing anything with that, I suggest you do it soon.”

      Looking over at Leonidas, I can tell that he not only hates that Levi’s involved in our family problems, but he’s also telling him what to do.

      Leonidas’s jaw tightens as he tosses the USB on my coffee table that’s a few feet away. “Why did you even get involved in this?”

      “Your sister texted me.”

      Leonidas looks over at me, raising a brow in annoyance. “Is texting him a normal thing for you now?”

      After all he’s done for us, can’t Leonidas handle his anger and dim it down a bit until after he leaves the house?

      “I didn’t really have any other choice, did I? You think I’m going to fight off Dad on my own?”

      “You could have called anyone else.”

      “Who?” I say bluntly, leaning my elbows on my knees. “Who would’ve been able to help us faster than they could’ve?” When Leonidas tries to butt in, I speak louder and with a firmer voice. “I’m sorry, but when one of my brothers was being beaten up, the last thing on my mind was our stupid feud.”

      “You don’t think he’ll use this against us? How do we know he doesn’t have another copy?” Leonidas presses his lips together, frustrated. “We’ll wake up tomorrow, and this video will be all over the news.”

      “You don’t know that.” My voice lowers, and my eyes narrow. I feel my boyfriend’s anger rolling off of him like clouds from where he stands in the middle of my living room.

      “I don’t?” He pushes his hood off his head while leaning forward. “I know people would do anything for fame and money, and hasn’t he already used my sister for hype?”

      My mouth drops open in shock as I stare at my brother. Levi somehow remains silent, keeping his jaw locked with a glare pointed at Leonidas.

      “Are we living in the same world? All of us know our fake relationship wasn’t his idea or mine. It was forced upon both of us. Don’t act like a dick, Leonidas.”

      He moves his head back, shocked at my words. “How do you know that he didn’t suggest the idea?”

      Throwing my hands up, I groan, “You’re acting like a child.”

      “It’s okay.” Pushing off the wall, Levi motions to his bandmates to stand up. “Let him run his mouth. Says more about his insecurities than it does about me.”

      Axel and Rowan smirk as they now stand at his side.

      When Leonidas’s frown turns into a full-on glare and he moves to stand, Trinity pushes him back down on the couch by shoving his chest. His girlfriend’s touch seems to calm him.

      Levi looks over darkly at me. “I’m getting Stella from your room.”

      I nod once, and it takes everything in me not to follow him. I stare, dumbfounded, at the ground, not glancing up when Levi appears again with his sleeping sister in his arms and even when the door slams shut behind him.

      Well, that was more horrible than I’d anticipated.

      A few seconds later, Leonidas storms up the stairs, and I flinch when I hear his old bedroom door shut loudly.

      “Well, that went well,” Trinity jokes, clapping her hands together with a frown.

      I give her a pointed look as I pinch my nose in frustration. How can a day be so horrible? I just want to go to sleep because at least when I’m not awake, I don’t feel anything.

      “I think you guys make a cute couple,” Elijah suddenly croaks out from behind me.

      Turning quickly, surprised that he’s awake, I drop onto my knees in front of where he lies and stare into his tired eyes. Tired eyes that try more than anything to show happiness. To make everyone else around him okay as he drowns in sorrow.

      “What did you say?” I whisper, focusing on both of his bruised eyes and lips.

      My eyes burn at the sight. He’s my little brother. I don’t care if we’re just minutes apart. I should’ve protected him. But I never would’ve thought I would need to protect him from family.

      “You make a cute couple.” He raises his scratchy voice. Even at a time when he shouldn’t be smiling at all, he somehow manages to send me a small, comforting one. When he sees the confused look on my face, he explains, “I saw him kiss you at the door when he first came. Don’t worry; no one else saw. I’m the only one who has a perfect view of the door.”

      My eyebrows frown, and Trinity sits by Elijah and kisses his forehead.

      “I thought you were sleeping. And you’re not mad that we’re dating?”

      “I was sleeping, but for a while, I was pretending.” He laughs, then winces and touches his side. “And, no, I’m not mad. I told you I just want you to be happy.”

      “Are you sure?” I whisper, tears brimming in my eyes, as I feel so defeated yet so filled with the positive energy that rolls off of Elijah.

      Gripping my hand, he squeezes. “I’m positive, and the more you ask me, the more I’ll scream my answer. But I’m not feeling well, so please don’t make me mad.”

      I scrunch my face down at him, and he does the same before realizing his mistake.

      “Ow, fuck,” he whines, touching his bruised left eye.

      “How are you feeling?” Trinity asks, brushing back his light-brown hair from his forehead.

      “Could be better, but I’ll be okay. Does this mean I’ll have you guys running around the house, acting like my maids for a couple of days?”

      I would flick his face if he wasn’t injured.

      “Soak being a couch potato for as long as you can,” Trinity answers for the both of us.

      “Got it.” He sniffles a laugh before a firm and determined look crosses his face. “I heard Levi got footage of the fight. We’re using that recording against Dad. I don’t know how yet, but this was the last straw. I’m done.”

      I know it’s serious when Elijah’s mad.

      Nodding, I swallow tightly.
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      These past few days have run smoothly, like nothing ever happened with Dad at the studio. Even days after taking care of Elijah and seeing the temporary reminder of Dad’s anger on his skin, I don’t think Elijah and Leonidas are ready to form a plan with the evidence Levi gathered for us.

      Elijah’s bruises are now fading into an ugly yellow color while Leonidas’s internal bruises, I’m sure, are still a dark shade of purple. He doesn’t talk much these days, making everyone on edge with worry. I made a mental note the morning after the fight to throw out every single pain medication I had in the house.

      We’ve all come to the agreement that Mom can’t find out about the fight. She seems so happy in Toronto, living her best life with Trinity’s mom. How can we take that from her and fill her with worry? She’s done enough stressing in her life for us. I just want her to be happy.

      But the good news is, Dad’s been avoiding the studio like we all have a disease. I honestly thought he would be back the next day, but he’s gone MIA. Thank God. I wonder if he feels any remorse after the stunt he pulled, but then I remember who he is and laugh at myself.

      Silly little me and my hope.

      Levi and I have been in contact several times a day, but since my siblings moved in, it’s harder to make an excuse to see him. So, texting and whispering on the phone at night will have to do for now. I’m scared that I catch myself thinking about him and what he must be doing throughout the day.

      When I’m trying to lull myself to sleep, I picture him reading a bedtime story to Stella, and that slows down my anxious heartbeat until sleep takes over.

      I think back on today, and it was a busy day. Trinity and I covered up Elijah’s bruises like pros since we had an interview scheduled for a morning talk show. We then had to drive all the way across town for a meet and greet, and then we had rehearsals. After the long day we had, we made sure to stop by our favorite Greek restaurant to order takeout.

      But when we arrived back home, I found another bundle of flowers waiting for me at my doorstep with a full bag of my favorite flavor of Jolly Ranchers.

      I wished I had been alone when I found Levi’s sweet, heartwarming reminders that he was here because Leonidas immediately thought someone was stalking me and wanted to throw everything out. I’m a terrible liar, but I was able to come up with something off the top of my head, and now, my flowers stand proudly in a vase beside my bed.

      While I dump my side of tzatziki into my steaming hot rice and mix it together, I listen to my brothers playfully argue over who gets to eat what.

      “We got enough food for everyone,” Trinity stresses at the two, filling Nala’s food bowl with her kibble.

      “But Leonidas is stealing mine!”

      “Yeah, because yours tastes better.” Leonidas flashes him a smile, stealing another piece of his gyro off his plate.

      Elijah slaps Leonidas’s hand away, but he somehow still gets it in his mouth and chews around his smile.

      Petting her dog’s head, Trinity walks over to the table. “You”—she points to her boyfriend with her souvlaki stick, making his smile disappear—“are a child.”

      “Then, we have to break up.” Reaching over the table, he takes her stick and bites a piece of meat off of the stick, making Trinity’s mouth fall open in shock. “Because this”—he gestures between them—“is illegal then.”

      “Someone, hold me back.” She winds her arms back and cracks her knuckles, pushing her zip-up hoodie to the floor, leaving her in nothing but her sports bra. “I’m ready to pounce.”

      Laughing around the spoon in my mouth, I make no motion to stop her.

      “You would let her attack me?” Leonidas gawks at me and Elijah. “Is there no such thing as family anymore?”

      Dropping my spoon in my bowl, I reach over the table and squeeze his biceps. “I don’t think you would need our help.”

      “You don’t know her like I do. She’s a savage,” he whispers like Trinity can’t hear a word he’s saying. “She’s an animal.”

      She rolls her eyes at her boyfriend while zipping up her hoodie again. But as she sits in her chair beside me, I spot a small smile on her lips. “I’d better start eating before my food ends up on his face.”

      After a few moments of silence, Elijah yells like a crazy toddler, “Food fight!”

      Leonidas and I both yell, “No!”
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      The only excuse I was able to come up with to spend more time with Levi after days of not seeing him was that the team demanded new content to be posted. I guess that’s the pro of dating your once-fake boyfriend.

      I walked out of the house without any suspicious looks from Leonidas, which made me almost cry while driving because he’s the only one unaware of my relationship. I want him to know so badly, but the way he reacted the night Levi helped us has prolonged my confession. He got so mad when he discovered we texted. Imagine when he figures out we kiss and do other things for fun …

      Oh God, I fear for Levi’s life and mine.

      “When do you have to leave?” I call out to Levi, who’s packing an overnight bag in his closet.

      He has a concert this weekend in another city, which means he’ll be out of town for the next two days.

      “Two hours,” he replies. “Are you sure you can watch her? I can call her babysitter, like I normally do.”

      Spending two days with Stella has never sounded better. She’s like my biggest cheerleader. Some quality time with her should progress our relationship into the place I want it to be, so I’m more than happy to watch her.

      I just really want her to like me.

      Levi tells me she already loves me, not likes. But I’ve spent years not loving myself and believing I’m not lovable. So, the information is hard to grasp.

      “These next two days will be the best,” I say instead of answering the same question I’ve already answered ten times. “She’ll officially be converted into a Times Three stan,” I claim, laughing when his tattooed hand appears in the doorframe, his middle finger sticking up at me.

      He groans at my laughter. “She’s already an Amelia Drakos stan. It’s pretty fucking cute.”

      “Quick question,” I say happily, rolling onto my stomach and crossing my ankles while feeling his comfy bed below me.

      “Oh God, what?”

      “How many girls have slept in your bed?”

      Hearing his duffel bag drop to the floor, I smile wickedly. Teasing him is so fun.

      “You should’ve given me a warning to sit down before asking that.” His bare chest comes into my view, and I almost get on my knees to do very inappropriate things.

      Shrugging, I place my chin on my clasped hands and swing my legs back and forth. “I’m just curious.”

      Biting his lip nervously, he looks at me like I don’t want to know. “Several. I’m not sure the exact amount since I wasn’t sober with most of them.”

      I nod, and he gives me a skeptical look.

      “Does that bother you?”

      Duh, I’m human.

      “Just a little, but who cares about the past anyway?” I wave him off, flashing him my teeth.

      His tatted chest comes toward me, making my stomach clench in anticipation. “I’ll buy a new bed if that bothers you.”

      I laugh, pushing his shoulder when he kneels in front of me. “You’re not getting a new bed just because of me. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Nothing is ridiculous when it comes to you. I don’t care what you say. I’m now getting a new bed because I know it bothers you.”

      I gawk at him. How is this man real?

      He places a finger under my chin and closes my mouth with a smirk.

      “Levi—”

      “It’s already done and finalized in here,” he interrupts, tapping his temple with a handsome smirk on his face.

      Already done. I guess there’s no point in convincing a rich man to not make an expensive purchase.

      As he stands to finish packing, I grab his glasses off his face and hold them in the air. Raising a brow, he crosses his muscular arms against his chest. All I see are very defined abs, covered in ink, and I’m not mad about it at all. Rising on my knees, I tap my grinning mouth with my index finger, signaling if he wants to see clearly, he needs to kiss me.

      Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome grips me tightly around my throat and brings my mouth to his with a darkened gaze.

      Before his lips touch mine, I whisper, pulling back slightly, “Say please.”

      His fingers tighten on my neck as his eyes turn heavy from desire. I should have mentally and physically prepared myself more because once he whispers out hoarsely, “Please,” I’m putty in his arms.

      Dropping his glasses on the bed, I run my fingers through his hair as he claims my mouth with his own.

      His lips are demanding, like a wildfire, like lightning striking the ground during a storm, like the first hit on my drums during a concert. He consumes me until I feel empty without him. I wonder how I lived without his touch and his uplifting words.

      Pushing me flat on the bed, he leans over me and grasps my hips as he sucks my bottom lip in his mouth, making me let out a soft, breathy moan after it pops back in place. Before I know it, our teeth are tugging at each other’s lips, and our fingers are twisting in each other’s hair and pulling. His tongue slips in my mouth as he claims me.

      Ruins me.

      I’m the first to pull away but lay another soft kiss on his swollen, parted lips when they follow mine for more.

      “Stella’s here,” I warn, out of breath, not wanting his sister to see anything she shouldn’t.

      I open my eyes, and his body heat disappears from my own, suddenly making me feel cold.

      Standing to his full six-three frame over me, he runs a hand down his face while groaning. “One day, I’m going to kiss you so much without the fear of interruption that you won’t be able to talk. I’m giving you my warning right now, so run if you want to.”

      He looks down at me, and I smile up at his frustrated face while making myself comfortable on his bed as my reply to his “warning.” Throwing his head back, he pinches his nose before walking back to his closet.

      “Talk all you want these next two days because when I get back, I’m going to become a very selfish man and take all your words for myself.”

      “Please do,” I tease, yelling at his back.

      In response, he launches a pair of cleanly folded socks at my head.
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      I don’t know why I always do this to myself. I always regret it and tell myself I’ll never do it again. But his phone was sitting right there, begging me to go on it to check my Instagram. I know Levi has no problem with me going through his phone, so I started snooping on myself as he showered quickly.

      An obvious mistake on my part. One I regret now when tears gather in my eyes. I was doing great, but now? Back to square one.

      Why do people hate me?

      People’s hateful words fill up my entire comment section. Telling me in many rude ways that I’m not good enough for Levi and he should be with someone prettier. I see the normal insults thrown my way and crave to reply back that they’re not original. But I’m nicer than that. I just want peace. Is that too much to ask for?

      So, like always, I keep my mouth shut and feel the wounds their bullets make through my flesh.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” A little hand takes the phone from my hands and tosses it to the ground.

      I watch it bounce on the hardwood with a wince. Looking over, I find a sleepy-looking Stella, who just woke up from her nap. Rubbing her eyes with her fists, she yawns. I beg to God his phone didn’t break.

      “Stella,” I warn, making my way to her brother’s hopefully-not-cracked phone.

      Crouching down on the ground, I turn it screen side up right as Levi decides to emerge from the bathroom.

      “Was my phone launched across the room?” he asks, stopping in place in only gray sweatpants while drying his short brown hair with a towel.

      Closing my gawking mouth, I smile shyly at him. “Maybe.”

      “She was looking at what you told me was a no-no!” Stella yells, running to his side and holding his leg with a pout. “I didn’t mean to throw it, but I didn’t want Lia to get sad.”

      What? Now, it’s my turn to peer up at him with an eyebrow raised.

      “She was looking at pictures of herself?” he asks his sister, eyeing me with disappointment.

      She nods her head while peering up at him with her Bambi eyes, and he sighs.

      “Thank you, princess. Can you leave so I can talk to Amelia?”

