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CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Turns out, living in Luca’s house is as complicated as I expected, but not for the reasons I thought.

Over the next several days, I manage to avoid Luca most of the time we’re at home. It isn’t hard—we’ve had some long days on set, which means we often just head straight to our separate beds when we get back. On the nights we have a little extra time, I usually spend it preparing for our upcoming scenes while Luca goes down to the home gym in his basement and squeezes in some training.

But even though I can avoid him, I can’t avoid all the random baggage I have regarding this house. I try to stay out of the dining room at all costs, but that’s not the only place where Luca and I share a less-than-pleasant memory. One night when I can’t sleep, I’m wandering around the ground floor and stumble into the living room. Instantly, my mind goes back to the first time I was in this room.

 

It was a week after I’d signed Luca’s contract. I was still reeling from the jarring realization that he only saw me as a publicity tool, nut I had to admit that he was right about the stir we’d cause as a couple. In the previous week, we’d made two public appearances together—one at a coffee shop in Beverly Hills, the other at a launch party for some new designer cologne. The media had already started to notice all of the time we were spending together. The internet was abuzz with rumors, and even then, I could see the effect this relationship would have on my public profile. Before, I was the new girl in the big action flick. But suddenly I was also the new girl on Luca’s arm, and that really made people curious.

My next scheduled appearance with Luca was a film premiere. Luca had requested that we meet here and discuss our plan of attack for the evening, but I wasn’t sure what that meant.

“We’ve already got people talking,” he said, ushering me to a seat on the couch. “Now we have to show them their speculations have substance.”

I sipped at the glass of wine he’d given me. “And what exactly does that mean?” Part of me was still wary about this little game I’d agreed to play, but I had to admit that the other part of me was starting to feel…well, a little intrigued by all of this. Now that I was seeing the effects of this stunt, I found myself wondering exactly how far this could—and would—go.

“It means,” Luca said, raising his wine glass in a mock toast, “that it’s time for our first public kiss.”

I couldn’t help it—my heart fluttered at the idea. I pushed down the feeling, telling myself to keep my head, but though I knew this game was dangerous, I couldn’t deny myself the chance to play.

Besides, I told myself, I knew this was coming—it was in our contract, after all. Not to mention the fact that we’d be kissing on-screen soon enough.

“Okay,” I said, setting my empty wine glass on the table beside me. “What sort of kiss are we talking about?”

He grinned. “One to get the tongues wagging, of course.”

My cheeks warmed with pleasure. Silently, I cursed myself for continuing to be such an idiot. He doesn’t want you for real. Get it into your head, girl—he made you sign a legally-binding document saying that nothing would ever actually happen between the two of you.

“Of course,” Luca went on, “we’ll need to make it look natural if we want people to buy it.”

“Obviously.”

“Which means I think we’d better practice once or twice before doing it on the red carpet in front of half the world.” He stood up from the couch and reached down to me.

I hesitated, warning myself once more to keep my wits about me. Luca was far more experienced at this sort of thing than I was, and I needed to make sure I wasn’t in over my head.

Tentatively, I placed my fingers in his.

He pulled me up onto my feet and into his arms in one easy motion. He didn’t even give me time to find my footing before he had me against his chest and his lips were coming down on mine.

The kiss was…startling.

His lips were full of life and heat and an urgency I wasn’t expecting. I knew I was attracted to him, but I still wasn’t prepared for that first kiss to be so intense. For a moment, the world fell away around us. There was only that kiss.

It ended all too soon. He pulled back, leaving me panting in his arms. As the dreamy haze started to clear from my brain, I looked up to find him wrinkling his nose as if in thought.

“That wasn’t bad,” he said. “But I think we can do better. You were a little stiff.”

“I…” A flush crept up my neck. “You caught me by surprise.”

“Next time, lean into it,” he said, that grin of his creeping across his face. “I promise I won’t bite.”

Then he pulled me closer to him and kissed me again. This time I was ready. As his lips moved against mine, I leaned into him, meeting his mouth with equal enthusiasm. I let my hands rise to his shoulders and I clung to him, trying not to drown in the rush of sensations sweeping through me. His tongue toyed with my bottom lip, and I opened my mouth wider, welcoming it in.

This time, when we pulled away from each other, he smiled. I felt myself light up from the inside out.

“That,” he murmured, “was absolutely perfect. Do it just like that tomorrow and the world will eat it up. We’re going to fool absolutely everyone who sees us.”

