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Asked to Act Aroused on Stage at her Audition

Julia's reflection stared back at her from the mirror, a stranger wearing her face, somehow transformed by the weight of the decision she’d made. The script for "Boundaries" lay open on her bed, its dog-eared pages marked with yellow highlighter where she'd practiced the small role she hoped to secure—barely a character, barely fifteen lines, yet even the thought of speaking those few words on stage made her heart flutter like a trapped bird.

It's just an audition, she whispered internally to her reflection, tucking a strand of brown hair behind her ear. The worst that can happen is they say “No”.

But… that wasn't actually true, was it? The worst that could happen was that they say nothing at all—just exchange knowing glances as she stumbled through her lines, silently judging her, remembering her embarrassment long after she'd left the room. Julia had spent three years at university avoiding precisely this kind of vulnerability, hiding behind her creative writing assignments. There, she could be brave—on paper—without actually risking herself.

She smoothed her hands down the front of her blouse for the fifth time. Too formal? Too casual? The audition notice hadn't specified a dress code. Just one more thing for her to worry about, to wrap herself in knots about.

The play itself had made her blush when she'd first read it. "Boundaries" explored themes of sexual awakening and power dynamics between its characters—nothing like the Shakespeare productions her high school had staged. There were passionate monologues, moments of raw emotional exposure, and… intimate scenes between the leads. It was something, she thought, that only a university’s drama society would dare to stage—a cry from young adults to the world at large; We are adults now, we are mature, just you come and see! Even the tiny bit part she aimed for had a suggestive undertone to it. It wasn’t ideal, but it was what the committee, in their headstrong wisdom, had decided on this year. She had no control over that. And if she didn’t make the effort this year, she certainly wouldn’t next year, not when preparation for her final exams would be all consuming.

You can do this, she told herself, gathering her bag. She slid her script inside, alongside a water bottle and the anxiety medication she knew she was unlikely to actually take but always carried with her anyway like a comfort blanket. It's acting. It's not really you. That’s the point!

The walk across campus to the Arts Building would take fifteen minutes—fifteen minutes to talk herself out of this madness. Julia locked her door behind her, feeling the weight of her decision with every step. The crisp autumn air kissed her cheeks, cooling the heat of her nervousness, addressing the symptom, but not the cause.

What if they asked her to do something unexpected? To improvise? To read for a different part? The drama society had a reputation for unconventional audition techniques. She'd heard stories from other students—being asked to act like animals, to perform scenes while balancing books on their heads, to reveal personal secrets as character studies. She was sure those stories had contributed to her failure to muster the courage last year, and the year before that. But she forced them to the back of her mind now, choosing to forget them, electing to live in a world where they were of no relevance to her.

Julia paused at the fountain in the central quad, watching water cascade over stone. She’d already spent four semesters passing by this fountain. Four semesters of lectures and seminars, tutorials and creative writing workshops. Four semesters that had taught her again and again—in as many different ways as it was possible to explain the same thing—about character arcs, about personal growth, about protagonists who faced their fears and emerged transformed. Was this her moment? Was this the turning point in her own story? Her chance to be transformed?

"Just breathe," she whispered to herself as the Arts Building came into view, its glass doors reflecting the late afternoon sun. Inside those doors, waiting for her, was the chance to finally step into the spotlight, to finally be seen, truly seen, for the first time since arriving at university—maybe for the first time ever.

She paused mid-stride as she felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. It was a text from her roommate: "Break a leg! Remember, they're more scared of you than you are of them!"

Julia smiled despite herself. It wasn't remotely true, but the sentiment helped. She tentatively climbed the steps to the entrance. Through the glass, she could see figures moving in the lobby—confident, theatrical types who probably never questioned their right to take up space in the world.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the large stainless steel door handle. This is it, she thought. This is actually it. This was the threshold moment, when she could either step forward into something new… or retreat back into the comfortable but unfulfilling shadows she’d hid away in for far too long. The metal was cool against her palm, a physical anchor, a reminder of the reality—maybe even the mundanity—of what she was about to do.

But this didn’t feel mundane, not to Julia. It barely felt real at all. What lay ahead of her, in that darkened theatre where all eyes would be on her, felt as yet ethereal. She couldn’t yet give form to it—she dare not yet give form to it. Because once she did, she would have to deal with the nerves, with the embarrassment, with the feeling of utter exposure that she knew was coming. And so she pushed all that down, allowing it to remain hazy, allowing it to remain a future problem, no matter how rapidly that future was approaching.

Julia squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. She pulled open the door. She crossed the threshold.

∞∞∞

It was a short, straight walk from the front door of the building to the theatre itself. The sound of applause startled her as she stepped inside, her eyes needing a moment to adjust to the dim lighting after the brightness of the lobby. The performance space was smaller than she'd imagined it—intimate rather than imposing—with rows of tiered seating facing a modest stage illuminated by harsh spotlights.

A long table had been positioned at the front of the audience area. Behind it sat four people: three students who all looked to be in their final year and a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair whom Julia recognised immediately as Professor Winters from the English department. She'd attended his special lecture on Shakespearean tragedy last semester. It had roused so many thoughts and opinions in her, but she’d been too intimidated to speak up come the discussion at the end lest the imposing Professor judge her. But now he was here, pen poised over a notepad, ready to do just that—judge her.

Julia slipped into a seat near the back, clutching her script to her chest like a shield. A girl with cropped blue hair was on stage, midway through delivering a passionate monologue involving dramatic gestures and what seemed to Julia like perfectly controlled breathing. She could see that the female judge—a tall blonde with an elegant posture that screamed "dance background"—was nodding approvingly.

"Excellent projection, Melissa," called one of the male judges, a lanky student with fashionable glasses and an air of authority that led Julia to assume he must be the current chairperson of the drama society. "We'll let you know."

A polite smattering of applause ebbed and flowed throughout the room as the blue-haired girl exited the stage, and Julia's gaze drifted over the scattered audience. Some were clearly waiting for their turn, mouthing lines silently or staring into space with concentrated expressions. Others were simply spectators, lounging casually, some even snacking as though at a movie. The thought of performing in front of them all—those interested and disinterested alike—made Julia's mouth go dry.

The next hopeful took to the stage—a gangly boy whose confidence evaporated the moment he opened his mouth. He stumbled over his lines, his voice cracking on the higher notes of emotional delivery.

Julia felt her cheeks burn on his behalf. She sank lower in her seat, unable to watch directly as he floundered through his piece. When he finally finished, the silence in the room was excruciating, seeming to stretch on for an eternity before Professor Winters finally cleared his throat.

"Perhaps something with… less range next time," he suggested kindly.

Two more students followed, one mediocre, one surprisingly good. The latter, a petite redhead with commanding presence, received enthusiastic feedback from all four appraisers. The second male student behind the table—broad-shouldered with dark features—even stood to shake her hand as she left the stage.