      Letting go of his leg, she walks out of the room with her head hanging low, sad, knowing I did something to make myself upset. I rise from my knees as my stomach clenches in uneasiness.

      “I was just—” I start to say.

      But he interrupts firmly, “What you did was equivalent to me going to the liquor store, buying a bottle, and just staring at it all night long.”

      “No, it wasn’t—”

      He interrupts me again, “Yes, it was. You’re giving in to your temptations, knowing the outcome will only harm you. Don’t you think I get those all the time? The urge to drink, knowing I faked being sober for years and I can do it until I die? I get those thoughts with every breath I take, but I fight them. Fight them so I can have control of my own life.”

      “I—I—” My throat closes up as he pulls me into his body.

      “What did you see that upset you?”

      I shake my head, squeezing my eyes shut, and his fingers clench on to my chin, forcing me to look at him.

      “You can tell me, honey. Because whatever they said, I can guarantee they were wrong.”

      “They said I’m not pretty enough for you. I know that’s stupid and I shouldn’t let that get to me. But no girlfriend wants to hear that from millions of people.” My voice is muffled by his chest as my tears fall on his bare skin. “Why are they so mean?”

      “They couldn’t be more wrong. They’re just reflecting their own insecurities on you. I’m not with you because of your looks.” He pushes me back by my shoulders and kisses my nose. “I’m with you because of the beauty in here.” He places his hand on my frantic, beating heart. “Your insane beauty on the outside is just a huge bonus.”

      “I just don’t understand why they won’t stop,” I rant, clinging to his body like a koala bear. “What do they get from putting other people down?”

      I feel his head shake against the side of mine.

      “I don’t understand why cyberbullying is even a thing either, but what I do understand is the envy they have for you. They’re not happy themselves, and they’re going to bully the person they want to be like.”

      “But that’s not the person I am or portray myself to be. All I preach for is more happiness and peace in the world.” I pull away from his chest and drown in his eyes.

      “And that’s exactly why they do it,” he whispers, “because you make it so hard not to like you. But you need to stay focused, stay off of social media. I’m deleting it off my phone just in case you get happy fingers again.”

      Nodding, I feel a tear slide onto my lip. Peeking my tongue out, I gather the salty moisture as he brushes a tear away with his thumb. Grabbing his wrist, I kiss his palm. Not needing to say anything because my eyes say it all.

      I fall … fall so deeply for this man because nothing has felt so wonderful.
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      I didn’t bother telling anyone other than Trinity that I’d be someone’s babysitter for the next two days. The only reason is that I’m scared of Leonidas’s reaction. So, I made his girlfriend tell him before I got home.

      Levi leaves me with a lingering kiss and a tight hug for his sister. She skips away with me happily, leaving her shocked yet amused brother behind. Winking over my shoulder, I strap her in the car seat Levi put in my brother’s car, which I’m borrowing, and drive off with her.

      The entire car ride, Stella grins ear to ear, dancing along to songs in her car seat. She’s such a joy to be around, and she makes me feel young again. I unbuckle her once I arrive home and carry her on my hip as I make my way inside.

      “Hello there!” Trinity swoons as soon as I walk through the door, waiting eagerly with a smile on her face.

      Stella stares intently at her before looking over at me, as if she’s questioning if Trinity is trustworthy or not.

      “This is Trinity, my best friend in the whole entire world,” I tell her softly, smiling. “She’s loads of fun.”

      Trinity nods, itching to hold Stella as she moves closer to where we stand. But Stella only winds her arms around my neck and clings to me tighter. I give my best friend sorry eyes as she deflates in disappointment.

      “That’s okay, Stella. We’ll have a dance party later.” Trinity reaches out and squeezes her shin. “I’m pretty shy too.”

      “A little human!” Elijah yells excitedly, making all of us flinch as he runs over to where we stand, stopping only inches from Stella and me. “Are you ready to have the best weekend of your life?”

      Her eyes widen at my excited-looking brother before she nods her tiny head. Her arms loosen around me before she leans toward my brother, gesturing for him to take her. Stealing her from my arms with a giant smile on his face as she clings to him tightly, he gives her a bear hug while walking farther into my house and whispering into her ear, making her giggle happily.

      Mouth open in offense, Trinity stands in place. “Am I ugly or something?”

      “You’re gorgeous. Elijah just has the …” I stop mid-sentence, looking for the right words. “He has the Elijah effect.” I shrug.

      Everyone loves my brother. His energy is just too positive.

      She sighs, wrapping her arm around my shoulders while we walk to the sound of their voices. “You’re right. I kinda hate him for it.”

      “No one can hate him,” I muse, thinking back to my childhood.

      He was a hit with everyone. It didn’t matter how old you were or how wealthy. Everyone just loved Elijah. Nothing has changed since then. He’s still secretly the most favorite Drakos sibling all around the world.

      Every day, he proves to me why he is. He has the kindest, purest heart out of everyone I know. When you sit and have a conversation with him, he’ll remember every single detail that came out of your mouth. He’s the friend who remembers everyone’s birthday even if he hasn’t seen you in years, he makes it his goal to put a smile on your face even if he feels at his lowest, and he always just reminds you he’s there for you.

      “You’re right; it’s impossible,” she says while hitting my hip with hers.

      Stopping in the doorway of my living room, I point, staring at the scene in front of me.

      Elijah is aggressively playing an air guitar while Stella sits on Leonidas’s shoulders, singing one of my songs in an invisible microphone while Leonidas pretends to play the drums. I don’t think I have one thing to worry about.

      Leonidas catches us at the doorway before looking up at her, and then he yells at me in Greek, embarrassed that we caught him being a softy.

      I laugh, giving him my finger when I make sure my boyfriend’s sister isn’t looking.

      “What did he say?” Trinity whispers, not understanding our native language.

      “What? It’s not her fault she’s related to a devil,” I translate with a roll of my eyes.
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      The past twenty-four hours with Stella have been nothing but easy. I practically forget she’s there most of the time. She’s so quiet. Just like her brother.

      I was worried when it was time to put her to sleep. Levi had told me she has a hard time falling asleep. Doing the normal nighttime routine her brother had advised me to do, I got into bed beside her, and she fell asleep in record time. I’m totally bragging about that when he comes back.

      When I woke up in the morning and felt her body nuzzled against mine, she asked me to make her pancakes, so I did, and Elijah made sure to cut hers in special shapes. Making her extremely happy as she ate them with a goofy smile on her face.

      After a while, the four of us took her to the mall and bought her a really cute outfit and a stuffed animal she couldn’t let go of. We shared a salted pretzel while walking around, window-shopping before going home and having another dance party before dinner, which definitely made me sweat.

      She refused to eat her dinner while I was trying to feed her, which worried me because she hadn’t eaten much all day. If this is how my brothers have felt for years, I feel bad for them. After a while, she ate all her mac and cheese and ran up to my room after I told her to wait on my bed for me.

      We’re streaming her brother’s concert live tonight from my laptop, and she couldn’t be more excited.

      Plopping a pink Jolly Rancher in my mouth after turning it around in my hand, I try to imagine Levi sorting through several packs just for the pink ones because I told him they were my favorite.

      How is he such a softy?

      Hearing the loud buzz of everyone’s screams through my laptop, I laugh, looking over at Trinity as Stella squeals, seeing her brother first appear onstage.

      I’m fangirling like everyone else in that building, but I’m keeping my screams inside. There isn’t anything hotter than seeing your man doing his job, all sweaty and moody-looking. His hair falls into his eyes when the camera zooms into his well-structured face as he begins singing.

      The three of us dance along during the entire concert, jumping on my bed and pretending we’re right there with him. When the concert is almost finished, Levi walks offstage, making me scrunch my face in confusion.

      What is he up to?

      I fiddle with my fingers when Axel addresses everyone in the crowd.

      “We all know that one person who’s made us obsessed with them, the person on your mind the minute you wake up and the last thought before you fall asleep. I’m not girl-obsessed with anyone at the moment—” He stops mid-sentence when everyone screams, breaking my eardrums from all the way over here.

      “I don’t think I have to tell you who’s girl-obsessed here because it’s pretty fucking obvious,” Axel screams into the mic just as Rowan beats on his drums.

      The lights dim, and Levi runs back onstage, singing their top hit, “Girl-Obsessed,” while wearing an I Heart My Girlfriend T-shirt.

      Shocked to my core, I stare, dumbfounded, at the computer screen as Trinity’s screams pierce my ears while she pushes my shoulders back and forth. I don’t know how to process what I’m looking at.

      Is he wearing that just because of the mental breakdown I had before he left? Is he trying to make a point to everyone who hates me?

      He’s making it really hard for me to not fall in love with him.

      “Amelia, I’m freaking out!” Trinity yells as Stella jumps on my bed, feeding off Trinity’s excitement and my shock.

      I don’t think the rapid pace of my heart is healthy as I refuse to take my eyes off the computer screen. He looks so silly but hot, wearing that shirt just for me. His tattoos, rings, and chains still make him look like his usual grumpy self, but the shirt makes him look younger and goofier.

      The camera comes really close to him as the song closes out. Grabbing the middle of his shirt, he fans himself with it as he stares directly at the camera, like he knows he’s staring right into my soul. The screen darkens, and the only thing I can hear is the pounding of my heart and the ringing in my ears.

      Stella looks at the two of us, confused, while Trinity swoons, “I’m deceased.”

      Falling onto my bed, I pinch my eyes shut as a stupid smile makes its way to my face.

      I’m doomed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Did you see?” Levi says amusedly just as his face pops onto my screen.

      “Of course I did!” I whisper-yell, standing like an idiot in the middle of my bathroom so I won’t wake up his sister. Looking over, I find her still deep in sleep in my bed. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “I thought that was the best way to get my point across.”

      “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” I admit, a blush covering my cheeks as I feel the effects of his darkened eyes when they peer into mine from miles away.

      “That was payback for your question that nearly sent me to the floor.” He flashes me his pearly whites, and his tatted fingers run through his silky locks as he lies alone in his hotel bed.

      I wish I were there with him.

      “Yeah, yeah, that was cute. I didn’t know you had it in you,” I tease, making him narrow his eyes at me. “Okay, I’m totally joking. The bag full of pink Jolly Ranchers proved your adorableness.”

      I hunch over and laugh against my palm as he sneers at me calling him adorable. I love playing with his feelings when he is miles away and can’t do anything about it.

      “I’ll just write down everything I have to punish you for later. It seems like you enjoy when I smack your perky little ass.”

      Heat gathers down there as his words wash over me like a golden sunset.

      “My new mattress is being delivered tomorrow. Maybe we can test it out and see how well it can muffle your screams.”

      No, he didn’t …

      “What the hell, Levi? I didn’t think you were actually serious! You got a new mattress just because of me?”

      “Of course I did. I always do what I claim. Whatever makes my baby feel comfortable is a no-brainer,” he says through the line, still somehow making me feel dizzy.

      “When did you have time to do this?” I grip on to the counter behind me, feeling shaky.

      “On the plane ride. Had my people on it immediately.” He smirks at my dropped jaw.

      I’m convinced he wants to damage my heart from all the sudden emotions he brings my way that I’m not used to.

      “Did you mean it?” I say quickly but softly after a few more minutes of comfortable silence. The question has been going through my head all night while I thought about his T-shirt, so much so that my brain started to hurt. My nerves held me back from asking sooner, but what’s the worst that could happen?

      He’ll say no.

      “Did I mean what?” he says just as softly, lying in a hotel bed miles away yet he feels so close.

      “Do you love me?” I feel my heartbeat in my throat.

      He smiles before mumbling in a hoarse voice, “Endlessly.”

      The state of my heart?

      It just exploded.
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      “I forgot how yummy these are!” Stella nods her head while licking her lips after biting into my favorite creation in the world—chocolate-covered strawberries.

      “Aren’t they?” I agree, biting into my own before rubbing my belly.

      “Did you make them?”

      Looking down at the container that was left on my doorstep, I smile. “Your brother actually sent them to us.”

      She perks up in her seat, thinking her brother arrived home. “He’s home?”

      “Not yet, but he’ll be here soon.”

      Frowning, she scrunches her face at me. “Then, how did he give us these?”

      Ugh, I just want to reach over and pinch her cute, chubby cheeks. “He used his phone and ordered them. Then, someone who works at this bakery”—I point to the store logo on the takeout box—“dropped them off for us outside.”

      She shrugs, biting into her strawberry. “Makes sense, I guess.”

      I laugh at her emotionless face. She’s clearly unimpressed by her brother’s efforts. He has to know about this when he gets back. I make a mental note in my messed up head to tell him.

      “Why do you get sad when you see pictures of yourself?”

      That’s another way to break the silence … but I’m not surprised. Kids don’t have filters.

      Looking up from my phone, I find Stella giving me a curious look while she lays her cheek on the palm of her hand. Sitting straight in my seat, I tuck a lock of my blonde hair behind my ear, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

      How do I explain my eating disorder to a little girl without giving her the impression that she’s going to experience it herself too? I don’t want her to think it’s okay not to eat. Because I know it’s not. Not feeding myself puts my body in so much danger. I hope now that I’m trying to heal, my body will forgive me.

      Sighing, I drop my strawberry onto my plate and hug my bent knee to my chest. Avoiding her innocent eyes, I stare at the clock hanging on the wall behind her and follow the little hand. “I’m not sure why I feel like that most of the time. It’s really confusing. But just like your brother, I have lots of people all around the world that know me.” Ripping my gaze off the clock, I see her nodding her head as I talk. “Some of them are really mean and make fun of my body, and that makes me sad.”

      “But you’re so pretty. How can anybody make you feel sad?” she whispers in my quiet kitchen as the sun sets, casting a yellow tint on her face.

      “Something tells me that they’re just really sad too.”

      “So, they’re mean because they’re sad?”

      Pushing my seat back with my feet, I pat my lap. She jumps off of her seat, and she walks around the table before climbing up onto my legs. Winding her arms around my neck, she faces me with a serious look on her face.

      “Yes. You know why?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Because it makes them feel better, knowing I’m going to cry after seeing their messages. But most of the time, I just feel sad for them.”

      “Why? They’re bullies.”

      Brushing a piece of her brown hair behind her ear, I kiss her button nose. “I think they need a little more love in their life. Does that make sense?”

      “Yep.” She pops the P. “I would never be mean to someone if I was sad though. I would be nice,” she stresses, rubbing her lips together.

      “Everyone is different. We can’t all act the same.”

      I tickle her stomach. She squirms in my lap, squealing.

      “And that’s what makes you a good girl. Being mean isn’t cool.”

      I hug her to my chest, and after a while, her body melts into mine as her eyelids start to flutter closed. Placing my cheek on the top of her head, I watch the sunset from the window as her body softens with sleep.

      I feel at peace, sitting here with her in my arms. I understand Levi now. This little girl is growing up with such watchful eyes, absorbing everything people say and do like a sponge. And I have an impact on the way she sees the world through my words and actions. That’s scary, but also such a blessing. I never thought I would have that.

      I want her to grow up believing in the impossible, striving only for the best because that’s what she deserves. I want to be there every step of the way, watching and cheering along from the sidelines as she accomplishes her goals and makes a name for herself.

      I want a future with these two so badly. Nothing has scared me more than the possibility of her brother not wanting the same.

      Getting up very slowly, not wanting to wake her up, I make my way upstairs into my room and place her on my bed. Tucking her in my sheets, I close my bedroom door softly.

      Glancing at my watch to check the time, I see a text from Elijah.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eli

      

      
        Hey, we forgot to bring keys. We’ll be home in ten minutes. Can you unlock the door for us?