He released me so abruptly that I almost fell over. Then he leaned over and picked up our wine glasses, casually cleaning up as if he hadn’t just given me the best kiss of my life.

Once again, I found myself stunned. Once again, I realized I was the biggest idiot to ever try and make her way in Hollywood.

I’d almost fallen for it a second time, almost let myself believe that what I felt between us was real.

“That’s all for tonight,” Luca said, walking toward the kitchen. “You’re free to go now.”

His blunt dismissal hit me right in the gut, and I practically ran to the door. My eyes burned, but I blinked back the tears. I wouldn’t cry over that man. He didn’t deserve it. Besides, I was the stupid one.

You didn’t come to this town to fall in love, I reminded myself as I hurried to my car. You came here to be an actress. And I made a vow to myself then and there—a vow that I would never let Luca or any other man deter me from that dream. If he wanted to use me to build buzz for our movie, then fine—I’d use him right back. I’d throw everything I had into this fake relationship and ride our joint efforts all the way to the top.

But that wasn’t the most important promise I made to myself, no—the most important promise was the one I made later that night as I lay awake in bed. I vowed that I’d leave the naïve, innocent Emilia behind me, and that I’d never be fooled by one of Luca’s smiles or kisses ever again.

 

It’s a sobering memory, especially after the events of the last couple of weeks. But it’s one I’ve desperately needed to recall. I haven’t forgotten those vows I made to myself, and I intend to keep them for the rest of my life.

Almost a week after the move, I find myself lying in bed, watching the night sky outside my window. My mom called me twice tonight—once to ask my opinion about what color dress she should wear to Sara’s wedding, and once to chastise me for not telling her and my dad that Luca and I were moving in together. After my argument with Luca last weekend, I completely forgot to call her. I ended up telling her that I was worried what Dad’s very Catholic parents would think about me living with a guy out of wedlock, but I’m not sure she bought it.

Just tell her, I thought more than once during our conversation. Just tell her the truth. But I couldn’t get the words to leave my tongue. I ended up just apologizing profusely and praying that the horrible heaving in my stomach would eventually go away.

Now, I just want to distract myself for a little while. I’m pulling up a television show on my laptop when my phone rings again. I mutter a curse under my breath, wondering if my mom will hate me if I ignore her call just this one time. But when I pick up my phone, I see Javy’s name on the screen.

“Javy!” I practically yell into the phone. “Why the hell haven’t you called me back?”

“Easy, Em,” he says. “There’s no reason to freak out.”

No reason to freak out? “You had me worried sick! You can’t just ask me for twenty thousand dollars and then refuse to answer my calls for two weeks.”

“I sent you a text.”

“Damn it, Javy. Just tell me what’s going on.”

“I can’t,” he says. “But don’t worry—everything’s fine.”

“So you no longer need the money?”

“Not exactly. But I’m getting everything sorted out.”

My hand tightens on the phone. “If I send it to you, will you tell me the truth?”

He’s silent for a long moment. Then, finally, he sighs.

“Okay.”

I drag my laptop across the bed toward me. “Give me your account info. I can wire you the money tonight.”

This might be stupid, but I’ve been so worried about him these past few weeks. If this gets him to open up to me about what’s going on—or gets him out of whatever trouble he’s in—then I’m happy to do it.

“Promise me you’ll call me and tell me everything after this is all taken care of,” I say as I initiate the transfer.

“I will, Em.”

“Say you promise.”

“I promise.” He drags out the last word.

“Good. I love you, Javy.”

“Love ya too, Sis.”

After we hang up, I toss my phone down on the comforter. I’m not sure whether I did the right thing or not, but at least I know that, for now, Javy is okay.

I lean back against the pillows and rub my face. It was another very long week on set, and I’m feeling the stress in every part of me, mind and body. I suppose I should be grateful that we haven’t had a chance to go back to the sex scene, but in reality I just wish all of this was over. I need a vacation, badly.

Well, I might not be on vacation, but at least I have a spa, I remember, sitting up. I’ve been too tired this week to try out the fancy bathtub, but tonight might be just the night to do it.

I climb off the bed and go into the bathroom and turn on the water. As I wait for the tub to fill, I undress and tie up my hair. I clip my phone into the little set of speakers on the counter and pull up a station of soothing nature noises. Then I grab the utility lighter from the drawer and light the candles along the edge of the tub.

Perfect.