"That's how it's done," he announced to the room at large. "Take notes, people."

Julia's stomach twisted. The redhead hadn't just been good, she thought, she'd been mesmerising. How could Julia possibly follow performances like that? Her palms were sweating now, dampening the edges of her script. She tried to remember her breathing exercises, but her lungs seemed to have forgotten how to even perform their most basic of functions.

A student volunteer with a clipboard walked through the rows, collecting names. When she reached Julia, there was a moment when she considered just giving a fake name and walking out as soon as the volunteer moved on. But something kept her rooted to the spot.

"Julia Reeves," she whispered, her voice barely audible.

"Sorry?" The volunteer leaned closer.

"Julia Reeves," she repeated, forcing volume into her voice.

The clipboard moved on. She was committed now. Her name was on the list. It might as well have been carved in stone. There would be no escape now.

Another student took the stage, then another. Time seemed to stretch and compress simultaneously. Julia tried to focus on her lines, on the character she was meant to embody—a young woman confronting her lover about his infidelity—but the words swam before her eyes, and she couldn’t help but become wrapped up in the attempts of others as they played out in front of her beneath the harsh lights.

A young man bounded onto the stage next, his energy immediately filling the room. Julia recognised him vaguely from around campus—tall with tousled dark hair and a permanent half-smile that seemed to suggest he knew something others didn't. Unlike the nervous shuffling of previous would-be-cast-members, he planted himself centre stage with the confidence of someone who already belonged there.

"Name?" called the chairperson, barely looking up from his notes.

"Xavier Bennett," the young man replied, his voice clear and resonant. "I'm reading for Thomas."

Julia frowned, flipping quickly through her mental catalogue of characters. Thomas? That was one of the major supporting roles—the artistic photographer who what a complex and not insubstantial relationship with the female lead. Why would they be auditioning for that part today? As far as Julia had understood the schedule, today was for minor roles only. That had been one of the main reasons why she’d managed to finally bite the bullet; she was hoping for a gentler introduction to the world of university theatre, and so auditioning alongside other minor hopefuls had felt appropriate. But now she was wondering whether she hadn’t misread the call entirely, or whether the committee’s plans had changed since putting it out.

"Whenever you're ready," Professor Winters said, leaning back in his chair and dragging Julia’s attention back to the young man on stage.

Xavier closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, Julia could see that he was already somebody else. His stance shifted subtly, his shoulders rolling back as he began to speak.

"I see her through my lens," he started, his voice dropping to a husky whisper that somehow carried through the entire theatre. "And God, what I see… it's like watching fire take human form."

Julia's cheeks warmed. She knew this monologue—it was from the scene where Thomas finally admits to his obsession with photographing the main character. On paper, it had been suggestive enough. But hearing it spoken aloud was something else entirely.

Xavier continued, the words of his monologue washing over Julia as he paced across the stage with deliberate steps. He spoke of capturing every curve, every shadow, his hands forming the shape of a camera, framing an imaginary subject. "I want to preserve her, consume her."

Julia shifted uncomfortably in her seat. The words were direct, yes, but it was his physicality that caught her completely off guard. Xavier's hips began to move in rhythm with his words, subtle at first, then growing more pronounced as the soliloquy intensified.

"It’s when she turns away from the camera," he continued, his breathing heavier now, "that's when I want her most. When she's unaware, natural, raw."

His hand suddenly dropped to the front of his jeans, gripping himself through the fabric as he delivered the next line with startling intensity. "It's a hunger that starts right here—" he squeezed visibly, "—and consumes everything."

Julia's eyes widened. Was this allowed? She glanced quickly at the judges, expecting shock or disapproval, but they were watching with focused attention, the blonde woman even nodding slightly.

She felt she should look away. She knew she should. This was beyond embarrassing to witness—it was practically indecent. And yet she found herself transfixed, her gaze repeatedly drawn back to where his hand remained, emphasising certain phrases with subtle movements that left nothing to the imagination.

Xavier growled more than spoke his next lines, his performance reaching a crescendo of passion that bordered on something else entirely.

Julia felt a warm flutter low in her abdomen, her breath catching slightly. The theatre suddenly felt too warm, too close. She crossed her legs tightly, acutely aware of a building tension in her body that mirrored the intensity on stage. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was she was reacting to. The character of Thomas? The words of the playwright? Or was it simpler than that? Was this just a matter of suddenly seeing Xavier himself—a fellow student she was aware of but didn’t really know—being so exposed now? So much attention was being drawn to his manhood… Julia’s attention was being drawn there… he’d done that to her, publicly, unashamedly. And not just to her, but to everyone.

When Xavier finally delivered his last line—"And she'll never know how completely she owns me"—he dropped to his knees, head bowed, hand still pressed against himself in a tableau of beautiful desperation.

The silence that followed seemed to vibrate with unspent energy. Julia realised she'd been holding her breath and released it slowly, feeling strangely bereft as Xavier stood and transformed back into himself, the character evaporating like morning mist.

"Well," Professor Winters cleared his throat, looking slightly flushed himself. "That was… committed."

"Thank you, Xavier," the chairperson added. "We'll definitely be in touch."

Xavier nodded, flashing that knowing half-smile again as he jogged down the steps at the side of the stage. Julia found herself following his movement, wanting somehow for the performance to continue, for that raw energy to find some resolution.

"Next up," called the volunteer with the clipboard, "Julia Reeves."

The sound of her own name sliced through her thoughts like a cold knife. The lingering heat from Xavier's performance instantly replaced by icy dread that pooled in her stomach and spread outward to her suddenly trembling fingertips.

This was it. Now. Her moment. And somehow, impossibly, she had to follow that.

Julia stood on wobbling legs, clutching her script so tightly the pages crumpled. The short walk to the stage stretched before her like miles of desert. Each step felt leaden, mechanical. She was vaguely aware of Xavier settling into a seat near the front, those intense eyes now turned to watch her.

As she climbed the steps to the stage, she could still see the imprint of his body there, the ghost of his performance lingering in the space she was now meant to fill. The spotlights hit her face, hot and blinding. Beyond the glare, she could just make out the silhouettes of the judges, pens poised, waiting.

"Julia Reeves," she managed to say, her voice smaller than she intended. "I'm reading for… for Sarah."

"Sarah," repeated the chairperson, consulting his notes. "The roommate role?"

"Yes," Julia confirmed, wondering if she'd somehow made a mistake already.

"We’ve actually already settled quite strongly on a Sarah," he said, exchanging a glance with Professor Winters that Julia couldn't interpret. "But we do have something else in mind for you… if you're amenable to trying a different scene."

"Actually," the blonde judge interjected, her voice cutting through Julia's spiralling panic, "we'd like to see you read for the lead. With Dylan."