      

      

      

      

      

      They went to dinner without me. I had to stay behind, which I honestly preferred because Stella was getting grumpy and didn’t want to go. I’m also waiting for a text from Levi, letting me know he’s home so I can drop off his sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        No problem. It’s going to cost five dollars though. :)

      

      

      

      

      

      Running down the stairs and almost tripping on my own feet, I unlock my front door before running back up because my bladder is very uncomfortably full.

      I leave the bathroom door open just a sliver in case Stella wakes up, frightened, and I’m unable to hear her. Peeing with the door open makes me uncomfortable. The saying naked and afraid really applies to me. Rushing, I flush the toilet and run the water as I lather my hands with soap.

      Just as the hot water washes all the soap bubbles off my hands and into the drain, the hairs on the back of my neck stand, sending shivers down my body. Gasping, I spin around and face the door. My breath comes out in pants as I hear my pounding heart in my ears, making me feel unsteady.

      I swear I felt another presence near, and I know it wasn’t Stella because it felt big … dangerous.

      God, I hate being home alone, and this is the reason why.

      From where I stand, pressed up against the vanity, I try to peek through the crack in the door, but my anxiety only worsens. Only seeing darkness because I’m an idiot and I forgot to turn on any lights, I curse myself. I really don’t want to go out there because something feels wrong, and my gut is always right.

      Where’s my morally gray boyfriend who isn’t scared of anything when I need him?

      Taking off the pink hoodie I was wearing, which made me feel like I was being strangled by my sudden fear, I’m left in only my pink biker shorts and a white sports bra. Putting my hair in a messy bun, I take a deep breath. Even though it feels like with every breath I take, I’m inhaling beads that are filling up my lungs.

      I take a step closer to the door, and my shaky hand, which is now layered with sweat, grips the doorknob. Pulling it open slowly, as if something is going to pop out from behind it, I take a step back, but I’m met with a dark hallway.

      Maybe I’m just going crazy.

      Staying rooted to my spot, I turn my head to listen intently for something, anything, that will give away why I’m feeling so uneasy.

      “Please, Jesus, I’m not ready to die,” I say under my breath before fully stepping out into the hallway.

      Looking right and left, I’m met with nothing. My goose bumps only make themselves more apparent as I make my way to my room.

      Maybe Stella did get up? And I’m just overthinking because I’m home alone and it’s dark?

      But I stop dead in my tracks, feeling bile rise in my throat.

      My bedroom door is open.

      I closed it.

      I know my siblings aren’t home because not only does Elijah announce his appearance very loudly every time he comes home, but he also just texted me three minutes ago. They can’t be home already.

      Oh my God, Stella! She’s in there. If something happens to her, I would never forgive myself.

      That thought alone makes me close the remaining distance to my room, eager to beat the shit out of the person who decided to violate our space. Storming into my room without anything to protect myself, which I know is stupid, I tense at the sight of a male body.

      “What the hell?” I whisper-yell, my deadly glare pinned on the unwanted intruder.

      Standing at the foot of my bed, watching Stella sleep, he turns slowly to face me, a scary smile on his face.

      “Well, isn’t this a sight to see? I honestly didn’t expect this, but I guess I have luck on my side today.”

      “You aren’t welcome here.” I see red. My blood boils, to the point where I feel like I’m about to explode.

      Doesn’t he ever stop? Throw in the white flag and leave us the hell alone?

      He’s done enough. Did he come here to finish it off? Leave us even more empty than he already has?

      “From the way I remember things, I bought this home.” Dad’s laughter makes me take a step back as he takes one forward.

      “The last time I checked, we’re paying for this house now. With our money.” I point a finger at him and hope that he doesn’t notice the slight tremble my body makes. People like him feed off of fear. “Leonidas and Elijah will be home any minute. You’d better leave before they get here,” I warn him, only making him laugh harder, louder.

      I want to clasp my hands over my ears and cry. I can’t take this alone. I’m so scared.

      I step farther into the hallway, and he follows me, slamming the door shut, and I flinch. His mouth lifts up at my reaction. Not a second later, I hear Stella wail from behind the door, and all I want to do is run in there and comfort her.

      But at this moment, I need that for myself as well.

      “I’m going to call the cops,” I stammer.

      My back hits the wall, and he takes that advantage as he closes in and grabs my throat, choking me in his tight grip. I choke, clawing at his arm, trying with everything in me to push him away. He only places his knee between my legs and traps me more.

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” he says in an angry, frustrated voice.

      I wheeze around his fingers, and stars spot my vision as tears run down my face.

      Are my feet touching the ground? I don’t think they are anymore.

      “I find it quite interesting that you’re babysitting your rival’s sister. Isn’t this arrangement supposed to be strictly professional?”

      I stutter, not being able to do anything but gasp for the oxygen that he’s denying me. Dad sees my struggle and loosens his grip on my neck.

      Sucking in a mouthful of air that only feels like pins and needles in my lungs and heart, I cry out, “We are strictly professional. But she’s just a little girl who had nowhere else to go.”

      No way in hell am I telling him the truth. He doesn’t deserve anything.

      “Spare me the bullshit. I’m not stupid,” he spits in my face. “You’re an idiot if you think I didn’t make the connection after he beat the living shit out of me.”

      I can see that now. Surrounding his eyes are bruises, although they’re almost gone, and I realize Levi did a lot more than talking. But nothing inside me feels bad for my dad. Nothing.

      Stella’s cries grow louder, and the madman only grows more confident from her worry.

      “I didn’t plan on staying long, but thanks for leaving the door open for me. That was nice of you. I’m here to give you a warning.”

      “Wh-what?” I croak out, thrashing in his hold, as his red face sneers in my mine.

      “If you don’t break it off with Levi by tonight, I will expose to the entire world that he’s an alcoholic, and the most important thing in his life will be ripped away from him. Leaving her in foster care, and we all know how that goes.”

      He’s stepping on my heart, crushing it under his heel with a smile on his face. Watching me break down in his arms as he rips away the happiness I’ve finally experienced after being consumed with sadness for years.

      I stop moving in his arms, going limp against the wall, causing him to loosen his grip, and when he does that, I push his chest with all my strength, making him stagger back a step. Running around him, I put some distance between us.

      “How do you know he’s an alcoholic? What proof do you possibly have?”

      “One night, when I was leaving the liquor store, I spotted his car in the parking lot. I waited in my car to see him get out, but he never did. He was just staring at the store for an hour before he left. I thought that was pretty suspicious, so I Googled him. Do you know how many pictures came up with a glass of bourbon in his hand? Him looking drunk, kissing other girls before disappearing into his car with them. The evidence is in people’s faces, but everyone is too stupid to put all the clues together.”

      “Why are you doing this?” My throat closes as an unbearable pain shoots from my heart throughout my entire body. Almost making me buckle over. Pain for Levi, Stella, and myself.

      Everything was going so well. I’ve been eating more, and I’ve never been happier, and I’m in a healthy relationship. But the one person who likes to shake up my life like I’m a snow globe is ruining me all over again.

      “Because you’re a brat who only cares about yourself. You’re going to get so blinded by this man that you’re not going to realize you’re jeopardizing your own band. You’re going to tell him private information and stab everyone in the back, like I always knew you would. I can’t let this happen! You’ll ruin me!” he yells, and his voice bounces off the walls. “I’ll know if you don’t break it off, and if you don’t, say good-bye to that little girl. You’ll ruin two lives.”

      I can hardly see past the thick tears in my eyes, can hardly hear over my breaking heart, but I see him slowly backing up to the staircase.

      “If it isn’t done tonight, she’ll be ripped away from him because he’s not fit to be a guardian, and just know that this will be all your fault. I warned you, and he’ll figure out you didn’t give a shit.”

      I watch him walk down the stairs, feeling like he’s taking my soul with him.

      He couldn’t be more wrong. That little girl is so lucky to have someone in her life that loves her as much as Levi does. He does everything for her and strives to be the best for Stella. His little sister being taken away from him is his biggest worry. How can I not prevent that?

      I don’t have any other options.

      Sucking in a breath through my body-racking sobs, I realize I have no choice. No choice other than to break my heart that was just repaired and break his in return as well.

      Break the man that was able to open his heart to me after years of betrayal and heartbreak from his past. Someone who struggles with control.

      What if I cause him so much stress that he turns to a bottle? He wouldn’t. He’ll think of Stella. He has to.

      Gripping my chest, I force oxygen into my lungs, but it’s so hard through my gasps.

      A heaviness settles in my chest that I know will never go away. I’ll always feel its weight.

      Welcome back, pain. You haven’t been gone for long.
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            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      When Amelia Drakos entered my life, I never thought I would become a whipped idiot who would end up throwing out the mattress I spent almost a thousand dollars on just to buy a new one to make her comfortable.

      But that’s what this girl does to me. It only took one look into her doe eyes, and I ripped my heart out and laid it in her palm. Knowing it’s going to be more loved and safer in her grasp than anyone else’s, even my own.

      She should be here with my sister any minute now, and I’m itching for the both of them to be in my arms. I’ve been counting the hours till this moment. I missed them way too much for us only being apart for two days.

      Straightening my duvet, knowing Amelia likes everything clean and neat, I step back to admire my work.

      I hope this makes her happy.

      When a knock sounds at my door, I jog to it, almost tripping over a toy Stella left lying around, and whip it open. Coming face-to-face with a sleeping Stella in the arms of a disturbed-looking Amelia.

      “Hey …” My voice trails off. I move to the side as she steps inside, looking like she wants to run away. “Is everything okay?”

      What the hell happened while I was gone?

      “I’m just going to put her in bed, okay? Then, we’ll talk,” she says, not meeting my eyes.

      I watch her walk to Stella’s bedroom, and my fast heartbeat that was once beating out of control from excitement is now beating uncontrollably in my chest from anxiety.

      I must have done something. What do we need to talk about? Nothing that ever comes after that line is good.

      Locking my front door, I walk to my kitchen before pacing back and forth, waiting for her to split me in half because she completes me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, stopping dead in my tracks when she appears in the doorway, looking small. And very sad.

      “We need to talk.” She swallows tightly, placing her hands in the front pocket of her graphic pink hoodie.

      “You already said that,” I point out.

      She bites her lip and rocks back on her heels. “Listen, I—”

      “Did someone hurt you while I was gone?” I interrupt, feeling my blood boil at just the mere thought of someone’s hands on her body.

      She shakes her head rapidly. “No. No one hurt me. I’m okay—”

      “Then, what’s bothering you?”

      I stand across from her, my kitchen island separating us, making her feel miles away from me when she’s just within arm’s reach. But her mind might as well be on the other side of the world because I know she’s not all here with me.

      She sighs heavily, letting her head drop. Rubbing her chest as if she’s in pain, she stutters, “We can’t be together anymore.”

      Those five words are the bane of my existence. How can words hurt so much?

      I blink at her a couple of times, not understanding how we could be perfect before I left to her now breaking up with me.

      I’m able to get out, “What the hell? You’re breaking up with me?”

      She only nods her head. Her teary eyes pierce my own.

      “No, you can’t do this. What the hell? We’re not over.”

      I’ll get down on my knees and beg her to stay with me. She makes me feel like the little boy who hasn’t yet seen the hurt and danger in the world, hasn’t felt sadness or hurt. He’s just happy to be playing at home. She makes me feel like my younger self, who wasn’t tortured every single day with addiction.

      She makes me feel my happiest, and she’s telling me she doesn’t feel that way. That everything we’ve shared, felt, and been through means absolutely nothing to her when it meant everything to me.

      “I’ve made up my mind.”

      “Well, your mind isn’t working well at the moment,” I say hopelessly, clinging on hard but feeling like I’m falling.

      “It actually works too well all the time, and I realize we can’t be together.”

      Yes, she’s an overthinker, but I didn’t think there was anything to overthink about our relationship. We were doing amazing. She seemed so happy. For God’s sake, my sister loves her. She just spent two nights with her.

      “It looks like you don’t want us to end, so why the fuck are you doing this to us?” Tears well in my eyes as I cross my arms across my chest, feeling my wall rise.

      “I do want this,” she whispers and sniffles between words.

      That might as well have been a shot to my chest.

      “I see,” I say flatly. “Mind telling me why?”

      “We just don’t work. We never will, and we were fools to think we could be anything but rivals …” She trails off, not meeting my eyes.

      I can smell her bullshit from a mile away.

      “I thought we didn’t care what people thought about us. What I’m gathering from this conversation is, you’re cutting things off based on other people’s opinions.”

      She flinches at my hard tone.

      “Did Leonidas find out? Is he making you do this?”

      “No.”

      I can’t fathom why she’s doing this. Doing this to her, to me, to us.

      “No one’s telling me to do this. It’s my decision. There’re more thoughts in my head telling me why we can’t be together than why we should. I’m sorry, but this”—she gestures between us—“can’t work.”

      My heart in her palm is crushed, my blood oozing between her fingers. The scarlet liquid falls to the floor before she steps into the pile.

      “So, I’ll always just be your rival?” I laugh, not believing a word that came out of her mouth, not hearing over the ringing in my ears.

      She swallows tightly before hugging her torso. “Yes.”

      “This isn’t you. You’re not who you’re pretending to be, so how about you tell me the real reason why you’re doing this?” My throat closes up.

      “I told you,” she stresses, tears rolling down her face at a rapid pace. “I don’t want you anymore. I’m not happy.”

      “Since when? We were on the fucking phone yesterday, and I told you that I loved you. I fucking love you. You looked so happy. You were beaming.” I scoff, shaking my head. “You’re the only girl I’ve ever loved, and the next day, after I admitted that to you, you’re breaking up with me?” Nothing has hurt this much. “Make that make sense.”

      She knows all about the jagged inner scars in my heart, and she’s just added a bunch of her own, like I’m an art piece.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think you loved me!” She wipes her tears away, taking a step back. “I didn’t want to lead you on.”

      “Lead me on?” A single tear rolls down my face. “I think it’s too late for that.”

      I don’t even feel angry. I’m numb.

      I’m struggling to swallow down my still-beating heart as she wipes away her tears and looks toward the door. The door she’s going to walk out of and leave me all alone, just like I’ve been all my life. What’s new? Everyone walks out on me and leaves me alone to try to get through each day when I feel like I’m drowning.

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this,” I whisper, looking at her blankly through my teary eyes. “I don’t understand how you’re suddenly walking away from us.”

      “I wasn’t happy. I was acting.”

      Every word is a punch to my heart. Her confident yet demanding words leave me raw.

      What happened to my Amelia? She would never be this careless with her words.

      “Then, you’re in the wrong field.” I take a step back, feeling detached.

      She looks at me like she wants me to fight for her, for her to stay. Like she can’t believe I’m standing here as she shatters me. I’m not going to beg someone to stay in my life when they don’t want to be. I never have, and I never will.

      “So, that’s it? You’re going to walk away?”

      She cries quietly in front of me, nodding through her tears, and I hate myself because I want to pull her into my arms and wipe her tears away.

      “Okay.” I gesture to the door. Feeling cold, colder than I’ve ever been, cursing myself for letting someone in, only to get hurt in the end. What was I thinking? “Then, walk away, like you want to.”

      She breaks down at my words. Her arms, which are wrapped around her torso, shake with her cries as a piece of her blonde hair falls in front of her eyes. I itch to tuck it behind her ear, but she wouldn’t be happy with that since I don’t make her happy.

      I’ve never made anyone happy. Why did I think that would change?

      Not meeting my gaze, she turns and walks slowly, like every step kills her. I feel the rope connecting us tear the more distance she puts between us. Numbing me to my place as I clench my jaw.