The only thing that would make this better would be a glass of wine. And fortunately, Luca has a huge selection.

I guess that’s another perk of living here, I tell myself as I throw a glance at the tub to make sure I have time to run downstairs. Luca gave me full access to his bar and wine collection. I’m not supposed to be drinking much—special diet and all—but I allow myself a glass a week. Which means I’m going to soak with a little cabernet.

I skip down the stairs. Luca should be down in the gym right now. He tends to do his workouts in the evening, while I head to my trainer’s place at four in the morning three times a week.

I make my way into the kitchen and to the wine cabinet. I’m not a wine connoisseur by any means, so I just pray I’m not picking a ridiculously expensive bottle as I select a cabernet. Then I snatch a glass from the hanging rack and the corkscrew from the drawer.

I’m working the cork out of the bottle when I happen to look up and out the window. The sun has already set, but the area around the pool is aglow with soft light. And sitting on a lounge chair next to the water is Luca.

He doesn’t see me. In fact, he doesn’t seem to see much of anything at all. He’s sitting on the edge of the chair with his elbows on his knees and his head propped in his hands. I can’t see his expression, but the way his shoulders drooped tells me immediately that something is wrong.

I freeze. I’ve never seen Luca like this before—looking so utterly dejected. I’ve seen him show mild concern, mild anger, mild worry…you get the idea. But even at those times, his smile was usually only a few seconds away. His mask always seemed to return the moment he realized he’d let it slip.

But this…

Clearly he doesn’t know I’m here. Even around me—maybe especially around me—he rarely shows his true self, as far as I can tell. He’s certainly never expressed anything close to what I’m seeing now. And he’s definitely never mentioned any potential problems in his life that could lead to such a dark emotion.

Maybe he’s practicing a scene, I think. But I know better than that—I’ve memorized our script, after all.

No—something in my gut tells me this is real. He’s not wearing a shirt, and I can see the tension in every line of his well-muscled back. I set down the corkscrew and start to walk toward the door, ready to offer what advice and support I can.

But I stop after only two steps. What am I doing? Luca doesn’t want my advice or support. If he does, he knows exactly where to find me. He never intended for me to see this. And I know that the minute he hears the door open, the Charming Luca mask will come back on. He’ll just pretend that nothing is wrong.

Still, I can’t stop thinking about what I’ve seen as I finish pouring my wine and head back upstairs. I knew Luca kept his real emotions close to his chest, but his life is so blessed that I never thought he might actually be suffering inside.

Your life looks blessed from the outside, too, I remind myself. But Luca’s in a different place than I am. He’s already firmly established himself as a superstar. He has the freedom and influence to do whatever he wants with his career. He’s close to his family both geographically and emotionally—and that family truly understands this business. He has a support system that few people in this industry are lucky to have.

So what has him looking like that on a Friday night?

That’s none of your business, I think. You aren’t friends. You’re business partners.

I try to push it out of my head as I reach my bedroom and return to the bathroom. I just have to—

SHIT!

I completely forgot that I left the tub running. In the time I was downstairs, it managed to fill, and now water is pouring down the sides.

Shit shit shit, I think as I set my wine on the counter and run to the faucet. My feet slosh through two inches of water on the tiled floor. I manage to get the water off, but the damage is done. The bathmat is completely submerged—as are the clothes I left on the ground when I undressed. And my frantic running about has caused tiny waves in every direction—including toward the bedroom. Some of the water has already trickled over the tiny lip separating the tiled floor of the bathroom from the thick white carpet of the bedroom.

This can’t be happening.

I grab the two ridiculously plush towels from the rack and throw them down on the ground, trying to soak up what I can, but I know even as I do that it won’t be enough. I need more.

I run from the room and down the hall. Where does Luca keep his extra towels? Even movie stars need linen closets, right?

I pull open the first door I reach. It’s a closet, but there’s nothing resembling towels in here—only a number of clothes. Luca’s wardrobe must be huge.

I run on. The next door I come to is a bedroom—but there doesn’t appear to be an ensuite bathroom, so no towels.

The next door leads to…wow.

This must be Luca’s bedroom. Like every other room in this house, it’s decorated immaculately. Unlike the last room I entered, though, this one shows signs of someone living here—books on the nightstand, a jacket slung over the back of a chair, a closed laptop sitting on the bed. So this is the private sanctum of the one and only Luca Fontaine…

Don’t just stand there gawking! a voice screams in my brain. You need towels! Right now!