∞∞∞

Julia's heart stopped. She could hear the blood rushing in her ears as a figure detached itself from the shadows at the back of the theatre and began walking down the aisle with measured steps.

Dylan. She knew him. Of course she knew him. She'd memorised the way he sat in their shared seminars, always three seats to her left, always with that focused intensity that made her acutely aware of every breath she took. His dark hair caught the stage lights as he approached, and she watched his olive-skinned hand grip the railing as he climbed the steps.

"Perfect timing," Professor Winters said, though Julia couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic. "Dylan Morrison, reading opposite Julia Reeves for the role of—"

The words blurred together, but her multiple readings of the script rushed in to fill the gaps. Lead role. Intimate scenes. The character’s—now her character's—gradual surrender to vulnerability opposite the male lead’s confident seduction. She felt her knees buckle slightly as Dylan reached her side.

"This wasn't…" she whispered urgently, her voice barely audible even to herself. "I only wanted Sarah. Just a small part, I didn't—"

His fingers brushed her elbow, a feather-light touch that sent electricity shooting up her arm. When she dared to meet his eyes, they were warm, understanding.

"Just go with it," he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "Trust me. The best things happen when you stop trying to hide in the corners."

One of the judges was standing now, proffering a fresh script up to her—pages marked with pink tabs indicating her scenes. Her hands trembled as she accepted it, the paper feeling impossibly heavy.

"Page twenty-two," the chairperson announced. "The dressing room scene."

Julia's stomach dropped. She knew that scene. How could she forget it? The lead character, Emma, finally allowing herself to be photographed—not by the voyeuristic Thomas, but by her primary love interest, the enigmatic Davide—gradually shedding her inhibitions along with her clothes. The blocking would call for her to remove her blouse, to sit in nothing but her bra while Davide—Dylan—captured her image. And that was only the beginning.

"I can't…" The words escaped before she could stop them.

Dylan's hand found the small of her back, steadying her. "I've been exactly where you are," he whispered, his lips close to her ear, hidden from the committee's view. His breath was warm against her skin, sending shivers down her spine despite her panic. "First year, they called me up for Macbeth when I'd only prepared for Angus. I nearly ran off stage."

Julia searched his eyes, finding nothing but sincerity there.

"Sometimes they just… see something in you that fits a character," he continued, his hand still steady against her back. "They're not trying to embarrass you. They genuinely think you might be right for Emma."

"But I—"

"It's not personal," he said, his voice so low only she could hear it. "It’s the luck of what they saw in your headshot. But it's an opportunity. A rare one. People audition for years without getting asked to read for a lead."

Julia glanced at the committee, who were waiting with varying degrees of patience. Professor Winters checked his watch.

"If you're not comfortable…" Dylan started, beginning to pull away.

"No," Julia said, surprising herself. Something in his calm certainty must have steadied her racing heart. "No, I'll… I’ll try."

She flipped to page twenty-two with unsure fingers, scanning the dialogue. The scene was even more intimate than she remembered—Emma gradually revealing herself, physically and emotionally, to Davide's camera and gaze.

"Whenever you're ready," called the blonde judge.

Dylan moved to the centre of the stage, pantomiming holding a camera. He transformed before Julia's eyes—his posture shifted, his expression changed, and suddenly he wasn't Dylan anymore but Davide, the intense photographer who saw through Emma's carefully constructed walls.

Julia took a deep breath and stepped into the light.

"I don’t think you’ll need that," Dylan whispered to her, gesturing to her script. "Just follow my lead."

She set the pages down on a nearby piece of set dressing, her heart hammering so loudly she was sure the whole theatre must have been able to hear it.

"I… I don't usually do this," she began, her voice small but somehow finding the words from memory. "Let people see me." The irony wasn’t lost on her.

"I'm not people," Dylan-as-Davide replied, his eyes locked on hers with an intensity that made her forget they were performing. "And I see you already, Emma. Every day."

He raised his imaginary camera, the click of the phantom shutter almost real in the darkened silence of the theatre.

It was strange—as Julia continued the scene, she felt herself splitting in two. One part remained terrified, aware of every eye on her, of the implications of what she was being asked to do. But another part stepped outside herself, watching as her body moved through the scene with surprising confidence.

"The lighting is perfect," Dylan said, circling her slowly. "But you're still hiding."

Julia's hands went to the top button of her blouse, hesitating as the script directed. Was actually going to do this? In front of everyone? Her fingers stilled longer than called for.

"Trust me," Dylan whispered, breaking character for a mere second, his eyes meeting hers with such warmth that her fear receded… just enough.

She undid the first button. Then the second. The cool air of the theatre kissed her skin as she revealed the plain white bra beneath her blouse. It wasn't exactly what the script called for—she was meant to be in a lacy black number, a hint at her unspoken intentions—but no one objected as she continued.

"Beautiful," Dylan-as-Davide breathed, and somehow, incredibly, Julia believed him.

She let her blouse slide down her shoulders, revealing more than she'd ever shown in public before. But in that moment, she wasn't Julia anymore—she was Emma, brave and vulnerable and yearning to be truly seen.

"What do you see?" she asked, the line emerging naturally as she crossed her arms over her chest, both protective and seductive.

Dylan lowered his imaginary camera, stepping closer. "I see someone afraid to admit what she wants."

The air between them crackled with tension. Julia was vaguely aware of the committee leaning forward in their seats, of Xavier shifting position in the front row, but these observations came from that detached part of her—the part floating above the scene, marvelling at her own daring.

Dylan's hand reached out, hovering just above her bare shoulder, not quite touching. "May I?" he asked, his voice husky.

The script called for Emma to nod, for Davide to adjust her pose, his hands professional yet intimate on her skin. Julia nodded, surrendering to the scene.

His fingers were warm as they gently guided her shoulders back. "Don't hide," he murmured, his touch sending electricity through her body. "Not from my camera. Not from me."

Julia let her arms fall to her sides, exposed in her bra under the hot stage lights. Her heart was thundering so hard now, she thought it might burst from her chest. But something else was happening too—a warm, liquid feeling spreading through her core as Dylan's eyes travelled over her body with an artistic appreciation that didn't feel… entirely acted.

"Perfect," he whispered, raising the camera again. "Now turn, slowly."

She obeyed, turning her back to him, to the audience, feeling strangely powerful in her vulnerability. She remembered the stage direction, calling for Emma to glance over her shoulder seductively, and somehow Julia found the courage to do just that, meeting Dylan's intense gaze.

"There she is," he said with satisfaction. "The real Emma."

The real Julia felt herself flushing from head to toe, but she stayed in character, moving through the scene as if in a dream. When Dylan's hand touched the small of her back, guiding her to turn again, she felt her skin ignite beneath his fingers.

"And scene," called Professor Winters, his voice breaking the spell.

Julia blinked, suddenly aware again of where she was, what she'd done. She quickly reached for her blouse, slipping it back on with fumbling fingers as reality crashed back into her consciousness.

