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Disclaimer

Hello friends! Thank you so much for downloading this book. We had so much fun writing it. 

In our blogs and newsletters we make clear that the Kumquat Publishing writers are actual kinky perverts. However, we want it to be known that the stories which follow aren't instruction manuals on how to have a BDSM relationship or experience. 

In our stories people deceive each other, they drink alcohol before engaging in kink activities, they don't always make their expectations clear, they don't have safe sex, and sometimes don't consent to every activity that occurs. We write the stories this way because we think it makes them more interesting. These stories are for fun. In healthy relationships communication, consent, and trust are paramount. 

We would love for you to get inspired by the stories and have wonderful and safe adventures of your own, but please make sure you are conducting yourselves honestly, transparently, and with the full consent of everyone involved. Please look up concepts like Risk Aware Consensual Kink (RACK) or Safe, Sane, and Consensual (SSC) or consider attending live classes before engaging in risky behaviors.


From the Author

This book let me laugh.

Something with heat and heart but also absurdity. Something playful. Sharing Samantha became that release.

The premise is ridiculous on purpose: when Vanessa Vale injures her back, Mark's production is about to shut down. His wife Samantha happens to be a dead ringer for the star and a talented stuntwoman. Problem solved. Except the role requires more than stunts. It requires intimate scenes with Lucas Reid. And Mark isn't just watching. He's directing.

There's something about film sets that mirrors the hotwife dynamic perfectly. Performance versus reality. Watching versus participating. The gap between what the audience sees and what actually happened.

What surprised me writing this book was Mark's journey. He starts as a director solving a production problem. He ends up orchestrating his own sexual awakening. The control he thinks he has keeps slipping, and discovering he likes that terrifies and excites him in equal measure.

The Prague setting let me indulge in atmosphere. Old European cities make everything feel more cinematic. And Lucas Reid gave me a chance to write a movie star who's neither villain nor savior, just a professional who's very good at pretending. Until he isn't.

As always, reality would require more conversations, more boundaries, more time. But the joy in this book is the joy of play. Two people who trust each other enough to make everything a game.

Take what resonates. Leave what doesn't.

Much Love,
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Chapter 1: The Call

The heavy bag took another punishment as Samantha’s right leg whipped through the air, her shin connecting with a satisfying thwack that echoed through the grimy downtown gym. Sweat dripped from her forehead, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun that had given up any pretense of staying neat about twenty minutes ago. A few loose strands clung to her flushed cheeks, framing her face in a way that made her look both fierce and oddly vulnerable.

“Again,” she muttered to herself, resetting her stance.

Mark held the worn leather bag steady, his arms absorbing the impact as his wife unleashed another combination. A jab, a cross, a hook, followed by that devastating roundhouse that could probably crack ribs if it connected with anything less padded. He’d been holding bags for Samantha for three years now, ever since they’d moved in together, and he still got a kick out of watching her work.

“You know,” he said, adjusting his grip as she paused to catch her breath, “most people would call it quits after an hour.”

Samantha wiped her face with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of sweat across her cheek. She had one of those faces that photographed beautifully but felt approachable in person, strong jawline, expressive eyes, the kind of natural beauty that didn’t need enhancement but could command attention when it wanted to.

“Most people don’t have a career that’s been stuck in neutral for the past two years.” She said it without bitterness, just matter-of-fact. That was Sam, pragmatic to a fault, even about her own frustrations. Mark had always admired that about her, the way she could acknowledge reality without letting it crush her spirit.

“Hey,” he said, his voice gentler. “You’ve been getting calls. That zombie thing last month, the car commercial—”

“Background stunt work and a thirty-second spot where I got to dramatically fall off a motorcycle.” She grinned, but there was a weariness behind it. “I’m not complaining. It pays the bills. But sometimes I wonder if I should’ve listened to my mother and gone to dental school.”

Mark laughed. “Can you imagine? ‘Please open wide, Mrs. Henderson. Also, I can kick your ass if you don’t floss.’“

“Shut up.” Samantha grabbed her water bottle from the floor, taking a long drink. The garage around them was quiet except for the distant hum of Los Angeles traffic, their neighbors were probably settling in for the evening, unaware of the training session happening next door.

This was their routine. Tuesday and Thursday evenings, in their converted garage, a space that smelled like rubber mats and determination, where the heavy bag hung from a reinforced beam and their small collection of equipment was arranged with military precision. It wasn’t Instagram-pretty, but it was real, and it was completely theirs.

Mark watched his wife as she moved, the way her sports bra clung to her compact, athletic frame, the definition in her shoulders and arms that came from years of dedicated training. She wasn’t tall, but she moved with the kind of confident physicality that made her seem to take up more space than her actual size suggested. Five years of marriage, and he still got distracted by the simple act of watching her exist in her body. There was something about Samantha when she was in her element. When she was focused, powerful, and completely herself he felt his chest warm with desire.