The door to his bathroom is wide open. I can see straight inside it from here, and there are a couple of towels hanging from the rack. I dart toward them, and I make it about four steps into the room before I realize I probably shouldn’t be in here, even if this is a rather desperate situation. I turn and run right back out—and right into Luca.

His strong arms catch me before I can fall over. But all I can think of is the fact that he just caught me coming out of his room. Even if we are fake-engaged, I bet that’s a big no-no.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I didn’t mean to… I mean I wasn’t trying to go into your room. I wasn’t thinking…”

He’s frowning. I never see him frown.

“What were you doing in there?” he demands. Before I can answer, though, I notice his gaze has dropped from my face down to my body.

It’s only then that I feel the cool air against my shoulder. And not just my shoulder—my chest, too. With dread building in my stomach, I look down.

Somewhere between trying to mop up the flood and looking for towels and colliding with him, the sash on my robe came undone. And it’s now wide open—so open that my entire left breast is hanging out.

“Oh my God,” I say, jerking back. Oh my freaking God.

I yank my robe closed and spin around. My ears burn as I retie it.

Behind me, Luca laughs. So much for the Mr. Dejected I saw outside.

“Don’t look so worried, love,” he says. “It’s not like it’s anything I’ve never seen before.”

“Ha ha,” I say, trying to hide my humiliation. “And that was different. We were on set so it doesn’t count.”

“There’s no reason to be embarrassed,” he says.

“Because I’ve got a slammin’ bod?”

“I was going to say because it was obviously an accident. But if you’d prefer the other, you do have a very—”

“Stop right there,” I say, turning back and throwing up a hand. “There’s no reason to make this even more awkward.”

His eyes widen. “Awkward how? By acknowledging you have a beautiful body? Emilia, you spend even more time with your trainer than I do. You should know without my telling you that you have—”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant that you of all people shouldn’t be noticing that.”

His mouth twists. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“It means—shit! The bath!” I dart past him down the hall, back toward my room. I’m nearly to the door before I remember the whole reason I left in the first place. I spin back around. “Towels. I need towels.”

“There should be some in the closet just down—”

I nearly run into him again as I dart past. I throw open the door he indicated and grab as many towels as I can hold.

“Get as many as you can,” I tell him.

He still looks confused, but he comes over to the closet. I run back down the hall and into my bedroom.

The water has soaked further into the carpet. I throw down a couple of towels and stomp on them, trying to absorb as much liquid as possible. The rest of the towels I throw down on the bathroom floor.

“Whoa. What happened here?”

Luca is standing in the doorway, his arms full of towels and his eyebrows practically up to his golden hair.

“Small bath accident.” I use my foot to push a towel into the corner.

“Small?”

“Fuck, I know.” I push another towel through the giant puddle. “I just ran downstairs for a minute to grab some wine and then I saw—” I cut myself off as I remember what distracted me. Telling him I saw him by the pool isn’t going to help matters right now.

I crouch down on the tiles, trying to spread out the towels as much as possible. Most of them are already soaked through, and there’s still plenty of water to clean up.

“Hold on,” he says. “I should probably go call someone about this.”

He’s out the door in a flash, leaving me ankle-deep in suds and wet towels.

He’s right—there’s probably not much we can do by ourselves at this point. But I caused this mess, and I’ll be damned if I stand around doing nothing. First, I lean over and pull the plug out of the bottom of the tub—something I should have done first—and then I turn my attention back to the floor. I continue to push the towels around, and when that starts to feel useless, I finally just sit myself down on the floor with a sigh. My arm reaches up to the counter and finds my forgotten glass of wine. I down it in one gulp.

I sure know how to be a good houseguest, don’t I?

When Luca returns, he finds me sitting there with the empty glass in my hand.

“They’re sending someone right over,” he says. “They said to mop up what we can, but they’re bringing a wet/dry vacuum and some other things. How did you say this happened?”

“I was an idiot, that’s how it happened,” I tell him. “I misjudged how long it would take me to—watch out!”

But it’s too late. Luca’s foot slips on one of the wet towels and it goes sliding out from beneath him, sending him flying backward. He lands with a splash! right on his butt, and I’m sprayed with water.

For a moment, we both sit in stunned silence. And then, suddenly, he throws his head back and laughs. I’ve never heard him laugh before—not really, truly laugh. It’s a loud, bright sound, and it breaks something in me.