"Well," said the blonde judge, clearing her throat. "That was… unexpected."

"Unexpected good or unexpected bad?" Dylan asked, casually placing himself slightly in front of Julia, as if shielding her while she buttoned up.

The chairperson tapped his pen against his notepad. "Definitely unexpected good. There's a chemistry there we didn't anticipate."

Julia finished with her buttons, her face burning. Had she really just done that? In front of everyone? She wanted to disappear, to sink through the floorboards—and yet, there was something else too. A strange, buzzing pride that she'd stepped so far outside of her comfort zone and survived. No, more than survived. Had she actually enjoyed it? The emotional exposure? The actual exposure?

"We'd like to see more," Professor Winters said, his eyes keen. "Page forty-seven, if you don't mind. The bedroom scene."

Julia’s breath caught in her throat.

∞∞∞

The bedroom scene. Page forty-seven. Julia's mind went blank, a white noise filling her ears as she tried to recall exactly what happened from page forty-seven onwards. The memory rushed back with uncomfortable clarity—Emma and Davide's first time together, their verbal sparring giving way to passionate kisses, to wandering hands, to…

"I—" Julia's voice failed her. She glanced at Dylan, whose expression remained calm, professional even, but with a glint of something in his eyes she couldn't quite name. Support? Challenge?

The chairperson tapped his phone where it lay on the table, checking the time. "If you need a moment to review the scene—"

"If you wouldn’t mind," Dylan said smoothly for the both of them, picking up the script and offering it to Julia. "We’ll just take a minute."

Julia's fingers trembled as she took the pages from him. Their hands brushed, and that same electric current shot up her arm. She stared at the words swimming before her eyes: Emma steps toward him, unbuttoning his shirt slowly as they kiss. Davide crouches before her…

She couldn't possibly!

Time slowed to a halt as Julia stared at the script, her eyes fixed on the stage directions that seemed to burn into her retinas: His hand slides beneath her skirt… She moans with pleasure…

Time slowed to a halt as Julia stared at the script, her eyes fixed on the stage directions that seemed to burn into her retinas: His hand slides beneath her skirt… She moans with pleasure…

The dressing room scene had been one thing—standing there in her plain white bra, vulnerable but still partially clothed. But this… this was something else entirely. Not just physical exposure, but emotional. The bedroom scene called for simulated intimacy that went far beyond anything she'd prepared herself for. She'd never even kissed someone on stage before, let alone enacted a passionate encounter while a row of judges watched with critical eyes.

Her gaze darted to Dylan, who was studying his own copy of the script with a focused expression. How could she possibly do this with him? She barely knew him beyond stolen glances in seminars. And yet… minutes ago, when his fingers had traced her bare shoulder, hadn’t something inside her had ignited at his touch?

"Are you okay?" Dylan whispered, his voice low enough that only she could hear. "We can tell them no. This is a lot to spring on someone at an audition."

Julia swallowed hard. Her throat felt like sandpaper. "I don't understand why they're asking us to do this scene. It's… it's so…"

"Intimate?" he supplied, the corner of his mouth lifting slightly. "They're testing boundaries. Seeing how committed we are, how well we work together under pressure."

Julia's cheeks burned hotter. The weight of everyone's eyes on her back made her skin prickle. She could hear the chairperson was whispering something to one of the other judges. Was he getting impatient?

"We can just… suggest the movements," Dylan offered. "Theatre is about illusion, after all."

Julia's mind raced. It had taken so much for her to come here today just for a tiny role with a handful of lines, and now she was being asked to simulate… that… with a virtual stranger. She was being asked to act aroused on stage! It was absurd. It was impossible! And yet, something about Dylan's steady presence beside her was strangely calming. There was nothing predatory in his gaze, nothing to suggest he'd take advantage of this bizarre situation. Quite the opposite actually. If anything, he seemed to care more about her comfort—and prospects—than his own.

That's when the thought finally struck her… Act aroused. That was the whole point. That was what she had to do. This wasn't Julia being asked to be intimate with Dylan—it was Emma surrendering to Davide. The realisation washed over her like cool water, somehow freeing. Whatever she did up here, it wouldn't be her, not really. It would be Emma. And, somehow, that made it feel like it wouldn't really be her exposure either, physical or emotional—but Emma's.

She looked up at Dylan, finding his eyes already on her, patient and reassuring. There was a question in them, but also encouragement. He believed she could do this. And right now, that was enough to make her believe it too.

"Okay," she said, her voice stronger than she expected. "Let's do it."

Dylan's eyebrows rose slightly. "You're sure?"

Julia nodded, surprised by her own sudden certainty. She set the script down and moved to her mark, heart racing but mind oddly clear. She was Emma now. Emma, who wanted this. Emma, who had been waiting for this. For her moment with Davide.

"From Emma's line about the photographs," Professor Winters called out.

Julia took a deep breath and found the character's voice. "The photographs were just an excuse," she said, stepping toward Dylan with a boldness that felt foreign yet exhilarating. "I wanted to be near you."

Dylan's transformation into Davide was seamless, his posture shifting, his eyes darkening with desire as he moved toward her. "I know," he said, his voice lower than before. "I've always known."

When his hand cupped her cheek, Julia felt her skin burn beneath his touch. This wasn't like the tentative guidance from before—acted or not, this was intimacy. She leaned into his palm instinctively, her eyes fluttering closed as the script directed.

"Look at me," Dylan commanded softly, and her eyes opened to find his face inches from hers, his breath warm on her lips.

Julia's heart hammered against her ribs as she delivered her next line, barely a whisper. "Davide, I'm tired of pretending."

"Then stop," Dylan replied, and before she could prepare herself, his lips were on hers.

The kiss was gentle at first—professional, she told herself—but as his arm circled her waist, drawing her closer, something shifted. His mouth moved against hers with increasing urgency, and Julia found herself responding in kind, her fingers tangling in his hair as the script directed, but with a fervour that surprised her. One moment she was acting, and the next she wasn't. This kiss was real, or at least it felt real.

When they broke apart, both breathing heavily, Julia almost forgot where they were until she heard a cough from the committee table. She felt heat spreading across her cheeks, down her neck, but Dylan kept her grounded with his steady gaze.

Julia swallowed hard as he led her toward the simple prop bed at the back of the stage. This was where the scene called for Emma to begin unbuttoning Davide's shirt, for the two of them to kiss again, and then… more.

Her fingers trembled as she reached for the top button of his shirt, but Dylan caught her hands in his.

"We can modify this part," he whispered, for her ears only. "Just mime it."

But something had awakened in Julia—a courage she hadn't known she'd possessed, a desire to see this through completely. She was safe in Emma's skin, protected by the fiction of it all.

"No," she whispered back. "I want to do it properly. I want to at least try."