She turned to set down her water bottle, and he saw his opportunity. His hand found her ass, squeezing gently through her workout shorts.

“Mark!” She wheeled around, but she was grinning, her arms immediately coming up to loop around his neck. “You’re supposed to be holding the bag.”

“Barely,” he said, pulling her closer. “And I couldn’t help myself. You’re so fucking sexy when you’re all sweaty and dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’ll show you dangerous.” Her lips found his, and for a moment, the gym disappeared. She tasted like salt and determination, and when she pulled back, her eyes had that mischievous glint that usually meant trouble.

“I wanna show you something,” she said, her voice dropping to that husky register that made his pulse quicken. “Just relax and let me be in control.”

Mark’s smile was answer enough. He trusted her completely, had since the day they’d met on that terrible low-budget horror film where he had been assistant AD and she an extra who’d somehow talked her way into doing a stunt. Even then, she’d been fearless.

Samantha slipped her leg between his, hooking it behind his knee with practiced precision. One moment, he was standing, and the next, he was guided down onto the padded floor they’d installed for stretching and ground work, Samantha following him down with fluid grace.

“Impressive,” he said, looking up at her as she straddled his hips.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” She reached for the hem of her sports bra, pulling it up and over her head in one smooth motion.

Mark’s breath caught. They'd been together five years, and she could still make him feel like a teenager seeing breasts for the first time.

“You like what you see?” she asked, her voice dropping to that husky register that made his pulse quicken.

“You know I do,” he managed, his hands moving to her thighs.

Samantha smiled, that mischievous glint back in her eyes. She began to scoot forward on his chest, her knees bracketing his ribs. Mark’s breathing grew shallow as she moved, his hands instinctively going to her hips.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, though his tone held no real protest.

“Wherever I want,” she said, continuing her slow migration north. “I told you I was in control.”

Mark’s grip tightened slightly on her hips, but he made no move to stop her. There was something intoxicating about letting Samantha take charge, about surrendering to someone who could probably kick his ass six ways to Sunday but chose instead to use that power in more … creative ways.

“Samantha,” he said, his voice rough with want.

“Mmm?” She was close enough now that he could feel the heat radiating from her core through her shorts.

“You’re going to be the death of me.”

She laughed, low and sultry. “What a way to go.”

Her hands moved to the waistband of her shorts, fingers hooking into the elastic. Mark’s eyes were locked on her face, completely mesmerized by the confident way she moved, the way she seemed to glow with her own power.

That’s when his phone buzzed.

The sound was muffled from inside his gym bag nearby, but in the relative quiet of their garage, it might as well have been a fire alarm.

Mark’s eyes flicked toward the sound then back to Samantha. “Ignore it,” he said, his hands finding her waist.

The phone buzzed again. Then again.

“You should check it,” Samantha said, though she didn’t move from her position. “Could be important.”

“More important than this?” His thumbs traced patterns on her hipbones.

“Mark.” Her voice was patient but firm. “Check the phone.”

He sighed, but made no move to reach for it.

Samantha rolled her eyes and stretched over to grab the device from his bag, handing it to him with a smirk. The screen showed three missed calls from his agent, followed by a text that made his face go pale.

“Oh shit.”

“What?” Samantha’s playful mood shifted instantly to concern. “What’s wrong?”

Mark stared at the screen, reading the message again to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. “The studio … they greenlit Ebony Protocol.”

“That’s amazing!” Samantha’s face lit up. “Mark, that’s incredible! You’ve been working on this for—”

“There’s more.” He looked up at her, still processing. “They only signed off because they landed a big name for the lead.”

“Who?”

Mark’s throat felt dry. “Your twin.”

Samantha’s eyes widened. “OMG!” She cleared her throat “This kitty has claws!” She said, imitating Vanessa Vale’s most recent role. She made an exaggerated meowing sound that shook Mark out of this shock.

“You’re such a dork,” he said, shaking his head. “But yeah, and I gotta say, costuming did an amazing job for her.”

“Is that a subtle way to say you have a skin-tight catsuit and whip fetish now?”

Mark’s laugh was genuine this time. “You wear it, I’ll do whatever you want.”

But as the initial excitement settled, the implications began to sink in. Samantha seemed to be thinking the same thing, her expression growing more thoughtful.

“She looks like me,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah.” Mark’s voice was careful. “Everyone notices.”

It was true. The resemblance was uncanny. They had the same blonde hair, same compact athletic build, similar facial structure with those expressive eyes and strong features. Samantha had been mistaken for the actress more than once, usually by overeager fans who approached her on the street only to realize their mistake up close. The similarity was striking enough that casting directors had occasionally done double-takes, though nothing had ever come of it.