      Even though she used her words to burn me alive, I only want her to be happy. And if I didn’t make her feel what she deserved, then I’m not worthy of her. She deserves better, and she’s finally seeing that. I just didn’t think it would be this soon.

      So, I watch her walk away.

      Watch her leave me.

      Taking that little boy with her.

      When her hand settles on the doorknob, she croaks out, “Please don’t give in. Ple—” She pauses when her voice breaks. “Please don’t drink, Levi.”

      Even if I did, she’s truly shown she wouldn’t give a fuck. She’s proving that to me by walking away.

      I don’t say anything, making her nod at my silence. Her sniffles are the last thing I hear before she closes the door behind her. I don’t know how long I stand in the middle of my kitchen, but the bottoms of my feet ache, crying out in pain, but not as loud as my heart, my head. Everything feels too loud.

      Too unbearable.

      How can everything you cherish be taken away from you so quickly?

      My eyes burn from not blinking, and I walk slowly to my sofa. I sit down on the edge, feeling detached as I stare at the wall. Stare as I come to terms with the fact that I’m no longer going to get random text messages from her throughout the day, no hugs or kisses, no eating her favorite treats at two a.m. when she craves them.

      No smiles.

      No brightness.

      Nothing.

      My body begins to tingle. Resting my elbows on my bent knees in the silence of my house, I drop my face in my hands. The tingling starts to build up to a burning sensation. I bounce my legs to feel the ground beneath me, and a ball only forms at the base of my throat. Running a hand through my hair, I try to breathe, try to see through my tears.

      A thin layer of sweat coats my entire body as the band around my chest tightens and strangles me. My breath wheezes.

      The ache spreads and gets tighter and tighter until I start to feel hot and cold at the same time. My blood pounds in my ears, and my vision blurs, as if I were looking through five lenses at the same time.

      I can’t handle this.

      Can’t handle this pain.

      I’m not strong enough.

      My dry mouth heaves for oxygen, but air refuses to make its way into my lungs. I clench my chest, tears rolling down my face, but feel no heartbeat.

      Nothing other than my body’s torture, which I have to endure.

      Over and over again.
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      I haven’t left my room in days.

      The guilt eating me alive has built roots into my bed, sucking all the energy out of me, as I lie here and blame my sudden dull mood on feeling sick.

      Which isn’t a lie. The image of his face won’t leave my mind. It’s there when I open my eyes and present when I close them. I’m sick that I made him look like that. Sick that I caused him so much pain. It kills me to hurt him because he hasn’t been anything but lovely.

      I love him, but I can’t have him. So, I had to break him.

      I used my words to hurt him. I was truly my father’s child. But what else was I supposed to do? He wouldn’t have let me go, and I needed him to.

      My head pounds. I’ve hardly gotten any sleep. I always toss and turn, expecting him to be beside me. But I’m always met with a cold bed. I expect my phone to light up with a message from him or for flowers to be left on my doorstep.

      Oh my God, he bought a new bed just for me.

      He has to lie in it at night, consumed with thoughts of me while fighting off an addiction. I’m a horrible person. The anxiety that he might drink keeps me up at night. The scenario haunts me until I bury my head beneath my pillow and cry. If he does anything that ruins his soberness, it will be all my fault. I caused him all that stress, and that’s the number one reason why most people relapse.

      Stress.

      I lie in my bed and watch the sunset from my window and the sunrise in the morning, all with the same empty feeling inside.

      Guilt.

      I’ve caused him more pain and lied to him. I hope, one day, he can forgive me and be able to look at me without hate on his face. I don’t think I could bear a hateful relationship with him anymore. But anything is better than numbness. If he’s angry, that means he’s feeling something.

      As I lie on my stomach, my head facing away from my door, I hear someone enter before closing the door.

      “Hey,” is whispered from above me.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I find a worried Trinity.

      “Are you feeling any better? You’ve been feeling off for a couple of days. Maybe you should go to the doctor?”

      I shake my head, looking away as tears cloud my vision. I’ve been crying a lot these days. I’m not sure how I still have fluids left in my body.

      “Something tells me you’re not actually sick,” she says softly. I feel the bed dip as she sits beside me. “Did something happen with Levi?”

      Yes, I have the bruises from my dad’s fingertips on my neck to prove it, but I’m hiding the evidence behind an oversize hoodie.

      “We broke up.” Those words feel thick, coming out of my mouth, and I almost choke. I close my eyes tightly, and a tear rolls down my face. I lick the salty moisture when it lands on my lip.

      “What?” she says breathlessly, like she can’t believe it. Well, neither can I. “When, and why?”

      “A couple of days ago,” I answer, my throat closing up.

      “Why? What happened? I thought everything was going great.”

      I shrug. “We just wanted different things. We fought, and things ended.” The lie tastes sour in my mouth.

      The last thing I need is Trinity finding out about my dad’s threats and telling my brothers.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Trinity whispers. Lying next to me, she wraps her arm around my shoulders and cuddles into me.

      “You don’t have to say anything. It is what it is.”

      “Maybe this isn’t a forever type of thing? You guys can get back together.” Hope lifts her spirits—something I don’t have at all.

      “I don’t think we could ever go back to how we were. We hurt each other with our words.”

      “That’s what I thought when Leonidas and I had our falling-out, but we grew even stronger when we got back together.”

      I wipe my lip, holding back a frustrated scream. I’ve never wanted to tell her something so badly. I wonder how she would react if she heard the reason we’re not a couple anymore.

      How could I stay, knowing someone with no mercy was threatening to break him and his sister? And I could prevent that from happening?

      Shaking my head, I swipe my thumb across a tear, angry with myself. Why can’t I stop crying, and when will this guilt go away and leave me just numb?

      “He hates me. He couldn’t even look at me the other day.” I laugh sadly. “We’re over for good.”

      “But you two belong with each other. I won’t stand this breakup,” my best friend stresses. “You guys need to figure out your shit. I’m depressed. I can’t take this.”

      I chuckle, looking over my shoulder and finding Trinity close to breaking down.

      I scrunch my face at her. “You good?”

      She scowls at me. “No, I’m not. I’m going through heartbreak.”

      “You must be so sad. Poor thing,” I tease, tapping her frowned cheek.

      “Shut up,” she mutters. Only a second later, she says, “You do realize there’s an event coming up in a few days. The entire world still thinks you’re dating, meaning the two of you still have to pretend.”

      Don’t remind me.

      I’ve been trying to think of anything but that. It will be a miracle if I don’t break down and cry throughout the entire night.

      “I’m going to suddenly come down with the stomach flu,” I mutter, rolling onto my stomach and groaning into my pillow.

      “I wouldn’t blame you. That’s going to be a mess.”

      Thanks for pointing that out, Captain Obvious.
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        * * *

      

      After I spent seven days in my bed, Elijah and Trinity teamed up to get me out of the house.

      They brought me to one of my many happy places. The mall. I bought a shit ton of pink clothing because the color pink brings me happiness and started tearing up when I passed a pop-up shop that was selling cute little honey jars.

      I used to hate when he called me honey, but now, when I’m living through my tough moments without him, that nickname is all I want to hear in his husky, deep voice.

      And, God, Stella makes this breakup so much harder. I fell in love with two people.

      “What do you think?” I ask, coming out of the changing room and spinning around for Trinity and Elijah.

      “I think we need to get drunk tonight with you looking like that.” Trinity swoons, elbowing Elijah’s side as he stares intently at the length. “It’s not too short,” Trinity points out, seeing where his thoughts are headed.

      “It looks like it is,” he grumbles, running his hand through his tousled hair before putting on his black baseball cap backward. Shrugging in his seat, he looks grumpy for once. “Is her ass showing?”

      Motioning for me to turn around, Trinity raises a brow. I turn, trying to ignore all the stares pointed in our direction, and she laughs.

      “See, no butt cheeks are showing; therefore, it’s perfect.”

      I chuckle as I walk back into the dressing room when I hear them arguing.

      “It’s fucking short.”

      “She gave someone a lap dance onstage, wearing booty shorts, in front of millions of people, and you’re complaining about that dress?”

      “Why did you have to remind me of that? It was so hard, getting that image out of my head!”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Trinity snorts as I run a hand down my side, inspecting the sparkly, dark pink dress.

      If I were an article of clothing, I would be this dress. There’s no way I’m leaving this behind. The moment I laid my eyes on it, it became mine.

      “Oh my gosh!” I jump when the curtain suddenly opens, and Trinity pushes her way inside. “Yeah, come on in.”

      “Oh, shush.” She rolls her eyes at me. “That dress is perfect for the event at the club in three days. You have to get it. All eyes will be on you.” She smirks, meeting my eyes through the mirror. “Eyes will roll back at just the sight of you.”

      Smiling—because I know that’s what she wants to see—I nod. “I’m getting it. It’s too pretty to leave behind on a shelf, unworn.”

      Looking down at her long, dark purple nails, she scowls. “Good. I hope you make Levi’s eyes roll so hard that he sees his brain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 49

          

          

      

    

    







            LEVI

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Lia?”

      I look down at my little sister as she peers up at me with sad eyes.

      Clenching my jaw, I stir the chocolate powder into her milk a little too aggressively at the reminder of the one person I’m trying to forget about.

      “She’s busy.” I shrug, not wanting to break the news to her just yet.

      I like seeing her happy and not sad, thank you very much.

      “She still loves us, right? She’ll come back?” Her voice breaks, making my heart ache.

      Ache so bad that I nearly double over.

      “Of course she loves you,” comes out thickly.

      My sister looks at me like she doesn’t believe me one bit. I’m sure she still adores Stella. Anyone would be crazy not to. But me? I’m not sure if she ever loved me. She wouldn’t have broken us off.

      “Then, why isn’t she here?”

      I hand her the glass, and she starts drinking.

      “I told you, she’s busy.”

      Letting out a cute sigh, she says innocently, “Can I talk to her on the phone?”

      “Nope.”

      Walking to my room, I hear her tiny footsteps following right behind me.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she’s busy,” I call out before hearing her grumble.

      If only you knew, Stella. If only you knew …
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        * * *

      

      “What’s been up with you lately?” Rowan gives me a strange look.

      “Nothin’,” I grumble, not wanting to talk.

      “We’ve known you for almost our whole lives. You think we believe your bullshit?” Axel remarks smartly.

      “I think there’s a lot of bullshit in there”—I point to his head, making him frown—“that’s making you see things.”

      “Shut the hell up and tell us what’s wrong.” Axel lowers his voice in what he hopes is a threatening tone, but he sounds anything but that.

      I raise a brow. “How can I shut up but talk at the same time?”

      Rowan shakes his head, and an amused look crosses his face. “Tell us, bozo.”

      “Ah!” Axel yells with a radiant smile on his face. “Look who it is!” He looks over my shoulder as we sit in our studio’s lounge.

      “Long time no see,” I hear Trinity mutter, sounding displeased to see us. Walking to where we sit, she angrily crosses her arms across her chest when she sees me.

      What the hell?

      I didn’t do shit.

      “Where’s the rest of your crew?” Rowan asks before taking a sip of his energy drink.

      “Upstairs, practicing. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be doing?” She raises a brow, giving us shit for “slacking.”

      “We’re taking a break before Levi’s voice disappears. He’s singing with passion today.” Axel tries to be funny, but all he does is cause unneeded tension.

      “Yeah, I’m sure he is,” Trinity says, not glancing at me at all.

      Okay, that’s enough.

      Even as I rise from my seat, she still looks in the opposite direction, like she’ll catch on fire if she looks at me.

      “Trinity, now,” I demand, walking past her, leaving my confused bandmates behind.

      I hear her following me as I make my way into the kitchen, away from any curious ears.

      “What’s with the attitude?” I bark out, watching her from across the island.

      “You think I’m going to like you after you broke my best friend’s heart?” She scowls.

      “I didn’t break her heart. What the hell are you talking about?” I frown right back at her, making her tense body turn even more rigid.

      “You broke up with her,” she states.

      Are we living in the same world? Because I was the one practically on my knees.

      Shaking my head, I narrow my eyes. “Amelia broke it off with me. When she dropped Stella off, she broke up with me out of the blue.”

      “She broke up with you?”

      “Yes.”

      I hate that it hurt so much to admit that. I haven’t said it out loud until now. What the fuck is going on? Why does her best friend think I’m the one who ended things? Nothing is making sense anymore.

      “Did she say why?”

      I shrug, swallowing bitterly at the thought of that night. “ ‘We just don’t work. We never will, and we were fools to think we could be anything but rivals,’ ” I say, summarizing Amelia’s words with utter hatred.

      Trinity’s face scrunches as she sits on the barstool. “That’s not what Amelia told me. She said you guys wanted different things, had a disagreement, and broke up.”

      I chuckle, fiddling with the ring around my finger. “She didn’t give me a chance to fight for us. Her decision was final when she came over.”

      “This makes no sense.” She throws her hands up. “She told me a completely different story. I thought you both agreed to end things.”

      I shake my head, not understanding what’s happening. “She broke it off with me. Said it was her decision because we can’t work.”

      She lied. Why?

      Something doesn’t feel right. My head is going into overdrive at the thought of Amelia being in pain.

      “Why would she lie to me?” she whispers to herself out loud, distress clearly evident on her face.

      Shrugging, I bite my lip and take a seat next to her in this bright white kitchen. “At first, I thought Leonidas found out and made her break up with me—”

      “He didn’t,” she interrupts, dropping her chin in the palm of her hand. “Are you sure this wasn’t mutual?”

      I mutter, “I’ve never been so sure in my life. I love that girl.”

      Tapping her nails on the counter while she thinks, she stresses, “Well, she lied to me, and that isn’t like her at all. So, now, that makes me feel like there’s something wrong.”

      Yeah, I’m starting to think that too. Why wouldn’t she just own it if she broke up with me? Twisting the truth isn’t Amelia. She would never lie.

      “How is she?”

      She stares up at the ceiling. “She didn’t come out of her room for seven days. We finally got her out of the house yesterday. But she’s still not doing well. She’s really bummed out.” She shrugs, biting her lip.

      Huh.

      “You didn’t fight for her?”

      I’d burn down the world for her. Of course I fought. But I’d never force her to stay in a relationship with me if she didn’t want that.

      My voice is tortured as I speak about the past. “Of course I did. But I wasn’t going to beg her to stay with me if she wasn’t happy.” I shake my head. “All I want is for her to be happy. I’ll live with the pain all my life, knowing she wasn’t happiest with me, and if letting her go is what makes her thrive in happiness, I’ll live through the heartbreak. I only let her go because I thought she wanted this …” I trail off, swallowing tightly.

      Trinity looks like she’s about to cry. “I hate that Amelia’s always right.”

      I raise a brow, my stomach feeling ill from my sudden discovery.

      “You are a decent guy. I hate you for that. I really wanted to hate you. But are you thinking the same thing I’m thinking?” Trinity watches me. “I think this breakup goes a lot deeper than what we know. She’s definitely keeping something from us. Since it happened so out of the blue and she lied.” She gives me a serious look. “I’m going to get it out of her, and I’ll let you know.”

      Nodding once, I glare at the wall ahead of me. I hear her exit the room before I pinch my nose in frustration and drop my head in my hand.

      I don’t know what the hell is happening, but I know Amelia and I aren’t the only ones included in this drama. There has to be someone else. And when I get my hands on them, it’s game over.

      I’m getting my girl back even if I die doing it.

      She’s mine.
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      “You look so hot,” Trinity says from beside me while she stares into my soul through the mirror.