Dylan's eyes widened slightly, but he nodded, releasing her hands. Julia began to unbutton his shirt, one button at a time, revealing his chest inch by tantalising inch. Her breath caught as her fingers brushed against warm skin, the firm muscles beneath.

"You're beautiful," she said, Emma's line emerging naturally from her lips as she pushed the fabric from his shoulders.

Dylan's hands moved to her hips, pulling her closer. The script called for them to kiss again, and Julia braced herself for it. But having done it once already, this part wasn't so daunting anymore. Their lips connected once more, and it was no clinical, technical stage kiss. Dylan's mouth moved against hers with a hunger that sent waves of heat through her body. He traced the seam of her lips, and she opened to him instinctively, their tongues meeting in a dance that felt too real, too intimate for mere acting.

As they kissed, Julia's mind raced. Why was Dylan kissing her like this? Was he simply that good of an actor? Committed to making the scene authentic? Was this how he always performed intimate scenes? Or was there something about her specifically that drew this response from him? The questions swirled through her mind, making her dizzy with confusion and something else—something warmer, something more insistent.

When he finally pulled away, his eyes were dark and intense. Julia barely had time to catch her breath before Dylan began to lower himself, his movements fluid and graceful as he sank to his knees before her. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she remembered what came next in the scene.

But Dylan surprised her. As he descended, he gently turned her body, positioning her so her back was to the audience—the committee members, Professor Winters, the scattered students who had stayed to watch. With this simple gesture, he'd shielded her from their direct gaze at the most vulnerable moment of the scene.

The realisation washed over her like a warm wave—he was protecting her. She wouldn't have to face them during this most intimate of pretences. They wouldn't see her expression, wouldn't be able to scrutinise her face as she simulated pleasure. And Dylan, hidden behind her, could mime his actions more vaguely, less explicitly.

Julia felt a rush of gratitude that momentarily overpowered her embarrassment. The script called for Emma to be wearing a dress, something that could be hiked up suggestively. Luckily or unluckily, she’d matched her blouse with a simple skirt that morning, not knowing all that was ahead of her. It would do. She looked down at Dylan, who gazed up at her with those intense eyes. His hand raised toward her, and her breath caught—but he kept it just in front of her skirt, not touching her, merely suggesting what was happening in the scene.

Pretending. This was all just pretending. No one could see exactly what he was doing—no one but her.

And now came the moment she'd been dreading since page forty-seven was first mentioned. The stage direction burned in her mind: Emma moans with pleasure. Her throat tightened. She'd never made sounds like that in front of anyone, let alone a roomful of strangers.

Julia closed her eyes, trying to separate herself from the moment, to find Emma inside herself. This wasn't Julia's pleasure to feel or express—it was Emma's. Emma, who wanted Davide. Emma, who had been waiting for this moment.

The sound that escaped her lips started small, tentative, barely more than a whisper. But as she committed to the character, it grew, becoming something more authentic. She let her head fall back slightly, her lips parting as another moan slipped out, louder this time, unmistakable in its implication.

The sound of her own voice making those intimate noises sent heat rushing to her face, but she kept her eyes closed, focusing on being Emma, on the fiction of it all rather than the reality of Dylan kneeling before her, of the eyes on her back.

"That's it," Dylan whispered, so softly only she could hear. "You're doing brilliantly."

His encouragement emboldened her. Julia let out another sound, one that surprised even herself with its abandon. Her hands found Dylan's shoulders, gripping them as the script directed, her fingers digging into his bare skin where his shirt had fallen open.

"Davide," she gasped, following the dialogue. "Please…"

Dylan's hands moved to her hips, steadying her as she swayed slightly. Though he wasn't actually touching her intimately, the mere suggestion of it, combined with her own imagination and the intensity of his gaze, created a heat that spread through her body, making her next moan completely unforced.

"Beautiful," he whispered, another off-script encouragement meant just for her. "Just like that."

Julia felt herself slipping deeper into the scene, into Emma's desire. Her embarrassment began to fade, replaced by something else—a strange power in her vulnerability, a freedom in this pretence. She was acting, yes, but something real was happening too, something she couldn't quite name.

But it clearly wasn't real enough for everyone.

"Hold! Hold!" The chairperson's voice sliced through her immersion, yanking Julia back to reality. She froze, still bent slightly forward with her hands on Dylan's shoulders, her face flushing hot with mortification.

"There's something… missing," the chairperson commented harshly, tapping his pen against the table. "Those sounds are all well and good, technically correct, but they're not… authentic. We need to believe Emma is feeling genuine pleasure."

Julia's stomach dropped. She straightened up, tugging her skirt down where it had risen slightly during their performance. The lights suddenly felt too bright, too exposing.

"I thought…" she began, her voice too small.

"This scene requires raw vulnerability," the chairperson explained, his tone all theatrical passion despite the intimate nature of his request. "Emma is experiencing her first moment of true sexual awakening. We need to feel that—the audience needs to feel that."

Julia stared at him in disbelief. This man—this fellow student who was probably no more than a year older than she was—was critiquing her ability to sound aroused. Telling her, essentially, to just moan better. More convincingly. It was invasive. It was humiliating. And yet, beneath her embarrassment something else burned hotter—determination. She'd come too far to back away now.

"Try again," the chairperson said, gesturing casually as if asking her to repeat a dance step rather than simulated sexual pleasure. "From the same point."

Julia turned back to Dylan, who still knelt before her. Their eyes met, and she saw nothing but support there—no judgement, no discomfort. Just steady, calm reassurance.

Something shifted inside her then, a quiet click like a key turning in a lock—an opening. She had been hiding behind Emma, using the character as a shield. But maybe that was the problem. Maybe she needed to stop pretending altogether.

"Help me," she whispered, the words meant only for him.

Understanding crossed Dylan's face immediately. His eyes widened slightly, then softened.

"Are you sure?" he asked, his voice barely audible.

Julia remembered the press of his lips against hers, the electric current that had shot through her body at his touch. That hadn't been acting then—not entirely. There had been something real there, something she could access again if she dared.

"Yes," she replied simply.

Dylan nodded once, a subtle acknowledgment of the trust she was placing in him. He raised his hand again, positioning it as before in front of her skirt—but this time, instead of hovering in the air, his fingers made contact with her bare thigh.

Julia's breath caught in her throat. His touch was warm, gentle, questioning. She gave an almost imperceptible nod, and his hand moved higher, slipping beneath the hem of her skirt.

Nobody could see from the audience. Her body shielded his actions entirely. This wasn't for them—this was for her. This was to help her perform.

And then, his fingers—Dylan’s, not Davide’s—brushed against the cotton of her underwear, and Julia had to bite her lip to keep from gasping aloud. The gentle pressure sent shockwaves through her body, awakening sensations she'd never expected to feel on a stage, under hot lights, with people watching.