“Shame she always does her own stunts,” Samantha said with a wry smile.

Mark felt something shift in his chest; a combination of protectiveness and possibility that he couldn’t quite name. “I’ll check on that.”

“Don’t be weird about it,” Samantha said, but her tone was gentle. “If it happens, it happens.”

The moment hung between them, charged with unspoken possibilities. Mark felt himself responding to her proximity, to the implications of what this opportunity might mean for both of them.

Samantha must have felt it, too, because she shifted slightly on his lap, her eyes darkening.

“Don’t mix me up with Vanessa,” she said with a wink.

Mark grinned, his hands finding her waist again. “Not a chance. You’re way more dangerous.”

“Damn right I am.”

The garage felt smaller suddenly, more intimate. The familiar space that had witnessed countless hours of training now held the weight of possibility. Mark looked up at his wife: strong, beautiful, talented, and criminally underused by an industry that didn’t know what to do with women like her.

“So,” Samantha said, settling more comfortably against him, “when do you start?”

Mark’s phone buzzed again. He checked it. “Now … they need me to go sign things. If I hurry up, Vanessa will still be in the office.”

Samantha smiled. “Go get him … then get back here so I can use you as a scratching post.” Samantha meowed dramatically again as Mark chuckled on his way to change clothes.




Chapter 2: First Impressions

Mark’s Honda Civic hummed along the 101, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the dashboard. He’d thrown on his best button-down, the one Samantha always said made his eyes look good, and had tried to tame his hair into something that looked intentionally messy rather than just rushed.

His phone rang through the car speakers, displaying “MONTY S-B III - PRODUCER” in bold letters.

“Mark, baby!” Monty’s voice filled the car with that particular brand of Hollywood enthusiasm that always sounded like it was being performed for an audience. “Please tell me you’re close. Our star is getting antsy, and you know how these A-listers are about their schedules.”

“Twenty minutes out,” Mark said, checking his GPS. “Maybe fifteen if traffic cooperates.”

“Beautiful, beautiful. She’s in Conference Room B, third floor. I’ll have someone meet you at the front desk. Oh, and Mark? Play it cool. Vanessa’s not one for excessive fanboying, if you catch my drift.”

Mark almost laughed. As if he’d made it this far in the industry without learning how to act professional around talent. “Got it, Monty.”

“Fantastic. See you soon, kiddo.”

The line went dead, leaving Mark alone with his thoughts and the steady thrum of traffic. He’d worked with celebrities before, mostly B-listers and character actors on his smaller projects, but Vanessa Vale was different. She was legitimately famous, the kind of star who couldn’t walk down the street without causing a scene. The fact that she’d signed onto his little art house spy thriller felt almost surreal.

The studio lot was exactly what you’d expect from a mid-tier production company. It didn't quite have the gleaming towers of the major studios, but it was respectable enough. Mark parked and made his way through the familiar ritual of visitor badges and security checkpoints, his excitement building with each step. The wealthy owner had burst on the scene in the last five years, aggressively bankrolling new films, searching for one to break through the established Hollywood hierarchy of prestige studios.

The assistant who met him at the elevator was young, probably an intern, with the kind of eager energy that suggested she was still thrilled to be working in “the business.”

“She’s really nice,” the girl said as they rode up to the third floor. “Not at all what you’d expect from someone who just battled the Dark Knight himself in Gotham City.”

Mark nodded, though he wasn’t sure what he’d expected. The elevator dinged, and they stepped out into a hallway lined with framed posters from the company’s various productions.

Conference Room B was spacious but not ostentatious, with a long table surrounded by ergonomic chairs and floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the lot. Vanessa Vale sat at the far end, scrolling through her phone with the kind of focused attention that suggested she was actually working, not just killing time.

She looked up as Mark entered, and he felt a small jolt of recognition that went beyond her celebrity status. It really was like looking at a slightly different version of Samantha, the same blonde hair, though styled more professionally, the same compact athletic build, the same expressive eyes. But there were differences, too. Vanessa might have been an inch shorter, and there was something in her posture that spoke of someone who’d learned to command attention in rooms full of powerful people.

“Mark,” she said, standing and extending her hand. Her grip was firm, professional. “Great to finally meet you. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“Likewise,” Mark managed, hoping his voice sounded steadier than he felt. “Thanks for taking the time. I know you must have a crazy schedule.”

Vanessa waved dismissively. “Please. After the last few months of press tours and promotional events, sitting in a quiet room talking about actual filmmaking feels like a vacation.”

They settled into chairs across from each other, and Mark found himself studying her face, trying to pinpoint exactly what made the resemblance to Samantha so striking. It wasn’t just the individual features. It was something about the way she moved, the way she tilted her head when she was thinking.

“So,” Vanessa said, leaning back in her chair, “tell me about Prague.”

Mark blinked. “Prague?”