Before I can stop myself, I’m laughing too, overwhelmed by it all. All the tension of the last week starts to leak out of me, carried on giggles that I can’t stop. Don’t want to stop.

For several minutes, neither of us can catch our breath. But little by little, I come back to myself. I flick a tear away from the corner of my eye and shake my head at the absurdity of it all.

Luca’s managed to control himself, too. But he makes no sign of getting up out of the puddle of water. Like me, he’s apparently resigned himself to his wet fate.

“Tell me again what happened?” he says.

“It’s stupid.” I shake my head again and push a damp bit of hair out of my eyes. “I left the bath running while I went downstairs to get some wine. But then I saw you outside and—” I cut myself off, realizing what I’ve revealed.

I look up at Luca. He’s staring at me intently, and all of the good humor has gone from his face.

There are shadows in his honey-brown eyes. “You were spying on me?”

“No.” I tug at my hair. “Of course not.”

That furrow is appearing between his brows again. “You were watching me long enough to forget your bath.”

“It was only a few minutes—maybe not even that.” I’m scrambling for an excuse. “I wasn’t spying. I just happened to look outside and see you there. If you were so paranoid about someone seeing you, then maybe you should have gone somewhere private.”

He pulls himself to his feet. “So now it’s my fault you got distracted and flooded my bathroom?”

“I never said that.” I also stand up, splashing water everywhere in the process. “I just don’t see how you can be mad at me for seeing you when you were the one who decided to sit right by the pool.”

His eyes flash. “Where was I supposed to go? Apparently my room isn’t safe, either.”

“I was looking for towels!”

“And a lot of damn good that did.”

I’ve never seen Luca like this—not actually angry. Yeah, I fucked up, but the way he’s behaving is only getting me riled up, too.

“Look, I’ll pay for everything,” I tell him. “But stop acting like I was intentionally trespassing on your privacy. All of this was an accident.”

He runs a hand roughly through his hair. “It—it doesn’t matter now. Grab your things. You can sleep in the other guest room down the hall.”

“Luca…”

“Just grab what you need for the night. I’m exhausted and I don’t want to argue anymore.”

Is that what we’re doing? Arguing? I don’t trust any interactions I have with this man these days.

Silently, I trudge into the bedroom and grab my pajamas, phone, and laptop from the bed. He leads me down the hall to another bedroom—one right next to his own.

“There’s no ensuite bathroom, but there’s one just down the hall,” he says.

“That’s fine. I’m actually a little afraid of bathrooms right now.”

I can feel him watching me as I go over to the bed and set down my things. He must be waiting for me to say something because he lingers in the doorway, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. He was the one who lost his temper first.

Finally, he speaks.

“I have a question for you, Emilia,” he says. “And I want you to promise to answer me honestly.”

Is he going to ask me about what I saw downstairs? I’m not sure I know how to answer that.

“Sure,” I say after a moment. “Ask me anything.”

“You promise to answer honestly?”

Okay, now I’m getting nervous again. But there’s no way to refuse without looking like I have something to hide, so I say, “Of course.”

He crosses his arms and leans against the doorframe. “What did you mean when you said I shouldn’t notice your body?”

His unexpected change in subject knocks the air right out of me. I’ve been trying to forget about that conversation.

“That?” I say, hoping I sound casual. “I only meant that it would be silly, given our contract.”

“Our contract?”

“The relationship contract that dictates that this is a purely professional partnership.” What the hell did he think I meant?

He looks almost dazed for a second, but it’s more of a confused look than an angry one, at least. He gives a sharp jerk of his head.

“Jesus, Emilia, that contract doesn’t require us to be asexual robots. Sexual feelings are only natural.”

I’m not sure what he means by that, but the pit drops out of my stomach as I attempt to read between the lines. Is this his way of telling me that he knows what he does to me? Or, even worse—is this his way of telling me that he knows about that orgasm he gave me last week? I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about it since I arrived here, but there’s one little detail I forgot—the video. We filmed our little session, and the recording was left here with him. If he watched it, it might have given away everything. Oh God oh God oh God.

“Of course those feelings are natural,” I say lightly. “I’m just trying to keep this professional. No matter what happens, I want you to know that at the end of the day that is my number one priority. This role means everything to me—and I’m more than a little appreciative for what you and this franchise have done for my career. I won’t do anything to compromise that, I promise.” And I’ll try to forget that you gave me one of the best orgasms I’ve had in years without us even having sex.