His touch was tentative at first, barely stroking the fabric. But it was enough. She was back in the moment—no, she was beyond the moment, beyond acting. When she parted her lips this time, the sound that emerged was unmistakably real.

Dylan's eyes never left hers, checking constantly that she was okay, that this was still what she wanted. She answered him with another moan, louder this time, uninhibited. His thumb joined his fingers, finding her most sensitive spot through the cotton as he continued his gentle exploration.

Julia felt herself growing damp beneath his touch, her body responding eagerly. She should have been mortified—this was beyond anything she'd ever done, beyond anything she'd ever could have imagined doing when she'd walked into this audition—but instead, she felt something like freedom. Like revelation.

She looked down at him briefly, giving him a small quirk of her lips that told him to keep going, to make this a performance to remember.

And he did.

His fingers moved with perfect pressure, perfect rhythm, as if he somehow knew exactly what she needed. The sounds coming from her now were pure—uninhibited, unself-conscious. They filled the theatre, echoing slightly in the hushed space. Julia was dimly aware of hushed murmurs from the committee members, of the quiet creaks as audience members shifted in their seats. But those observations were distant, unimportant. All that mattered was the building tension in her body, the pleasure spiralling tighter and tighter.

Panic flashed through her briefly as she realised just what was happening, just how real this had become—she was about to climax, here, on stage. She was about to come. In front of everyone. But something in Dylan's eyes steadied her. Trust me, they seemed to say. Let go.

And she did.

The tension broke in a wave that rolled through her entire body. She shuddered, gripping Dylan's shoulder hard as her legs threatened to give way beneath her. The final sound that escaped her lips was raw, primal—the most private noise she'd ever made, and paradoxically, the most public one all at once.

When it was over, there was silence. Complete, absolute silence throughout the theatre. Julia's breath came in short gasps as reality slowly reasserted itself around her. Dylan's hand withdrew carefully, and he rose to his feet, positioning himself protectively beside her.

She couldn't look at the committee. Couldn't look at anyone. What had she done? What had she allowed to happen? Her mind reeled, trying to process the magnitude of what had just occurred.

"That," the chairperson finally said, his voice sounding strangely hoarse, "was exactly what we were looking for."

Julia dared to glance at the table. The blonde judge was fanning herself with her notepad. Professor Winters was studiously avoiding everyone's eyes, jotting something down with intense focus. The broad-shouldered male committee member simply stared, his mouth slightly open.

"Although…" the chairperson said, leaning forward with an intensity that made Julia instinctively press back against Dylan's steadying presence behind her, "I think we need to see the rest of the scene. Just to be absolutely certain you two have what it takes."

Hit tone carried none of the uncertainty his words suggested. There was something else there instead—a hunger, a desire to witness more. Was this some sort of power play? Some voyeuristic impulse disguised as professional assessment?

Julia, surprising herself, found she didn’t actually care either way. The afterglow of her orgasm—her private moment made public—still pulsed through her body, making her feel languid and… strangely powerful. The embarrassment that should have consumed her was nowhere to be found. Instead, there was only a warm, liquid courage flowing through her veins—a headiness, a disinhibiting intoxication.

She turned to Dylan, whose eyes were questioning, concerned.

"What do you say?" she asked, surprising herself with the steadiness in her voice. The Julia who had walked into this audition an hour earlier would never have dared to continue, would have been fleeing the theatre in tears rather than accepting the chair’s indecent proposal. But that Julia seemed very far away now.

Dylan searched her face for a moment, as if making absolutely certain she meant it. "I'm game if you are," he said finally, his voice low and intimate.

The chairperson gestured to the prop bed. "The scene continues with Emma and Davide taking their… encounter further. The staging calls for it to happen beneath the sheets."

Julia nodded, her heart racing not with fear now but with anticipation. She moved toward the bed, Dylan following close behind. This wasn't just acting anymore—this was something else entirely. Something dangerous and exhilarating.

The prop bed was simple—just a frame with a thin mattress, dressed with white sheets and a single blanket. Julia sat on the edge, feeling the mattress dip as Dylan joined her. The lights dimmed slightly, a technician somewhere understanding what was needed without being told.

Dylan's fingers found the buttons of her blouse again, this time with a deliberate slowness that made her breath catch. "Are you sure?" he whispered, again for her alone.

In answer, Julia reached for his shirt, already half-unbuttoned from their earlier scene. She slid the fabric from his shoulders completely this time, revealing the full expanse of his chest. Her fingers traced the contours of his muscles, exploring with genuine curiosity rather than merely following stage directions.

Their clothing came off piece by piece—her blouse, his belt, her skirt. Each item they discarded felt like shedding another layer of pretence. Julia slipped beneath the sheets, the cool fabric a shock against her heated skin. She was down to just her underwear now, more exposed than she'd ever been in public, yet somehow feeling less vulnerable than when she'd first stepped onto the stage fully clothed.

Dylan joined her under the sheets, his body radiating warmth as he positioned himself beside her. The thin barrier of the sheet covered them from the audience's direct view, creating the illusion of privacy even as every movement, every shift of the fabric, told the story of what was happening beneath.

"Still okay?" Dylan murmured, his lips close to her ear.

"More than okay," Julia whispered back, and she meant it.

Dylan moved closer, his body heat mingling with hers beneath the thin sheet. Julia's heart pounded as she felt his bare legs brush against hers, the contact sending electricity through her veins. The lines from the script flowed between them, no longer mere words on a page but genuine expressions of desire.

"I've waited so long for this," Dylan whispered, his breath hot against her neck as he delivered Davide's line.

"Why did you wait?" Julia responded, Emma's words feeling like her own as they left her lips.

Their bodies shifted beneath the sheet, a mutually choreographed dance that was quickly becoming something far more authentic. Julia found herself moving instinctively, rising up to straddle Dylan's hips. The sheet draped over them just enough to create a private world where only they existed, despite the eyes watching from beyond the stage lights.

She settled against him, the thin fabric of her underwear and his the only barrier between them now. And then, as she adjusted her position, she felt it—unmistakable and insistent against her inner thigh. Dylan was hard, his arousal pressing against her with an urgency that couldn't be faked.

Julia's breath caught in her throat. The knowledge that she had done this to him, that his body was responding to hers with such honesty, sent a thrill racing through her. She began to rock gently, ostensibly following the stage directions, but the movement was as much for her own pleasure now as for the performance.

Dylan's hands found her waist beneath the sheet, steadying her, guiding her. His eyes locked with hers, dark with desire but also questioning. She leaned down as if to kiss him—a kiss that would be hidden from view by her curtain of hair—and whispered against his lips, "How far do you want to take this?"

His hands tightened on her hips, just slightly. "As far as you’re willing to go," he breathed, the words barely audible.

Time seemed to slow as Julia processed his answer. The audition, the theatre, the committee—everything beyond their sheet-covered world faded into insignificance. There was only this moment, only this man beneath her, only the heat building between them.