      Elijah waves her off from the other side of me. “She already knows she does. But this”—he waves a hand to my cleavage—“isn’t appreciated.”

      I narrow my eyes at my brother. “I’m hardly showing my boobs. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not being ridiculous. I’m realistic,” he snarks back. “And I know you’re trying to kill me.”

      “She’s trying to give Levi a heart attack,” Trinity points out, like I’m not standing right beside her.

      “About that.” Elijah pulls me away from my floor-to-ceiling mirror in my closet and walks me over to my bed and sits me on it.

      “Oh no, another interrogation,” I whine as they stand in front of me with serious looks on their faces.

      “I saw Levi at the studio,” Trinity starts off.

      I interrupt her, “I really don’t want to talk about him right now. It’s bad enough that I’m seeing him tonight after our breakup and we have to pretend we’re in love. Can you just let this rest until tomorrow?”

      I’m already filled with so much anxiety about tonight, and I’m also grieving the loss of him in my life.

      I can’t take any more.

      She ignores me and continues on with her story. “I didn’t just see him. I talked to him.”

      “Did you talk about the weather?” I put my pointer finger to my chin in a thinking motion. “Wait, let me guess. You were talking about me.”

      “Ding, ding,” she says, playing along. “And guess what he told me.”

      Oh no.

      “That you broke up with him,” she butts in before I can say anything. “Isn’t that strange that the two stories don’t add up? He told me the breakup was all one-sided.”

      Looking down at my feet, I swing them back and forth. “Yeah, that is pretty weird,” I mutter, angry that he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

      Now, I have Trinity and Elijah on my back, and when those two team up, they always accomplish their goals.

      “Guys?”

      The three of us look over and find Leonidas leaning on the doorframe of my bedroom.

      “We have to go now. Is everything okay?”

      Can he feel the sudden stiffness in the room?

      “Yep”—Trinity walks over to her boyfriend and pecks him on the cheek—“we were just talking. We’ll continue later.” She glares at me before walking out with Leonidas.

      “You can trust us, okay?” Elijah gives me a hand and pulls me up. “We only want to help you if something’s wrong.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, walking down the hallway with him. “I’ll tell you guys later.”
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        * * *

      

      “I really don’t want to go,” Leonidas groans, sliding down in his seat from where he sits across from me in our limo.

      Glancing at the wild crowd outside, I wince.

      “Tell me why we’re here again,” Elijah whines.

      “Because the team is making us,” I reply blankly, wiping my sweaty palms on my bare legs.

      “What’s this even for?” Trinity takes advantage of the silence and asks her own question.

      Are we playing trivia?

      “This famous singer just opened this club and is paying a handful of other celebrities to come to promote his business,” Elijah explains without missing a beat.

      “Oh, that makes sense.” Trinity raises a brow. “Who is he?”

      I shrug. “I have no idea.”

      “Then, why are we here?” she whispers, like someone’s eavesdropping.

      “Because our team loves money,” says my older brother, giving his girlfriend a wink before patting her thigh. “Let’s go.”

      I feel like I’m permanently glued to my seat, but I rise to follow. It hurts. It’s like I’m being pulled in the opposite direction, both my soul and body begging for me not to walk into that club, knowing the person I want the most is in there.

      “You got this,” Elijah whispers when he places his arm around my shoulders and guides me into the club.

      “No, I don’t,” I whisper back, clutching tight to his side.

      He’s my saving grace—always has been and always will be.

      “Times Three is in the house!” is screamed from somewhere in the club, making people glance our way and cheer.

      Elijah pumps his fist in the air and hoots back, a shit-eating grin on his face. My other brother? He keeps walking at a fast pace to the VIP section with his girlfriend on his arm.

      My eyes roam throughout this entire dark club, looking for him. I can’t see clearly through the darkness and the grinding bodies on the dance floor, but somehow, I can feel him.

      I can feel him watching me.

      On our way to the VIP section, a famous model stops me. I’ve worked with her one or two times in the past, but now, I try to model as little as I can. She tries to strike up a conversation, but I have to excuse myself when random strangers on the dance floor get the courage to touch me. Ew.

      As I run off to my brothers, I feel a hand grip my elbow, and the next thing I know, my back is being pulled into someone’s chest.

      “Excuse me, please don’t—” I say, alarmed, but deflate once I look over my shoulder and see his face.

      “Hey, girlfriend.” He smiles, trying not to look tense, but I can spot his fake smile from a mile away.

      Ouch, I hate this. My heart hurts.

      “Hey, boyfriend,” I say.

      His expression doesn’t change, making my heart ache.

      “Everyone’s staring at us,” he mutters, looking like he wants to be anywhere but here.

      I’m sure the combination of his ex-girlfriend and alcohol in one room makes him feel as unstable as I do.

      All the breath gets knocked out of me when I look into his eyes and nearly break down at the rich green orbs.

      “Didn’t know you were a little liar, Drakos,” he hums, tilting his head to the side and bringing his face closer to mine.

      I’m sure we look like we’re having an intimate moment to any outsiders, but I haven’t felt this nervous in my entire life.

      Being interrogated by Trinity and Elijah is nothing compared to Levi.

      “I’m not a liar,” I stammer, his body heat suffocating me.

      “There you go again. You’re lying by telling me you’re not lying.” He tsks, shaking his head disappointingly at me.

      People stand, gawking at our embrace, snapping photos on their phones, as I respond with a roll of my eyes, “We’re not talking about this here. Can we do this in private?”

      “We’re going to do a lot more in private than just talk. My girl has been really bad. And the one mistake you made was thinking I wouldn’t catch on.” When I look over his shoulder, clenching my jaw, he grips my chin with his hand and turns me back to him, a grim look on his face. “Eyes on me when I talk to you.”

      It hurts to look at him, but it kills even more that he has no idea what’s going on.

      “That’s my good girl,” he murmurs, his lips brushing against my lips as his husky voice travels through my veins and makes my knees weak. “You’re going to explain everything to me before I spank this ass for leaving me. You think I would really let you go?” His hand cups my butt and squeezes.

      I squeal, burying my face in his neck as he smooths his palm over my now-red skin. I guess he wanted to give everyone a show today.

      News of him giving everyone a show while making a point to me will travel to my father. This isn’t going to end well.

      I should have made an excuse and stayed at home.

      He pulls me along with him into the VIP section, and I hold his hand tightly when my shaky legs feel like they’re going to tumble.

      “Okay, you can let go now,” Leonidas mutters, glaring at Levi’s hand in mine.

      I swear my ex-boyfriend has a death wish because he makes himself comfortable on the L-shaped couch my siblings are sitting on before pulling me onto his lap.

      “I’m good, thanks,” he snarks back at my fuming brother.

      “Amelia,” he warns, sending me his signature overprotective-brother frown. “Off.”

      I rise from his lap even though I would love to be superglued to him, but his tatted hands grip my waist tightly before he slams me back down onto him. Not letting me move even an inch.

      My breath catches in my throat when his lips brush against my earlobe as he whispers darkly, sending a shiver up my spine that makes me dizzy, “Did I tell you to get off my dick?”

      Shaking my head, I almost start shivering in exhilaration when one of his hands travels from my waist to my neck.

      He grips my throat and pulls me back. “Then, why did you get off?”

      “Because Leonidas told me to.”

      I don’t even bother looking at my brothers. I might freak out if I do.

      His teeth send a sharp sting through my ear when he bites my earlobe before licking the pain away. “When I’m in the room, I’m the only man you listen to.”

      “But we’re broken up—”

      He pinches my lips together with two fingers, interrupting me abruptly.

      Sitting there like an idiot because that’s how he makes me feel, I angle my face to look at him while his fingers still pinch my lips together.

      He raises a brow, and his handsome face smirks. “Are you ready to be a good girl?”

      Breathing in through my nose sharply, I scrunch my face as he grins now. He brings out the bad girl in me and makes me do things I would’ve never done before he entered my life.

      Amelia Drakos in her good-girl era? Eh, seems too boring. I’m in my bad-girl era.

      I nod innocently, and he pries his fingers off my mouth. I take his moment of distraction to disentangle myself from his lap. He glares up at me in this dim club. The music pounds as I hover above him, bending my knee and placing it between both of his on the couch.

      I lean forward, teasing him with my cleavage. “You want me to be a good girl? You gotta work for it.”

      I place a lingering kiss on his defined jaw, and he reaches for my waist, but I dodge his hand.

      Looking down at his lap, I spot the clear bulge in his jeans. Meeting his heated gaze, I smirk and shrug with a pout on my lips.

      Walking away with a sway of my hips, I reach for my best friend’s hand and pull her to the bar with me.

      “Oh my God! That was probably one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen.” Trinity swoons as she tries to keep up with my strides.

      I feel fueled with confidence, like what I’ve been searching for has finally taken its time to shine once again.

      “Two Shirley Temples, please,” I say to the bartender that obnoxiously lets his eyes wander across my chest.

      Slapping his hand on the bar, he sends me a smirk. “Two Shirley Temples, coming up.”

      As he walks away, Trinity shivers with a distasteful look on her face. “Did he even look you in the eyes?”

      “Nope.”

      Men.

      “Not getting drunk tonight?” she questions as we wait for our drinks.

      I didn’t even realize I’d ordered both of us nonalcoholic drinks. The only thing on my mind was Levi’s addiction.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of asking you if you wanted something different. I’m not drinking tonight. I’m not in the mood. But feel free—”

      With a wave of her hand, she interrupts, “I feel like being sober tonight. Someone has to make sure Leonidas doesn’t attack Levi.”

      I sigh, tapping my pink-chrome acrylic nails on the counter.

      “So, are you going to tell me why you broke it off?” Trinity whispers in my ear, looking at the tense boys.

      Finding the rest of Triple Threat next to a moody-looking Levi, I contemplate telling her.

      I want her to be the first person to find out. She’s always given me the best advice, and she seems to clear my mind when it feels like a mess of emotions. I don’t think I’ll have another opportunity to tell her while we’re alone.

      “You promise you won’t make a big scene?” I plead with my eyes, gripping her forearm.

      “Here you go, ladies.”

      “Thanks.” Trinity grabs our drinks, and we walk over to an empty table.

      We sit across from one another, and she gives me a serious look. “I promise I won’t run over to the boys and tell your secrets. Now, spill the tea.”

      I don’t think Trinity’s ready for my trauma dump, but she did in fact ask for this.

      “It’s my dad.” I lower my voice when she rolls her eyes. “He found out some very personal information about Levi that no one knows … and threatened that if I don’t break up with him, he’s going to expose him, and that could potentially cause Stella to be taken away from Levi.”

      Her jaw drops open, and she blinks rapidly at me as she leans closer. “Is he a criminal?”

      “No, no … he’s a recovering alcoholic. Please don’t tell anyone. This is just between the two of us.”

      I feel bad, telling someone else about his ongoing battles, but if I can’t tell her, who am I going to tell? I need help.

      “Of course.” She grips my hand. “I won’t tell a soul. But this all makes sense now.” She nods, realization and pity in her eyes. “I know he’s your dad, but wow. He’s so fucking evil. I’m sorry, babe.”

      I shrug, sadly used to my dad’s ways after many years. “He is. I’m honestly not surprised anymore. But I don’t know what to do. Levi’s fighting our breakup.” I look over to my ex and find him already glancing at me. “I understand why he’s suspicious. It was so sudden and uncalled for, but what other choice did I have? If I stay, I’m going to ruin his life. I can’t be selfish.”

      “You know what our next steps are?” Trinity’s voice is thick with restraint. “We strike back even harder. If your dad wants to play the blackmail card, we have enough evidence to ruin his entire existence.”

      “The USB,” I say out loud, earning a smirk from my best friend.

      “Ding, ding.”

      Laughing under our breaths, we clink our glasses together and drink.
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      I don’t know who she’s dancing with, but all I see is another man. Another man is behind my girl. Touching what’s just mine. Making her smile and laugh on the dance floor. When that should be me.

      I’ve never risen from my seat faster. My bandmates and even her brothers look at me funny as I fume on my way over to her. Pushing past people as they try to get my attention. I only see him and her.

      He’s like every other jock around us. His short blond hair is messed up, and he’s wearing a white button-down and black jeans. They don’t see me as I get to their side.

      What the hell is going through her head?

      I push him off my girl. He stumbles back on his feet and almost lands on his butt, if it wasn’t for the person behind him catching him and steadying him.

      I hear Amelia’s gasp at her dance partner’s sudden adventure to almost hitting the floor, and she turns sharply with an accusatory look on her face. Ready to fight. That’s my girl.

      Her face falls when she sees me before firing up again with anger. “Levi! Why the hell did you do that?”

      She rushes to the said jock and places a hand on his shoulder. I don’t hear what she says to him, but he only winces, refusing to meet my eyes.

      “You’re a maniac,” she stresses over her shoulder, burning holes through my body.

      But do I give a shit that she’s angry? No, because I am too.

      “Why the hell are you dancing with another guy?” We come face-to-face, ignoring everyone’s curious glances. “Are you out of your mind?”

      She has to be.

      Gawking at me, she gestures over her shoulder, and I find the guy she was dancing with in an embrace with another guy.

      Oh shit.

      “No, you’re the one with your head not screwed on tight. That’s my old friend, and that’s his boyfriend.” She sneers the last word, clutching my black button-down.

      Yeah, I see that now.

      She turns to her friend. “I’m so sorry, Liam. He’s a bit unhinged.”

      He waves her off with a knowing smile. “Don’t worry about it; he cares. That’s a good sign.” He laughs, patting me on my shoulder. “I don’t want her, but if I liked girls, she would totally be mine.”

      He gives my shoulder a squeeze, and I picture twisting his arm and breaking it after that last comment. I watch him walk off, and my jaw hurts from how hard I was clenching it.

      I don’t know if all the alcohol in here is making me crazy or if it’s the angry girl in front of me, but I’m disoriented. How is it possible to feel angry and confused, happy and sad, all at the same time?

      With one last glare, she pushes past me, but I follow close behind. Her long, wavy blonde hair sways as she takes each step. She walks into a quiet hallway, and I see her making her way to the ladies’ restroom.

      “Stop walking away from me.” My skin touches hers as she comes to a complete stop.

      “What do you want?” she stresses, biting her glossy lips. Her chest heaves with her frantic breaths as the sparkles on her dress make her the center of everyone’s attention.

      “You. I just want you.” I deflate, just wanting her in my arms.

      “I told you, we can’t—”

      “I heard you loud and fucking clear, but I don’t understand why. I don’t believe this is what you want.”

      It hurts too much to believe. It makes me feel numb.

      She tilts her chin nearly to the sky, acting stubborn. “It is.”

      “Really?” I laugh, backing her into the wall and caging her in with my arms. “Then, prove it. Show me you don’t want me.”

      Her chest brushes against mine, her nostrils flaring. “I don’t need to prove anything. Just take my word for it.”

      “See, this is why I don’t believe you.” My nose touches hers as her eyes flutter closed at the proximity.

      “What do you want me to do?” she whispers.

      “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you haven’t had one alcoholic beverage tonight. I know that’s for me. But since you don’t want me and we’re only rivals, why don’t you go take a shot for me? Prove that you hate me by taking a shot.”

      Her body tenses, making me regret my words immediately. But if she doesn’t love me and sees no future with me, she shouldn’t care about drinking. This shouldn’t affect her. Why would she care? She’s not an alcoholic or even with one.

      “How could you ask me to do that?” she blurts out strongly, still trapped between my body and the wall as she looks heartbroken, sending a wave of pain through me.

      Who am I?

      Nothing without her.