Luca’s arms are still crossed over his chest, and he’s studying me as if trying to read the real answer on my face.

“Well,” he says. “I guess that’s that, then.”

“Sure,” I say, forcing a smile.

He turns to go, then stops halfway out the door and spins around again. He rubs the side of his head, and once again his mask slips ever so slightly.

“Emilia,” he says, and there’s something strange, almost strained about his voice. “I—”

He’s interrupted by the sound of the doorbell chiming through the house.

“That’ll be the emergency maintenance team,” he says.

“Wait—what were you going to say?”

He pauses on the threshold. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

He’s gone before I can say anything else.

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

I don’t sleep much. When I wake, there’s still a heavy lump in my throat, though I don’t know whether it’s from guilt or nerves or some other emotion. Some days I’m not sure I can even identify real emotions anymore.

When I check my phone, there are text messages from my mom and Sara. I rub my eyes as I skim through them. Most of them are about the wedding. Something tells me I’m not going to be able to put off their questions about whether or not Luca will be attending much longer.

Javy hasn’t contacted me yet, but I try not to read too much into that.

For now, I need to get dressed and get some breakfast. And about three cups of coffee. I roll out of bed and make my way down the hall to my old bedroom.

The workers are gone, but some of their equipment is still here. Judging by the state of the floor, it looks like they decided to tear up some of the tiles. Guilt surges through me. Shit. The damage must have been worse than I realized.

I’m still a little confused about what happened last night. But I tell myself that I’m not allowed to think about it until I have some caffeine in my system.

I go to the closet and pull on a blouse and a pair of skinny jeans. As I wiggle the jeans up over my hips, I hear something behind me.

“Oh, sorry—I didn’t realize you were in here,” says Luca.

I spin around. He’s standing in the bedroom, and judging by his damp hair and the towel around his waist, he just got out of either the shower or the pool.

Quickly, I zip up my pants.

“I just wanted to check on the bathroom,” he tells me.

“Go ahead. I just came in to grab some clothes.”

He walks over to the bathroom, and I try to keep my eyes from following him. It’s hard. Even after last night and all of the uncomfortable emotions it stirred—maybe because of last night—I find my attention drawn to him.

It doesn’t help that he has such a stunning body. He’s in peak physical condition right now for filming—all hard, toned muscle from head to toe. His current state of dress leaves little to the imagination, and beads of moisture still cling to his golden skin. It’s like he was carved out of marble—from the perfect abs to the broad shoulders to that pair of dimples at the small of his back—and before I can stop myself, I find myself thinking once again about our practice session on his floor. The way his muscles flexed beneath my hands, the way his body moved on top of mine, the way he whispered exactly how he was going to fuck me…

How Jax would fuck Isabel, I remind myself. That’s completely different. And I sure as hell better remember it.

I’m starting to get very warm. I wait for Luca to go into the bathroom so I can make my escape, but instead, he comes closer to the closet door.

“I want to apologize for last night,” he says.

“It’s me who should apologize. I was the one who caused this whole mess.”

“But it was obviously an accident.” He sighs and rubs the back of his head. “I’m sorry—I’ve just had a lot on my mind recently.”

“What sort of things?” The question is out of my mouth before I can stop it, my curiosity getting the better of me.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” he says with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Just work stress. I get so focused during filming that sometimes I forget how to be a normal human being.”

I don’t remember him being like this when we were filming Cataclysm: Earth, but I, of all people, understand what he means.

“I get it,” I say, smiling.

He smiles in response, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

“Are we still good for my brother’s party tonight?” he asks.

Shit—I’d almost forgotten about that. Now that Dante and his fiancée have gone public with their engagement, they’re holding a small party at a local restaurant. The Fontaine family has already celebrated privately, but this event is for their friends and colleagues in the industry, which means Luca and I definitely need to show up together.

“Of course,” I tell him, still smiling.

“Let’s leave at seven.”

I keep my smile on as I escape back to my room. As I finish putting myself together for the day, I try to think of the best way to avoid Luca until the party.

Fortunately, he provides the answer for me. A few minutes after I’m dressed, a light rap sounds on my door.

“Emilia?” Luca says through the door. “I’m going to do an extra weights session with Nick today. I’ll be back later.”

“Okay,” I call back.

When, seconds later, I hear the door shut behind him, I feel as if a weight has been lifted from me. A long breath rushes out of my lungs.