She slid her hand down between their bodies, finding him through the cotton of his boxers. The hardness of him sent another wave of heat through her core. When her fingers wrapped around him, stroking gently, Dylan's eyes fluttered closed for just a moment, his lips parting in a silent gasp.

That wasn't acting. That was real.

She continued to move against him, her hips finding a rhythm that matched the movement of her hand. Dylan's fingers dug into her skin, not painfully but with an intensity that spoke volumes. His eyes never left hers, and in them she saw a mirror of her own desire, her own abandon.

"Emma," he said, loud enough for the committee to hear, following the script. But the way he said it—the husky quality of his voice—was meant only for her.

Julia felt herself growing bolder with each passing second. The embarrassment that had paralysed her earlier had transformed completely into something else—a heady power, an intoxicating freedom. Without breaking eye contact, she slid down his body, disappearing beneath the sheet entirely.

The world beneath was dim, lit only by the harsh spotlight filtering through the thin fabric. It was enough for her to see him though, to see the outline of his arousal straining against his boxers. Her fingers hooked into the waistband, tugging down slowly. Dylan lifted his hips slightly, helping her, and then he was free, springing forth before her eyes.

Julia's mouth went dry. He was bigger than she had expected, thicker, the sight of him igniting a pulsating throb between her legs. In the filtered light, she could make out every detail—the smoothness of his skin, the way he twitched slightly under her gaze.

She didn't hesitate. Something primal had taken over, something beyond thought or inhibition. Her lips parted, and she took him into her mouth, tasting the salt of his skin, feeling the heat of him against her tongue.

Above her, she heard Dylan's sharp intake of breath, felt his hand tangle in her hair. His reaction was visceral, uncontrolled. This was no performance—this was raw, this was real.

She moved slowly at first, exploring, learning the feel of him. His hand in her hair didn't guide her, merely rested there, a connection between them as she took him deeper. The sheet moved with her motions, the subtle shifts visible to the audience but concealing the true nature of what was happening beneath. The only act now was the pretence that this was an act.

Julia lost herself in the moment, in the taste of him, in the power she felt as his breathing grew more ragged above her. She could hear him delivering his lines, his voice strained now, breaking in places where it had been smooth before.

When she finally emerged from beneath the sheet, her lips were swollen, her cheeks flushed. Dylan's eyes were dark with need, his chest rising and falling rapidly. The script called for a culmination of their passion, for Emma to give herself completely to Davide.

Julia positioned herself above him once more, the sheet still preserving the illusion of modesty. But beneath that thin barrier, she felt him pressing against her, only her underwear between them.

"I want you," she said. Emma's line but Julia's truth.

Dylan's hands moved to her hips again, his thumbs stroking the sides of her underwear. "Are you sure?" he whispered, breaking character for just a moment.

In answer, Julia reached between them, guiding him to where her pulse beat strongest, still covered by the thin cotton. She pressed against him, feeling him through the soaked fabric, a promise of what could be.

With a swift, purposeful movement, Dylan slid his thumb beneath the edge of her underwear and swept the fabric aside. Julia gasped as the hot blunt head of him pressed suddenly directly against her—skin against slick skin, heat against heat. Nothing between them now but the decision itself.

Her world narrowed to that single point of contact between their bodies. She could feel him pulsing against her, alive and wanting. Their eyes locked, a final wordless exchange passing between them. Permission granted. Permission received.

Julia began to lower herself onto him, her body accommodating his. The initial resistance made her breath catch in her throat. She paused, adjusting to the unfamiliar stretch, the fullness. Dylan remained perfectly still beneath her, his jaw clenched with the effort of restraint, allowing her to set the pace.

"Breathe," he whispered, so softly only she could hear.

She did, and as she exhaled, she sank down further, taking more of him inside. The sensation was overwhelming—a delicious burning that walked the line between pleasure and pain. Her lips parted in a silent gasp as she settled fully onto him, their bodies completely joined now.

Dylan's hand moved to grip her rear, fingers snaking beneath her underwear, possessive, hungry, but also supporting her, steadying her. His other hand slid upward along her ribs, finding its way beneath her bra, careful to keep the fabric in place, preserving what little modesty she had left.

It struck Julia as almost absurd—this attempt at discretion when she was literally filled with him, when everyone watching could see exactly what they were doing beneath that thin sheet. Or could they? Was the pretence holding? Did they all still think this was an act, a simulation? Whatever the truth, his consideration touched her, even as she realised she no longer cared about being seen.

She was already exposed in every way that mattered. Her desire was on full display, her pleasure written plainly across her face for anyone to read. The physical details seemed trivial by comparison. Let them see her. Let them witness this transformation. She was no longer embarrassed, no longer ashamed—she was freed.

Julia began to move, a slow grinding of her hips that sent sparks of pleasure racing up her spine. Dylan matched her rhythm, his thumb now circling that sensitive bundle of nerves where their bodies met. Each stroke built upon the last, pleasure compounding upon pleasure until she was dizzy with it.

As her confidence grew, she began to rise and fall, establishing a rhythm that had nothing to do with stage directions and everything to do with chasing the mounting tension building inside her. Dylan's fingers tightened on her flesh, guiding her movements, urging her on.

She leaned forward, her hair falling around them like a curtain, creating the illusion of privacy. In this cocoon of sensation, she could almost forget where they were—almost, but not quite. And that was the thrill of it, she realised. The knowledge that they were being watched—that her most intimate moments were being witnessed—heightened every sensation.

"You're incredible," Dylan murmured against her ear, breaking character completely. It wasn't Davide speaking to Emma—it was real.

Julia felt herself tightening around him, her body climbing toward release. She no longer cared if her moans were too loud, if her movements were too explicit. She was beyond caring. Beyond thinking. There was only sensation now, only the perfect friction of their bodies moving together.

The line between performance and reality had dissolved completely. Was this acting? Was it living? It didn't matter anymore. This moment was both—a performance that was utterly authentic, a reality elevated to art.

Dylan's rhythm faltered slightly, his breathing becoming ragged. "Julia," he whispered, the name a question and a warning all at once.

She answered by taking him deeper, grinding hard against him, her body squeezing around him as she chased her own pleasure. The tension built and built until it seemed impossible to contain—and then it broke. For the second time, it broke. But this time, it washed over her in waves so intense her vision blurred at the edges.

Her body convulsed around him, pleasure radiating outward from where they were joined. As her orgasm still coursed through her, she felt Dylan stiffen beneath her, his fingers suddenly digging into the flesh of her hips with an urgency that bordered on desperation.

"Fuck, Julia," he whispered hoarsely, his eyes wide with panic and need. "What do I do?"

The question hung between them for a suspended moment. Julia looked down at him through the haze of her own pleasure, seeing the strain in his face, feeling the tension in his body as he tried to hold back. She had followed his lead since he'd taken the stage—his confidence, his guidance, his protection. Now it was his turn to follow hers.