      “It’s not like I’m going to kiss you. Take a shot to show me you’re not in love with me.” The ice in my voice sends shivers down my own back.

      “I hate you right now,” she mutters, tears brimming in her eyes as she looks over my shoulder, refusing to meet my gaze.

      Clenching her slim hip in my hand, I inspect her face, looking at every detail like she’s going to be ripped away from me at any moment. She might be. We made a scene tonight. Our teams aren’t going to be happy with us.

      “Not brave enough?”

      “This has nothing to do with being brave,” she argues, firing back at me.

      “Then, drink,” I say bitterly. “You shouldn’t give a fuck if you feel nothing for me but hate.”

      In the shadows, every inch of her body touches mine as I smell her familiar, sweet scent. Something crosses her face before her heated eyes find my own.

      “Fuck you,” she bites out before gripping the back of my neck, pushing my head toward hers. Her lips slam against my own, making me unsteady at her sudden boldness.

      This is what I’ve been waiting for from the moment she walked away from me—the feeling of her body against mine, her thudding heart beating frantically with my own, and the way her body relaxes in my arms. Molding our bodies until there’s no space left between us, I let her tongue invade my mouth as she takes control of this kiss.

      A kiss that proves to me with every stroke of her tongue and brush of her lips that she would rather die than drink alcohol.

      “Don’t love me, huh?” I say between each kiss, earning a groan from deep in her throat. The little noises she makes send me into a frenzy. It makes me wonder how I’ve lived without her for twenty-four years.

      The moment I laid my eyes on her, I knew she was a ray of sunshine, but I didn’t know she was going to turn into the entire galaxy.

      “Do you ever shut up?” she mutters, breaking off our kiss.

      Our noses touch, and I soak in Amelia’s deep breaths. Because she makes breathing a little easier.

      “You knew what you were getting yourself into.”

      She laces her fingers together behind my neck and pecks my nose. “I can’t argue with that.”

      “So, are you done throwing a fit?” I say blankly, already knowing her answer since her tongue was down my throat a second ago. “Because I know this breakup was forced upon you.”

      Tilting her head back, she separates our foreheads and gawks at me. “I was not throwing a fit, but you know what?” She smiles. “I’ll do just that.”

      I lean back slightly to look at her from head to toe, and she scrunches her eyebrows at my silence.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I’m waiting for you to fall on the floor while flailing your hands and legs.”

      My lip twitches when she scoffs, hitting my chest. She scrunches her gorgeous face at me.

      “I’m going to, by accident, hit you in the face before I fall.” Her mock innocent smile makes a chuckle release from my throat.

      There must be something wrong with me because that just turned me on. But I’ve already established I’m messed up, so I might as well accept it.

      Tilting my head to the side, I lean forward as her soft-lidded eyes search and shine. I palm her cheek, and she settles against my hand. I know nothing can get better than this.

      Nothing can make me feel better than Amelia Drakos.

      Her soft lips part open just as mine claim hers, and I press her back into the wall. I run my hands all along her sides as she grips my face, gently nibbling my lip with her teeth. Not knowing what to do with my arms because I want to embrace her all at once, I wrap my hands around her waist and pull her into me just as she groans.

      There’s something exhilarating, just knowing anyone can catch us in this dimly lit hallway, making out. I can tell Amelia wants to wrap her legs around my waist by just the way she lifts one slightly before groaning and placing her foot back on the ground.

      And that’s it.

      I snap.

      Biting her full bottom lip, I pull back and nearly come undone when I hear it plop back. Breathing frantically through my nose, I grip her hips.

      Her heavy eyes, filled with hunger, burn into mine as I take a step back from her body before I walk closer and can’t control myself any longer in this stupid club.

      “Make your way to the front,” I demand.

      I focus on her sexy thighs, pressing together as she leans on the wall while watching me try to catch my breath.

      Not wasting another second, she hurries past me and pushes through the thick crowd. Even as we make our way closer to the door, the walk seems like a mile long as my dick strains against the zipper of my jeans. This is what she does to me.

      I walk proudly behind my girl as everyone practically strains their necks when they turn to take a look at the goddess while she walks past. I nod at the bouncer who holds the door open for Amelia and me once he sees us coming, and the cool wind that hits my face sends goose bumps along my arms, but it only increases my girlfriend’s beauty as her hair sweeps behind her.

      Placing a hand on her lower back, I lead her through the lively city, lit up in lights, and let my shoulders drop when my Mercedes comes into view.

      Running over, I open the car door with a sweep of my hand.

      “Thank you, sir,” she says with a smile as she gets into the car.

      Shutting it softly, I run over to my side and slam my door shut once I spot a few paparazzi running their way over to us. Starting my car, I place a hand on the wheel and one across Amelia’s chest.

      “Hang on,” I say as I turn the wheel sharply and peel out of my parking spot.

      Her nails bite into my skin while my tires squeal angrily on the asphalt as I leave the scum of Hollywood in my dirty air.

      “Okay, okay, Mr. Race Car Driver!” she screeches as the city around us blurs. “Slow down!”

      She taps my hand that’s across her chest, holding her to the seat. I only lift my foot off the gas because I feel her heart pounding away in her chest.

      “God.” She settles into her seat more, the moonlight casting a beautiful glow on her in the peaceful darkness of my car. “You shouldn’t be a singer. Go into car racing.”

      I grip her thigh as my other hand taps away on my steering wheel. “I’m afraid it’s too late for me.”

      Maybe in another life.

      Or Stella’s …

      My foot puts more pressure on the gas pedal when her soft, warm hand lands on mine, where it lies on her leg. From the corner of my eye, I see her body shaking from silent laughter.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Looking away from the road for a quick second, I see her glancing down at my lap in amusement. Pointing at my cock that’s practically bursting out of my pants.

      Pain pierces my lip as my teeth clamp down on it. “You think this is funny?”

      “It’s amusing.” She laces her fingers through mine and squeezes. “What can I say? You just love my body so much.”

      I flinch at her words and almost crash when I lose focus. She lets out a high-pitched yelp as I swerve but regain my focus on the road.

      “You’re trying to give me a heart attack!” she yells, placing a hand on her chest while looking at me like I’m the crazy one.

      “What the hell did you just say?” I bark, ripping my hand away from hers and gripping the steering wheel.

      I just love her body?

      “I—” she stutters, turning to face me in her seat with a worried frown. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What the heck just happened?” Her worried voice makes my boiling blood turn into a simmer.

      “You just said I love your body, but you made it sound like that’s all I love. Am I wrong?”

      I abruptly pull onto the side of the road, and our bodies sway from my aggressive driving. Parking with stiff muscles, I turn to face her as she peers up at me.

      She swallows tightly, slouching against the door. She scratches her neck in a nervous gesture. “Yeah, I did say that.”

      Hearing the words come out of her mouth is like being burned alive.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what I’ve always been loved for.”

      That kills, like an arrow straight through my heart. I want to hurt every bastard who made her feel this way.

      I swallow tightly, feeling my chest ache. “I’m an alcoholic, right?”

      She looks at me in confusion, and I push my glasses up my nose, seeing her tremble in the darkness. Reaching out, I turn the heat on.

      “Yes, you are.” She places a piece of her wavy blonde hair behind her ear.

      “Do I love the bottles that hold the alcohol or the liquid itself?” My voice comes out rough, thick with pain.

      Amelia sighs, avoiding my gaze. “The liquid.”

      I cup her soft cheek and bring her eyes to me. The pain in her eyes tugs at every bone in my body.

      “So, why do you feel like that’s any different from you? I love you for your heart, for who you are. I love your laugh, your smile that brightens my entire world, the way your face lights up when you eat chocolate-covered strawberries, or the way you dance randomly throughout the day. I adore the way your heart cares so deeply for the people around you. I’m obsessed that you love pink so much, to the point where you’ve made it your entire personality; the way you instantly make me feel safe; the way you welcomed Stella into your life with open arms, not caring at all that she’s part of the package; and the way you don’t treat me like fine china because of my addiction … because you believe in me.”

      Her eyes water, making me suck in a breath.

      “Do I need to keep going?”

      “No.” Her voice hitches. Her smile wobbles as a tear trickles down her cheek.

      Leaning forward, I invade her space as I place my lips on her warm skin. Her breath hits my neck as I kiss away the moisture, soaking up all her pain because she’s not alone anymore.

      She has me. I’d take it all from her to know she’s happy, living carefree.

      “Why did I fall in love with you?” I ask as I place my forehead on hers, and both of our eyes flutter shut.

      I feel her hand wrap around my wrist before she brings my hand to her chest, placing it right over her heart.

      I smile against her lips. “That’s right, honey. I love you for you.”
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      We stumble into his house like horny teenagers, unable to keep our mouths and hands off each other.

      My back slams against the door as our kiss turns hard and rough, our teeth tugging at each other’s lips, our tongues fighting for dominance. He presses his body flush with mine, and his hand reaches around for the lock to the door. We breathe in each other’s breaths as I drag my hands from his cheeks to his shoulders and all the way to his abs. He doesn’t know where to put his hands. They travel all along my body before stopping at the back of my thighs and hoisting me up.

      Once my legs are wrapped tightly around his waist, he starts walking backward to his bedroom. His lips still dance with mine as we both breathe deeply through our noses. Gripping his cheeks with both of my hands, I laugh in his mouth when he bumps into a wall, jolting both of us.

      “Shit,” he groans against my mouth, removing one hand from my bum to rub the back of his head. “I just banged my fucking head.”

      I can’t help but laugh in his dark, quiet house. “Seeing stars?” I muse, running my mouth over his soft cheek.

      “Yeah, she’s in front of me,” he replies deeply, continuing his path to his room.

      He kisses down my neck, and his hot breath hits my throat, sending goose bumps along my skin.

      I squeal when he drops me onto his bed. I bounce once and feel an entire storm of butterflies in my stomach when he crawls toward me with a boyish-looking smile and settles above me.

      “I’d love to make you feel like the princess you are on my bed, but do you want to try something different?”

      With him?

      Yes, I’d try anything with him.

      I’m only able to nod because when he’s above me, my head doesn’t seem to work, making me a speechless mess under him.

      “I need words,” he orders.

      He’s truly the king of consent. It makes my heart ache at the beauty of this man who thinks he’s full of thorns, but to me, his beautiful, vibrant petals shine. Giving him so much life and color.

      “Yes,” I choke out, watching as his muscular body rises from the bed.

      Standing over where I lie, he gestures a hand to me. I grip it tightly, as if my life depends on it, and he helps me up off the bed.

      My knees almost buckle as I stand. My entire world is dizzy when I’m near his tattooed body and his intimidating height. He smirks at the sight of my weakened muscles, and the next thing I know, I’m seeing the world upside down.

      “Levi!” I squeal as my face hits his ass—his very plump butt, might I add. Wow, his black jeans leave nothing to my imagination.

      “Where are we going?” I laugh, placing my hands on his back and looking forward, my ribs digging into his shoulder.

      I feel the idiot’s laughter on my stomach.

      “The bathroom.”

      “Why? You have to take a shit?” I love teasing him. It’s one of my favorite things to do in my free time.

      “Such a foul mouth for a pretty little girl. Makes me wonder what other things your mouth can do …” His deep voice trails off, hinting at the fantasies in his head.

      Fantasies I’m willing to make a reality.

      “Put me down, and you’ll figure it out.”

      I feel his breathing quicken, showing my words affected him as much as he makes me crazy.

      I’m still upside down as he strides throughout his house. I feel all the blood in my body traveling to my head. My eyes start feeling fuzzy, and my face feels hot, like I’m being cooked alive. I notice the flooring has changed to a white tile from the hardwood that lies along his house, and nerves make their way up my throat when I realize we’re in the bathroom.

      My feet hit the cold floor, and he backs me into the counter, looking like a sexy beast, ready to feast. Placing my hand on his hard chest, I feel his pounding heart beneath my palm. Betraying his need.

      His need for me.

      “What do you mean by that, honey?” His crooked smile sends a wave of tingles down there.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” I say, out of breath, pushing him away from me slightly. I move around until I’m the one pushing his tall frame against the vanity.

      Levi smirks down at my boldness, but his smile turns into a thin, almost-dangerous-looking line as I drop onto my knees in front of him.

      “You don’t need to do this,” he says through his teeth, tilting his head down to watch me.

      Resting my hands on my thighs, I glance up at him innocently through my lashes.

      “God, don’t look at me like that,” he groans, placing his hand on top of my head.

      “Look at you like what?” Fluttering my eyes up at him, I know exactly what I’m doing to him.

      I can see from where I kneel on the ground that his dick twitches in his pants, the big bulge making me swallow thickly. There’s no way I’m going to fit all of him in my mouth without choking myself to death. He’s way too big for that.

      Running my hands up his legs, I stop just short of his zipper, cupping his erection in my hand. I squeeze once through the material of his pants, earning a low groan from deep in his throat.

      “Are you sure, Amelia?” Clenching my jaw in his grip, he raises it to the ceiling, making me see his firm face.

      I answer him as I pull down his zipper slowly, torturing him with my pace, “I’m sure. I want this.”

      Undoing his belt, I push down his jeans and boxers, and I nearly come undone at the sight of his cock springing out. Placing my hands on his thighs, I blink at his hard, thick length. My legs clench together while he steps out of his clothing.

      Yeah, there’s no way it’s fitting.

      I lick my lips in preparation for him as he grabs his dick. He’s so thick that his fingers don’t meet where they fist around his cock. Pumping it twice, all the while looking down at me, he nods with his chin.

      “Open up.”

      Oh my God, those two simple words make me wetter than I would like.

      Maintaining our gaze in this dimly lit bathroom, I part my lips for him as he grabs the back of my head and pushes himself in my mouth. A sound of protest makes its way up my throat as he stretches my jaw as much as possible. Shit, he’s so big. It hurts.

      Tears brim my eyes, and he stops, letting me adjust to his size. I try to breathe through my nose to relax, and after a couple of seconds, my jaw drops slightly, causing him to slip deeper into my throat.

      Levi groans deeply, and his head falls back. His Adam’s apple tenses as he swallows. “That’s it, honey. I knew you could take me.”

      He pumps himself in and out as his fingers tighten in my hair, and I moan around his dick. For sure sending intense vibrations up his cock.

      “Honey, you’re killing me,” he rasps as I suck him harder and take him deeper, almost gagging when he reaches the back of my throat.

      I feel the wetness between my thighs grow until I ache for him.

      I look up, and surprisingly, Levi is watching me. He holds the counter behind him tightly, turning his knuckles white, as his other hand pulls at my hair. His hand is desperate and gentle as his head rolls back when I grip the base of his dick with my hand and pump, pulling him out to the tip. I lick and suck, taking him in again as much as I can.

      Levi is losing control above me. His body clenches and unclenches, trying to move. Seeing his tortured state keeps me going and makes me go faster and faster.

      “Just like that, honey,” he groans, pushing his hips slightly. “Don’t stop.”

      My mouth suctions around him as I keep one hand on his dick, and the other I use to press on my clit, rubbing myself. I take all of him in me as I start to drive my head up and down his length.

      I know he’s close. Fisting my hair, he takes control of my movements and pumps in and out of me at a fast pace. Feeling him rock hard, I groan and let him use my mouth.

      “Fuck, honey,” he moans, tilting his head and looking down at me. Sweat lingers on his forehead as his deep, glazed eyes sear into mine. “I’m not going to last much longer,” he warns through his teeth while rocking his hips.

      He struggles to hold back his release as I quicken my pace, loving the way every time I run my tongue along him, he twitches.