Sara is texting me again, urging me to let her know whether Luca wants the chicken or the fish. I know I should just call her and let her know he won’t be coming, but I don’t have the mental energy to come up with a reasonable excuse for why he won’t be there. I don’t want to think about Luca or about weddings right now, not when I’m wearing a shackle on my ring finger.

Half an hour later, desperate to work off some anxious energy, I decide to go for a swim in the pool. After that, I spend an hour in the gym downstairs, and then I grab some lunch before wandering into the rec room with a book my dad sent me called Finding Your Center: The Busy Woman’s Guide to Inner Peace and Tranquility.

I make it three pages before I start to feel antsy. It’s too easy to let my mind wander while I’m reading. My thoughts keep going back to my argument with Luca last night. Or to our practice session last week. Or to a dozen other little things I’ve promised myself I won’t think about.

What the hell are you doing? I think, jumping up from the lounge chair. You got all of this out of your system long ago. I’m no longer under the illusion that Luca is some perfect, charming, godlike creature. Sure, he’s got an amazing body, but the rest of it is part of the act.

He thinks your body is amazing, too, I remind myself. But the logical part of my mind responds quickly: It’s just flattery. And you’ve already learned how much that is really worth. I may have fallen for his charms before, but I know better now. He doesn’t have any idea how much he hurt me then—but I can’t blame him. He was clear about his intentions from the start.

I need something to get my mind off of this. There’s a huge flat-screen television mounted on the wall on the far side of the room, and I know Luca keeps his extensive collection of Blu-rays in the closet around the corner. I should be able to find something in there that will keep me distracted for a few hours.

His collection of films is one of the largest I’ve ever seen—and I’ve met a lot of film buffs in this line of work. The word “closet” doesn’t do this room justice—it’s more like a vault dedicated to movies. There must be thousands of them in here. The walls are lined with shelves, but it’s clear that Luca might already be running out of room—there are a couple of boxes stacked at the very end, probably filled with movies yet to be sorted onto the shelves.

I walk slowly down the length of the room, trying to decide what to watch. The collection is organized by genre, then alphabetically. Romances are out—I don’t want to think about anything related to sex or love. Action movies are out, too—those would just get me thinking about the Cataclysm films and my work with Luca. I’m not sure I’m in the mood for a comedy, but a musical might do—three hours of people dancing and singing might brighten my spirits a little. Or maybe I’ll do a horror movie. There’s nothing like a gore-fest to get your mind off of your own petty problems.

I’m perusing the horror section when I notice something out of the corner of my eye. On top of one of the boxes of overflow films is the camera Luca and I were using the other night.

I pause with my hand on a slasher film. It hadn’t even occurred to me to go looking for that camera, but now that it’s sitting in front of me, I can only think of one thing—watching my practice scene with Luca.

Don’t do it, I warn myself. You’ll only get yourself more worked up. But I can’t help myself. I need to know, once and for all.

I grab the camera and turn it on. I pull up the video on the digital screen on the back, take a deep breath, and play it.

My heart thuds in my throat as the recording begins. But the light in the room was fairly dim at the time, and the screen on the camera is too small for me to see much besides Luca and me rolling around on the ground.

I need a bigger screen. Right now.

Tucking the camera under my arm, I return to the rec room and the large television. Frantically, I search for a cable or some other way to connect the camera, but all I see are a few carefully hidden wires going back into the wall behind the screen.

I run back around the corner into the movie vault. Sure enough, I find a cubby in the wall housing the Blu-Ray player, cable box, and other assorted television attachments—including a cable that hooks right into the camera. I connect it, switch the camera back on, and dart back out to the rec room.

Normally, I don’t have a problem watching myself on-screen. As I told Luca last week, I consider it part of my job—I have to analyze my work in order to get better, and I’m long past the point of getting embarrassed by what I see.

Until now, at least.

I underestimated how hard it would be to watch myself perform this scene with Luca. My breath gets stuck in my chest as I watch the two of us up there on the screen.

It was hard to see anything on the camera, but on this giant television, everything is visible. I don’t know if that’s a credit to the quality of the camera or the TV, but I swear I can see individual strands of hair on my head, even with the dim lighting.

The audio is also much sharper and clearer than I was anticipating. I hear every breath, every whisper, every shift of skin against skin.

Every. Single. Little. Sound.

Oh, this is going to be bad.

But despite the horror rolling through me, I can’t look away from the screen. I’m frozen in place, but I’m also a little fascinated by what I see. Luca and I do have
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