"Just come inside me, Dylan," she panted, her voice raw with honesty. "Don't think, just do it."

His eyes locked with hers, searching, finding only certainty there. With a groan that seemed torn from deep within him, he surrendered, his hips bucking upward as he buried himself impossibly deeper. Julia gasped as she felt him pulsing within her, the sensation of him filling her with his hot seed intensifying the aftershocks of her own climax. His fingers pressed harder into her flesh, his body tensing, becoming impossibly harder as his release met her still quivering muscles.

She rocked against him deliberately, drawing out his pleasure, milking him for every last drop. The power of it made her light-headed, cum drunk, and she called out his name, not caring who heard, not caring about anything beyond this perfect joining of their bodies.

The sounds they made together—his deep groans and her breathless cries—echoed through the theatre, more real than any performance these walls had ever witnessed. Raw. Unfiltered. True.

And then they stilled, their bodies slick with sweat beneath the thin sheet, their breathing gradually slowing as they looked into each other's eyes. Julia saw something there she hadn't expected—not just satisfaction or even affection, but wonder. As if he too had been transformed by what had just happened.

As the waves of pleasure gradually receded, reality began to filter back in—the harsh stage lights, the weight of expectant silence from beyond the stage. Julia became aware of her surroundings again, of what they'd just done, of who had witnessed it.

Strangely, the shame she expected to feel didn't come. Instead, there was a sense of calm completion, of having crossed some threshold she hadn't known existed. She had given herself entirely over to the moment, to the character, to Dylan—and in doing so, had found something authentic within herself.

She looked down at Dylan, whose eyes held a mixture of awe and concern. "Are you okay?" he mouthed silently.

Before she could answer, applause erupted from the committee table—a single pair of hands at first, then joined by others. The chairperson stood, his expression a mask of artistic appreciation that barely concealed the more base reaction to what he'd just witnessed.

"Well," he said, his voice slightly hoarse, "I think we can all agree that was… definitive."

Julia felt laughter bubbling up inside her—inappropriate, perhaps, but unstoppable. The absurdity of the situation struck her all at once. She had come here today hoping for a tiny part with barely any lines, and instead had delivered the most intimate performance of her life.

Dylan's arms wrapped around her, holding her close as their breathing steadied. The sheet was tangled around them, damp with sweat and—increasingly—other evidence of their encounter. She should have felt exposed, vulnerable. Instead, she felt powerful, transformed.

"The callback list will be posted tomorrow," the blonde judge announced, gathering her papers with slightly trembling hands. "But I think it's safe to say you've both made… quite an impression."

Professor Winters cleared his throat, studiously avoiding eye contact. "That's all for today. Thank you both for your… commitment to the material."

The committee members began to file out, followed by the scattered audience members, some looking dazed, others whispering excitedly among themselves. It seemed as if they all knew more than they were willing to admit to, intentionally leaving Julia and Dylan alone for the dénouement.

Professor Winters paused at the back of the auditorium, one hand already holding open the door. “Just one thing, Ms. Reeves,” he said, a smile—invisible at this distance—evident in the tone of his voice, “the character’s name is Davide, not Dylan. Do try to remember that. Even at the… climax.” And then he was gone.

And suddenly they were alone, the theatre door swinging shut with a final, decisive click that echoed through the empty space. Julia remained on top of Dylan, still intimately connected beneath the tangled sheet, her body warm and flushed against his. And all she could do was laugh.

Dylan's eyes widened momentarily before his own laughter joined hers, deep and rich. Their combined amusement filled the room, bouncing off the walls and high ceiling, making the moment feel even more surreal.

"Do you think everyone knew?" Dylan asked, his hands still resting on her hips beneath the sheet, thumbs tracing small circles on her skin. "I mean, really knew?"

Julia bit her lip. "It sounds like Winters knew, at least." Her cheeks burned at the memory of his words. "He caught me saying your name instead of Davide's."

"Yeah," Dylan said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I’d kind of be surprised if anyone didn’t catch that."

She buried her face against his chest, feeling the vibration of his laughter against her cheek. "God, I can't believe this. Any of it," she said. "But you know what? I don't care either."

Dylan tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his touch gentle. “I know what you mean,” he said simply. “It was amazing.”

"It was," she agreed, feeling centred by her own certainty.

They shared a smaller, more private laugh then—an acknowledgment of this strange, unexpected intimacy between them. Julia felt herself softening, melting into him as if they'd properly known each other for years instead of hours.

Dylan leaned up and kissed her—not the passionate stage kiss from before, but something sweeter, more tender. His lips moved against hers with careful attention, as if he were memorising them.

Julia pulled back slightly, looking down at his face. His dark eyes regarded her with warmth and something like wonder. She had already revealed so much of herself today—physically, emotionally—and yet there was one more thing she wanted to share.

"I'm very much looking forward to rehearsals," she told him, somewhat shocked by her own boldness. Her fingers traced patterns on his bare chest. "And to performing with you again. Hopefully in front of even more onlookers."

Dylan's eyebrows rose, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Well," he said, his voice dropping to that husky register that had made her skin tingle earlier, "word travels fast on campus. I expect it'll be a sold-out run."

"I'm counting on it," she whispered, and felt him stir inside her in response.

Julia shifted slightly, feeling their bodies still connected, still sensitive. The audition had ended, but something else had just begun—something she couldn't have imagined when she'd walked through those doors earlier today.

"We should probably move," Dylan said eventually, though his hands contradicted his words, sliding up her sides to cup her breasts through her bra.

"Probably," Julia agreed, making no effort to do so. Instead, she rolled her hips experimentally, watching his eyes darken. "But the theatre is ours for at least another hour or so… The next audition slot isn't until four."

"Is that right?" Dylan's voice was strained as she continued her gentle movements. "And what did you have in mind for that hour?"

Julia leaned down, her hair falling around them once more. "I think I need to work on my character development," she whispered against his lips. "Really understand Emma's… motivations."

His laugh turned into a groan as she tightened around him. "I like the sound of that."

"I thought you might," she said, feeling him hardening inside her again. "Let’s consider it… a private rehearsal."

As Dylan's hands began to explore her body with renewed purpose, Julia marvelled at how completely she'd been transformed in the space of a single afternoon. The shy, hesitant girl who had stood trembling outside the theatre doors had disappeared. In her place was someone new—someone who understood the power of vulnerability, who had discovered that exposure could be liberating rather than terrifying.

The stage lights still shone down on them, harsh and unforgiving, hiding nothing. But Julia no longer wanted to hide. Not from Dylan, not from herself, not even from the audience that would eventually fill this space.

She had come here to speak fifteen insignificant lines. Instead, she had found her real voice—and it was louder, stronger, and more authentic than she had ever dreamed possible.
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