      “I’m coming,” he moans, and I look up at him with his dick in my mouth as he wears those damn sexy glasses, making me almost come with him.

      Glasses just make him even sexier than he actually is …

      His erection jerks before his saltiness shoots down my throat. His eyes flutter shut as his moans fill the room. I swallow his cum, and he keeps me firmly in place as he unravels in front of me. Breathing through my nose, I rub my thighs together for some relief but only feel unsatisfied as he comes down.

      Moving slowly, I take my lips off his semi-hard erection and rise in front of him. My legs wobble as I see his tortured state, leaning against the counter, trying to catch his breath. He’s never looked hotter.

      He watches my mouth as I swallow.

      That does it for him.

      He loses control.

      Just how I want him.

      Placing his arms around my waist, he pulls me into his body and looks down at me with unfiltered desire. He takes my mouth in his, kissing me with so much passion even though he was in my mouth moments ago. Wrapping my arm around his neck, I press my hips against his and feel his member pressing into my thigh. Ready for a second round.

      He kisses me hard, and I have to actually think about what I’m doing to match his pace as he bites my bottom lip and sucks it into his mouth. His breathy pants fill the air.

      He breaks our kiss harshly, and I try to catch my breath. Our swollen, parted lips suck in mouthfuls of air, centimeters apart from touching.

      “I could come in an instant after seeing how sexy you looked on your knees for me with my dick in your mouth.”

      Turning me around, he pushes my stomach against the vanity and hovers behind me. I look at him in the mirror, and he looks like pure sex.

      Sex on legs with his flushed face, his damn glasses, messy hair, and his tattoos. I’ve never wanted anything more.

      “Please, Levi,” I whisper, arching my butt onto his cock.

      He swallows tensely as he looks at my ass. He pushes my sparkly dress up, revealing my lacy pink thong.

      He groans at the sight and runs his hands along the globes of my butt. “So sexy. Your ass is always waiting for me, huh?”

      I can’t deny that.

      I raise my arms and take off my dress because he’s taking too long. Throwing it somewhere behind him, I maintain eye contact with him as he unbuttons his black button-down.

      When he goes to take off his glasses, I grab his wrist. “Don’t.”

      Dropping his hand to only grip my hip, he smirks at me in the mirror. “Do my glasses turn you on?”

      “Yes,” I moan, leaning my head back on his shoulder when he reaches around and slips his finger into my underwear.

      “You’re so wet, honey.” He bites his lip as he slips a finger in me and pumps once, then twice.

      I’m so turned on that this isn’t enough. I need more.

      Reaching behind me, I wind my hands around his neck. “I want your dick.”

      Not removing his finger, he adds a second before biting my earlobe. “You don’t want me. You need me. Tell me you need me.”

      His dirty mouth is going to drive me insane.

      Seeing stars, I rasp, “I need you.”

      When he reaches over to, I assume, get a condom from a drawer, I stop him again. This time, he looks frustrated.

      “I want you bare. I’m clean, and I’m on the pill.”

      The way he looks at me, you would assume I told him the best news possible.

      “I’m clean, too, but are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.” Placing my forearms onto the cool countertop, I arch my ass, grinding on his hard dick and spreading my wetness on him.

      “You’re fucking killing me,” he groans as he exposes my center.

      I step out of my underwear, and he undoes my matching lacy bra.

      He’s now fully pressed against me, holding himself up. The feeling of him between my legs makes me clench together. Ready for his hardness. There’s nothing separating his thick erection from slipping into my tight heat, and feeling him against me makes it hard to think. His hand caresses my side, lighting me on fire as he looks at our naked bodies.

      “You’re so beautiful.”

      Levi spreads my knees slightly. Brushing his thumb on my bud, he whispers, “You’re so hot, baby, so tight, just for me.”

      He’s playing me like a violin, kissing up my neck and sucking at the base while he parts my folds with his fingers. “Are you ready for me, honey?”

      I groan in response, nodding frantically. Removing his fingers from me, he grips his cock and pumps it a couple of times before positioning it at my entrance, teasing me with his hardened tip. I arch my back, and one of his hands holds me around my throat while the other lies on my stomach.

      He pushes in slowly, and I clench around his shaft, immediately feeling full. He groans as my pussy squeezes the life out of him, looking at me through the mirror. His tatted body looms over me. Full of darkness.

      “Can you handle it, baby?” he asks with sexy confidence in his voice.

      In response, I push back, and the entire enormous length of him is inside me.

      I try to catch my breath, and he grips my chin and makes me look at us in the mirror.

      “Look at you, taking my cock like a good girl.”

      My mouth parts as he rocks in and out of me at a pace that tortures me. The sound of our skin slapping makes me moan. I love the way we fit together so perfectly.

      “Look at how beautiful you are,” he groans, pulling my hair back. “Look at yourself and say you’re beautiful,” he demands in a deep, raspy voice.

      Moaning as his hips smack against me harder, his cock hitting a place in me that I didn’t know existed, I say breathlessly, “I—I’m beautiful.”

      “Say it like you mean it. Scream it.” Every word he mutters comes with a harder pound.

      What is this man doing to me? I can hardly speak when he’s in me.

      “I’m beautiful!” I yell, making him fuck me harder from behind.

      “You know what happens to good girls?” he muses, holding my hips as he drives forward, biting my neck.

      I shake my head.

      “They get good-girl treatment,” he rasps. “They get rewarded.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever moaned louder in my life as his thrusts become punishing. I jerk against him each time his cock leaves my pussy and gets slammed back in.

      Clenching around him, I feel my release coming quickly as sweat lingers on both of our bodies.

      My wetness drips down my thighs as he mutters out, “You’re doing so well, taking me in your tight little pussy.”

      He runs a finger down my stomach and pinches my sensitive bud. “Your pussy is all mine, all fucking mine,” he groans.

      “All yours,” I choke out, my eyes rolling back as he twitches in me. “I’m coming,” I pant, seeing him behind me.

      He holds my ass as he pumps in and out of me, and I scream as my intense orgasm travels throughout my entire body.

      “Levi, yes,” I whimper, clenching around him as I shake from the most intense pleasure I’ve ever felt.

      He doesn’t stop his frantic pumps, searching for his release. With brutal thrusts, he fucks me hard and fast. I breathe in his scent heavily. With one final jerk of his hips, he comes hard. Releasing into me, he shakes and moans behind me, falling onto my body, and we both groan.

      Best sex ever.

      Panting, I raise my head and look into the mirror while his head still lies on the back of my shoulder.

      He rasps out, full of emotion, “I fucking love you.”

      Turning to his face, with him still inside of me, I say against his plump lips, “I love you.”
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      Our breakup didn’t last long at all, and that’s why I’m sitting here early in the morning with a stupid smile on my face.

      “So, are you going to tell me what happened while I was gone that made you break up with me?”

      Amelia sits in front of me, holding a glass of steaming tea. I watch the steam rise and then evaporate in the air.

      Sighing, she wraps both hands around her mug. “It’s a lot to unpack.”

      “I’ve got all day.” I slouch in my seat, watching her closely.

      Stella spent the night at Nora’s house. She should be dropping her off in an hour, but I know this conversation won’t take that long.

      “You promise you won’t do anything bad once I finish?” she pleads, looking really sexy in my clothing.

      “I promise.”

      Swallowing a hot sip of my coffee, I set it down and give her my attention, knowing if I’m holding anything, it might end up being smashed against the wall. The vibrant sunrise shines in my kitchen, casting a beautiful glow on her face.

      I watch as she places her hair into a low ponytail and hugs one knee to her chest. “It was my dad.”

      I almost get up and storm to my door. But I stay put for her.

      I fucking knew it.

      That bastard has something coming for him—mark my words.

      Seeing my set jaw, she reaches out and holds one of my fists. “He made me break up with you because he’d found out you’re a recovering alcoholic and threatened to expose that to the world …” She trails off, shaking her head in denial. “Meaning Stella might be taken away. He said if I broke up with you, he’d leave you alone.” Tears brim in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, but what other choice did I have?”

      My body tenses at the new information, the shit her dad puts everyone through. A part of me is so relieved she didn’t mean anything she said to me that night.

      Am I surprised that he did this to us? No.

      Am I mad? Yes.

      But will I let it consume me until I blow up with anger? No.

      The girl is in my arms, and that’s all that fucking matters. We’ll deal with this shithead together.

      I give her a small smile. “You should have talked to me about it. We would’ve figured it out.”

      She laughs sadly, shrugging her shoulders. “He scared me. I wasn’t thinking. The only thing running through my mind was Stella being taken away.”

      Pushing my seat back, I tap my legs. Jolting up, she walks around the table and settles across my lap.

      “I know, honey. I appreciate that you care,” I say as I wrap my arms around her waist tightly, soaking in this feeling.

      “Trinity and I have a plan.” Stuffing her face in my neck, she breathes in strongly.

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re using the USB. If he can blackmail me, I can do the same. That video will ruin his entire life.”

      I smile, pecking her nose. “That’s my girl, scheming his doom.”

      She groans, “I hate when you put it that way. It makes me sound evil.”

      “There’s nothing evil about you,” I reassure her, placing my chin on top of her head. “When’s the blackmail happening?”

      I feel her shrug. “As soon as possible, but I want my brothers to know about us.”

      I couldn’t agree more. I’m done hiding us. I want to hug and kiss her in public and show everyone my love for her every single day.

      “We need them on our side,” I agree. “They can’t be clueless while we go after your dad.”

      She raises her head from my chest, and her rich orbs bore into my own. “When should we tell them?”

      We both flinch, sending one another worried looks as a fist bangs on my door. Interrupting our peaceful morning.

      “Who the hell is knocking on my door like that?” I mutter angrily as Amelia scurries off my lap.

      She follows closely behind me as I make my way to our early morning inconvenience.

      I feel her fingertips touch my bare back as I open the door.

      Oh.

      I didn’t think this would happen right now.

      “What the fuck, Amelia?” Leonidas sneers at us on my doorstep with his girlfriend and brother behind him.

      The two send apologetic looks to Amelia as her oldest brother fumes in my face.

      My girlfriend’s hand wraps around my biceps and pulls me back, so she can come face-to-face with him. “Leonidas, please listen to me—”

      “I’m not mad,” he interrupts. “I’m just annoyed you kept this only from me. Yes, I think you deserve better—”

      Amelia interrupts him with a loud scoff as she pushes his shoulder.

      “But,” he says, giving her a serious look, “I’ll get used to it. But what makes me even madder is the fact that Dad fucking threatened you and you didn’t say anything.”

      Pushing into my house, they all crowd my entranceway, and I lock my door shut and pinch the bridge of my nose.

      It’s too early for all this talking.

      “I’m sorry. My intentions weren’t to hurt any of you. But I was so confused. I didn’t even know how to bring it up since you didn’t know about us yet.” She gestures to where I lean against the wall beside her.

      “Amelia, you let him win.” Leonidas grabs her shoulders in a firm grip. “He wanted you to be scared. So, that way, you’d never tell anyone what was going on. But we’re a fucking team. We tell each other everything, and that includes our relationships … okay?”

      When he pulls her into his arms, she visibly relaxes at his support.

      “I can never stay mad at you for long.”

      “How come that doesn’t apply to me as well?” Elijah scoffs, crossing his arms across his chest.

      Leonidas turns to his brother. “Because you’re you.”

      “That’s it.” He throws his hands in the air. “Amelia is my favorite sibling.”

      “Ditto,” he snarks back.

      I look over at Trinity to see if she’s going to butt in, but she just shrugs her shoulders at me, like this is normal.

      Pulling Amelia’s back to my chest, I speak loudly over the arguing brothers. “All right, when are we going to confront your dad?”

      “As soon as possible. I’ll do that shit right now,” Elijah says strongly, his eyebrows frowning because he’s clearly displeased.

      “Count me in,” Leonidas says just as angrily.

      We all look over at Trinity, who’s inspecting her long nails with a pursed mouth. “I already have my bat in the trunk.”

      I know Amelia’s nervous. I can feel her tense muscles, but the faster we get this over with, the freer we’ll be.

      “You got this, honey. We’re all behind you.”

      Leonidas cringes at my words, for sure not used to us yet, but I don’t give a shit.

      “Let’s just do this now. If we wait any longer, I’m sure I’ll back out in fear.”

      “Are you sure, babe? Do you need some time?” Trinity says softly, holding her boyfriend’s hand now.

      She shakes her head. “No, let’s do it now. I’m done letting him have power over us. Enough is enough.”

      That’s my girl.

      I lace my fingers through Amelia’s and rest our clasped hands on her stomach. “We need to make a plan.”

      “A plan?” Elijah blurts out, looking like a wild monkey that’s ready to barge into the situation without thinking.

      “We can’t go in there blind,” I explain, looking at the youngest Drakos brother like he’s crazy.

      If we confronted their dad without a plan, it’d be like going into the lion’s den, blindfolded. He would only rip us up into a million pieces if we walked in there, vulnerable and clueless. All the information we can get our hands on will only further our success.

      “I agree.” Trinity nods her head at me. “We should probably listen to the guy who gave us the footage.”

      At least someone smart is here.

      I nod my head farther into my house, and they all follow me into my family room.

      We aren’t resting until this man is down and we’re on top.
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      The entire drive down to our family house, I felt my guilty conscience telling me to turn back around. By doing this, I’m being just like my father.

      I’m not a bad person, like he is.

      Being anything like him is off-limits for me.

      However, I refuse to let him control my life anymore. It isn’t healthy. His mental abuse is slowly eating my brothers and me alive until, eventually, there will be nothing left.

      My palms turn sweaty when our mansion comes into view. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to stand up to my dad. I never have in the past, and I honestly thought I would never find the courage. He’s scared the life out of me for years. And I let him because I thought I had to.

      But after he targeted innocent people and almost splattered his bloodbath on their lives, that’s going too far. I won’t let him hurt anyone that I love anymore.

      I blink rapidly, trying to be present and not stuck in the past as I look at a house that never was a home to me. A mansion that was always empty and dark when I felt like everyone else around me was loved in their home.

      They felt safe.

      As Leonidas drives up our long driveway, everyone visibly tenses. No one has said a word to one another after Levi explained our game plan. We’ve all just been sitting here, expecting our doom.

      I can feel the dread the farther we drive up our large property.

      “We’ll be okay,” Elijah whispers, tapping my knee in a supportive way, but the touch only makes me feel claustrophobic.

      “I know.” Leaning my head on the headrest, I close my eyes and breathe through my nose. Trying to gather my composure before my anxiety takes control.

      “Honey?” a rich voice whispers from my right.

      I peek at him, and he offers me a soft smile.

      “You know I’d do anything to keep you safe,” he states, taking my hand in his.

      “Of course I know that,” I whisper back, getting lost in his eyes.

      “I would never deliberately put you in danger, knowing the outcome would only harm you.”

      I see my oldest brother clutch the steering wheel tightly at Levi’s words. I know he isn’t used to the idea of us yet, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it took him a while, but he took our relationship way better than I’d expected, so that’s a major plus.

      “I just feel guilty,” I say loud enough for everyone to hear. “How does this make us any different from him?”

      I feel my heart rate in my chest quicken as Leonidas puts the car in park in front of our house. He turns toward where I’m squished between Elijah and my boyfriend in the back, and Trinity faces us too.

      “We’re taking back our happiness, a small part of our freedom,” Leonidas explains, his eyes softening once he sees my anxiety. “This doesn’t make us any different, but we’re doing what we have to do. If he didn’t want it to come down to this, then he should’ve been a better father.”

      “And plus,” Trinity adds in with a grin, “we’re not doing anything illegal.”

      “What I want to know is your motives. Why are you so angry?” Leonidas directs at an uncomfortable-looking Levi.

      His body is way too big to be sitting in the backseat. His knees are touching the back of Trinity’s chair, and the arm that’s closest to me would have been squished against mine if he hadn’t placed it around my shoulders. I almost take out my phone to take a picture.

      Levi frowns, his hands clenched into fists in his lap. “Well, for one, he threatened to expose that I’m a recovering alcoholic to the entire world. Which I’m sure you know now.” He sends Trinity a look. “He then proceeded to threaten my sister’s future and made my girlfriend break up with me.”

      “And Mom is safely in Canada, running loose with the moose.” Elijah breaks the tension, looking at Trinity as she scowls.

      Oh no, here comes the monthly lecture on Canadian culture. Elijah loves pushing her buttons. If I were Trinity, I would attack him too.

      “I was born and raised in Canada, and I’ve never seen a fucking moose,” she spits out, rolling her eyes at him. “Might as well say I rode a polar bear to school every morning with my skates as shoes.”

      My brother laughs beside me while wiping tears from the corners of his eyes. “I love this. It’s so entertaining.”

      Giving him the finger, she flips her long, straight hair as she turns around to face the front. “I hate you.” Pushing down the black Gucci sunglasses that were resting on her head, Trinity purses her lips in distaste.

      The more that I look at my brother and her together, the more I believe she’s truly a boy version of him.

      “No, you don’t.” Unclipping his seat belt, he scoots to the edge of his seat. His knees dig into my leg, making me cuddle more into my boyfriend, as Elijah reaches over to pinch Trinity’s cheek.

      She slaps his hand away with a groan, glaring at him over her shoulder. “Now, I hate you.”

      “Are the children done arguing?” Leonidas says, patiently tapping the steering wheel with both of his pointer fingers.

      “You’re only a couple minutes older than me,” Elijah exaggerates, sinking into his black hoodie. “Let’s get that straight.”

      Playfully bickering with my siblings saves my soul. It gives me a sense of comfort. I don’t care if that’s weird.

      “I’m gathering this is a normal thing.” Levi gestures to us, a small smirk on his face.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Trinity says over her shoulder before rubbing her hands together in anticipation. “Are we doing this or what?”

      Leonidas takes a deep breath before opening his door. We all climb out after him, standing in front of his G-Wagon.

      When the LA sun shines on my face, I regret wearing my emotional-support pink hoodie I always wear. However, I wanted to wear long sleeves so I wouldn’t feel naked under his gaze. He always makes me feel that way, even when I’m clothed.

      “Let’s go.” Elijah swallows thickly and makes his way to the front door with his signature red cap backward on his head.

      Leonidas runs to walk beside him, and as I look at the two walking side by side, looking like Avengers on a mission, while my just-as-scary best friend and boyfriend walk beside me, I’ve never felt safer.

      Never felt more ready.

      Just as I walk into our old home, clasping Levi’s hand as if my life depends on it, I want to walk back out. Old, harmful memories—my father’s screams and the verbal punches he would throw our way—crawl their way into my brain, suffocating me.

      I see vivid memories of my brothers standing in front of my mother as our father yelled in their faces for them to move aside. When he smashed the Christmas presents Mom had wrapped for us because he got upset that we weren’t practicing. When he shoved food down my throat and mocked my brother after his attempt at suicide. When he told Elijah to tone down the happiness because it was annoying. I feel it all. Feel all the pain that no daughter, son, or wife should feel from the one person who should make them feel safe … not live in fear.

      I let it affect me once more as we walk to his study, knowing that’s where he is. He is always in that damn office, doing God knows what.

      He doesn’t even look surprised when we barge into his office. He just softly lifts his head from the paper he was scribbling on. Raising one bushy eyebrow, he leans back in his seat with a displeased smile on his face.

      “Now, what do we have here?”

      His eyes zero in on my and Levi’s embrace, an evil look crossing his face.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Leonidas warns, seeing where his head is at.

      He purses his lips. “What? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You always don’t do shit, huh?” He walks closer until he’s within arm’s reach of where our dad sits. “That’s our constant problem here—you take your anger out on everyone around you and don’t even know you’re doing it.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      When he tries to rise from his chair, Leonidas grips his shoulder and slams him back down. I’m surprised the chair didn’t break from the force.

      “Sit the fuck down,” he sneers, getting in our dad’s face. “Let’s get straight to the point. I heard you threatened a little girl just because Amelia’s in a relationship you don’t like. And don’t bother lying,” he adds in when our father starts to say one of his excuses.

      “She’s dating a man who’s only with her to steal information about us.” He laces his fingers together on his desk, looking pissed.

      Imagine how mad we are.

      Leonidas laughs like our dad is delusional before he points back at a pissed off Levi, who looks like he’s ready to pounce if it wasn’t for our handholding.

      “The man you made her fake date for money? What did you think was going to happen? We all saw this from a mile away. You’re just fucking stupid.”

      When our dad opens his mouth to say something snarky back, Elijah hushes him. “You threatened an innocent child and her brother and made Amelia break it off because you’re so money hungry. You don’t give a shit about anyone or anything around you unless you’re getting paid for it. We’re done.”

      “What do you mean, you’re done?” He chuckles darkly.

      “If you want to blackmail your own daughter, we’ll do the same.”

      Dad’s face scrunches as he watches Leonidas pull out one of the many USBs we have of the fight and verbal abuse.

      “Remember the day you attacked Elijah?” He throws the USB on the desk, and Dad’s fingers scramble to plug it into his laptop. “And you made fun of suicide?” He spits out his words now. “We have that fucking recorded, and we’re sure if this gets out, along with all the other evidence we’ve gathered, you’ll be done for. Our fans all around the world will hate you, and their loyalty to us will make sure you never see another penny.”

      Dad’s face turns red the more Leonidas speaks, and his hands turn into fists on his desk.

      “We want nothing to do with you after today. When we leave the house, we’ll never see you again. There’s no coming into the studio anymore. The team has officially fired you. An email with more information about that should be in your inbox soon, and we’ve filed for a restraining order, so you’re legally unable to come near us.”

      “What the fuck?!” Dad booms, banging his fists, making things topple to the floor. “You can’t do this!”

      Elijah grips Leonidas’s shoulder when he edges closer to our fuming father. “Uh, yes, we can, and we did. Everything is finalized. We just wanted to make a stop to see you and tell you personally.”

      “You get to keep the house.” I speak up, raising my chin at my dad. “You also get to keep all the money you’ve stolen from us. But you’re officially being cut off. So, spend the money wisely.”

      I grip Levi’s hand tighter when Leonidas fists the front of my father’s shirt and drags him forward a bit, getting right in his face.

      “The moment you ever think about ruining a little girl’s life, just remember that video will be released to the entire world. We’re fucking done with you. You don’t even deserve any of our energy anymore.”

      Dad’s body falls on the desk when Leonidas releases him.

      When he takes a step back, his nostrils flare in anger and maybe a bit of sadness. “Thanks for being the shittiest dad on the fucking planet. I hope you feel everything you put us through for years.”

      When he turns, I see a tear make its way down his face as he grabs Trinity’s hand and walks out. Elijah says nothing to our shocked dad before he follows the two with a shake of his head.

      That leaves me and Levi. Dad stares at me with nothing but disgust as Levi drops my hand and strides toward him. He’s so fast that I didn’t even see him leave my side. I gasp and rush over to my boyfriend when he sucker-punches my dad so hard that he gets knocked backward and falls with his legs in the air. I hear the impact of bones against bones and cringe.

      That has got to hurt.

      “I’m not as nice as your fucking sons, so take that as a threat of my own that no matter where you might run or hide, I will find you.” A dangerous smirk lights up my boyfriend’s face. He takes a step back from my dad’s body on the ground and dusts off his hands.

      Reaching for me, he wraps an arm around my shoulders and steers me toward the door as tears brim in my eyes. With one final good-bye, I promise myself that I’ll finally heal after all the fear, sadness, and anger he’s made me feel most of my life.

      “It’s done,” Levi says once we slam the front door and stop on our porch as the sun’s rays beam at us.

      Squinting up at him, I give him a wobbly smile. “Finally,” I whisper just as he kisses my nose.

      I can’t believe it. I could cry, but I refuse to shed more tears for him. Refuse to give him anything anymore, and that includes my emotions.

      I melt when Levi scoops me into his tight embrace. Wrapping my legs tightly around his waist, I feel his pulse against mine. I’ve never felt more relieved, free. Placing my face in his neck, I breathe in once before letting out a laugh, a laugh that makes happy tears leak from my eyes.

      “It’s fucking over, honey,” Levi rasps against my skin.

      I giggle when his lips press tiny kisses all over my head.

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      “I love you,” I whisper before brushing my lips on his, taking in the relief and happiness he portrays for my family.

      We both jump at the sound of a car horn. Looking over, we find my brother behind the wheel with a smirk.

      What a little jerk.

      As I try to drop to the floor, Levi holds me tighter and carries me over. Once we’re both settled into the car, everyone turns to face us before we all freak out in happiness.

      Leonidas smiles and laughs as Elijah screams in the driver’s seat while hitting the wheel, making my eardrums burst. Trinity sniffles with a smile on her face while I crumple into Levi’s embrace, taking this all in.

      Pure happiness.
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      “I missed you!” my girlfriend sings as she clings to me like a koala bear as I carry her to our master bathroom.

      I know she likes to take a shower after getting back from being out of town.

      Laughing, I kiss her ear, which makes her cringe away with a cute, angry look on her face.

      “Hey! That hurt!”

      I shrug in mock innocence as she clings to the front of my body tighter before sticking her tongue out at me.

      Tilting my head quickly toward her, I lay a kiss on her tongue, which makes her swat my face away with an adorable laugh.

      God, I turn into a complete fool when it comes to her. She was just gone for a week, and the house felt incomplete without her. Stella was sad all the time. Even Axel and Rowan seemed down when they came over and she wasn’t home.

      It’s hard not to love her.

      That’s why when everything came to a conclusion with her dad, I asked her to move in with me—of course, asking Stella if that was okay beforehand. She was more than welcoming.

      Since then, we’ve been living in bliss. We’re happy and healthy.

      Who would have thought?

      I place her on our vanity, and the little bag she was carrying behind my back drops to the counter. Leaning against the counter beside where she sits, I watch her pull out her toothbrush.

      She places it in the fancy cup she bought when she moved in, and it settles beside mine.

      I nod, both our gazes locked on the brushes. “They missed each other.”

      After being with Amelia for a while , I’ve learned that it’s the little things that make her feel special and loved.

      “You’re so adorable!” Gripping my forearms, she pulls me toward her.

      “You could’ve said anything other than adorable,” I mutter, grumpiness present in my tone.

      Who wants to be called adorable by their girlfriend?

      “But I would be lying.”

      As usual, she loves to tease me. And I fucking love it.

      My fingers dig into her sides as I tickle the shit out of her. Her laughter booms across the walls, and when she tries to run away, I hold her to my body and give her no mercy.

      I love her laughter.

      “Okay!” she pants, moving around as her blonde hair flings in my face. “You’re so sexy, Levi Miller!” she yells through laughter.

      “That’s a good girl,” I muse, letting go and watching her crumple to the floor while groaning with a smile on her face.

      “I hate you,” she whines, clenching her side.

      Stepping over her with a smile of my own, I reach into the shower and start it for her. “I hate you too.”

      She scowls up at me from the floor. She extends a hand to me, and I grip it and pull her into my body, catching her around the waist. She gasps at my strength with wild eyes before I capture her lips.

      I missed her.

      In only a pink crop top and black leggings, she still somehow looks like a supermodel.

      With a last brush of my lips, I pull away and take advantage of the silence. “How are you doing today?”

      “Okay. I ate all my food, but I’m feeling a bit sadder today,” she admits, playing with the hairs on the nape of my neck. “How are you?” she asks as I back us up until we’re in front of the mirror.

      Smiling confidently, I kiss her nose, which makes her blink. “I’m doing well today.”

      And that’s the honest truth. I haven’t had the shakes, cravings, or any anxiety. Today’s the best day I’ve ever had.

      “That’s amazing!” She squishes my face and kisses my now-puckered lips.

      I grunt and pull away, not liking the fact that she’s treating me like a baby.

      I swear to God, only she can squish my face.

      Gripping her hips, I turn her to face the mirror. Tired and confused, she looks at me in it.

      “What are you up to?” Her voice trails off, suspicion written all over her face.

      Standing behind her, I tilt my head to the side, loving the way she doesn’t take her eyes off me. “You said you were having an okay day, which usually means it’s not a good day.”

      She nods and bites her plump lip. “I caught a quick glimpse of a gossip magazine, and you could guess who was on the cover.”

      I’ve been seeing a lot of progress in Amelia when she stays off social media. The media and all the gossip magazines have caused her eating disorder. When she’s offline, she does much better, but it’s hard to avoid it all the time since she’s in the entertainment industry.

      I shrug nonchalantly, like what I’m about to tell her is normal. “Just break it.”

      She gawks at me. “Break what?” When I point in front of us, she gasps, shaking her head like I’m crazy. “The mirror? I can’t do that!”

      “Why not? I just told you to.”

      Crossing her arms across her chest, she points out, “That’s seven years of bad luck.”

      “I know, but haven’t you ever felt so done that you just wanted to smash the thing on the floor?” I raise a brow at her cuteness.

      She thinks for a couple of seconds, and I know I’ve got her when she leans further into my embrace.

      “Yes, I might or might not have pictured smashing it a couple of times in my life.”

      “But didn’t because of the bad luck?” I finish for her, making her nod.

      All right, I step away from her and push her lightly until she’s standing a good distance away.

      “Levi, no!” she warns with a giant smile while gripping the doorframe when I take the mirror off the wall.

      “Yes, this will be therapeutic.”

      Amelia’s eyes glisten as she looks at me. Taking that as my go-ahead, I smirk at her before I drop the mirror. I take a step back as it smashes to the floor, pieces flying everywhere as Amelia covers her ears in shock.

      The sound screeches in our quiet house as I take more steps back to avoid the angry, broken mirror.

      The last thing I need is glass in my foot.

      Gaping at the mess, Amelia bursts out, clearly stressed for me, “Levi, what about the seven years of bad luck?”

      Seeing the happiness on her face makes the potential seven years of bad luck worth it.

      “Did that make you feel good?”

      I step around the glass to make my way to her, and she melts into my arms.

      “Well, yes—”

      “Then, I’d take a million years of bad luck, knowing you’re happy, let alone just seven.”

      And I mean every word. I’m happy when she is.

      She doesn’t say anything, but she doesn’t have to. Her eyes do all the talking. “I wouldn’t choose anyone else to be my rival, Levi Miller.”

      I cup her cheek, and she leans into my touch. “I wouldn’t choose anyone else but you either.”

      I kiss her soft lips, and they fall open to my touch, welcoming the brush of my tongue, making me feel just right. Her breathy little noises almost make me take her to my bed, if only I didn’t hear tiny footsteps pounding our way.

      “What the what?” my sister screeches at the sight of the broken mirror, the shower running, which is making the entire room extremely humid, and our kissing.

      Amelia smiles against my lips, making me chuckle. Pulling back slightly, I find Stella right at our side with her hands resting on her tiny hips.

      She pouts her lips for some attention, and I reach down and pull her up onto my hip.

      “Yay!” she yells, wrapping her arms around both of our necks and pushing our faces closer.

      At this moment, I know life couldn’t get any better because I have everything I could ever want …

      My girls.
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