“The location. I’ve never filmed there, but I’ve heard it’s incredible. Very atmospheric for this kind of story.”

“Right, yes.” Mark pulled his thoughts together. “It’s perfect for what we’re doing. The architecture, the history, it all fits the Cold War aesthetic we’re going for, even though the story’s contemporary. Plus, the production incentives are fantastic.”

Vanessa smiled. “I have to admit, I’m excited to do something smaller scale after the last project. Don’t get me wrong, I loved playing Selina, but there’s something liberating about working on a film where I don’t have to worry about toy sales and merchandising deals.”

“I can imagine,” Mark said, though he really couldn’t. His biggest production challenge to date had been convincing a local diner to let them film during off-hours.

“And the stunts,” Vanessa continued, her eyes lighting up. “Greg mentioned there’s some serious action sequences. I do all my own work, you know. Always have.”

Mark nodded, filing away that information. “That’s impressive. Not many actors are willing to take those risks.”

“It’s not about the risk,” Vanessa said with a shrug. “It’s about authenticity. Audiences can tell when it’s really you up there, when you’re really throwing that punch or taking that fall. It makes everything more visceral.”

They talked for another twenty minutes, covering everything from the shooting schedule to the film’s tone. Vanessa was articulate and engaged, asking intelligent questions about character motivation and story structure. Mark found himself relaxing, his initial intimidation fading as they fell into the kind of creative conversation he’d been hoping for.

“Well,” Vanessa said, finally checking her watch, “I should probably head out. Early call time tomorrow on another project. But I’m genuinely excited about this, Mark. It feels like exactly the kind of film I want to be making right now.”

They shook hands again, and Mark watched her gather her things; a leather bag that probably cost more than his car payment, a phone in a case that looked like it could survive a nuclear blast.

“See you in Prague,” she said with a smile that was equal parts professional and genuinely warm.

After she left, Mark sat alone in the conference room for a moment, processing the meeting. Vanessa had been everything he’d hoped for: professional, enthusiastic, clearly committed to the project. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been talking to a slightly alternate version of his wife, one who’d taken a different path and ended up in a completely different stratosphere of success.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III burst in like a human tornado, his expensive suit somehow managing to look both perfectly tailored and completely disheveled at the same time. His designer glasses were slightly askew, and there was a manic energy radiating off him that suggested he’d been mainlining espresso and adrenaline.

“Mark!” he practically shouted, throwing his arms wide as if he were greeting a long-lost brother. “How’d it go? Tell me everything. Did she love it? Did she hate it? Did she try to renegotiate? Because I swear to God, if her people try to change the Prague location, I will personally fly to Prague and burn down every goddamn castle until they understand that we need those castles!”

Mark blinked, momentarily stunned by the intensity. “It went … well. She’s excited about the project.” Mark blinked again and thought, How would burning down the castles—

“Excited?” Monty’s eyes lit up with an almost frightening gleam. “She used that word? ‘Excited?’ Or are you paraphrasing? Because there’s a difference between excited and interested, Mark. Interested means she’s keeping her options open. Excited means she’s bought in. Bought in!”

He began pacing around the conference table with the energy of a caged animal, his hands gesturing wildly as he spoke. “She’s perfect for this, Mark. Perfect. Do you understand what we have here? We have Vanessa fucking Vale, excuse my French, in our little art house thriller. She could be making another superhero movie for fifty million dollars, but instead she’s here, with us, talking about Prague and character motivation and all that beautiful artistic shit that makes my cold producer heart sing.”

Mark found himself oddly charmed by the manic enthusiasm. “She definitely seems committed.”

“Committed!” Monty slammed his hand on the table, making Mark jump. “That’s what I’m talking about! You know what commitment looks like in this business? It looks like turning down three other projects to work with a director whose biggest credit is a zombie movie that made twelve dollars at the box office!”

“It made more than twelve dollars,” Mark protested weakly.

“Did it? Did it really?” Monty’s grin was sharp and slightly unhinged. “Because I checked the numbers, Mark. I always check the numbers. But you know what? I don’t give a shit about the numbers on that zombie movie because this—” he gestured frantically around the room “—this is going to be different. This is going to be the movie that makes people remember why they love movies in the first place.”

He suddenly stopped pacing and fixed Mark with an intense stare. “But here’s the thing, and I need you to listen to me very carefully because this is important. Are you listening?”

Mark nodded, feeling like he was being hypnotized by a well-dressed snake.

“Lucas Reid, your male lead, he and our beautiful, talented, committed Vanessa have what we in the business call ‘history.’”

“History?”

Monty’s expression shifted to something that was equal parts gossipy glee and genuine concern. “Oh, Mark. Sweet, innocent Mark. They fucked. They dated. They broke up. And not in a nice, let’s-be-friends kind of way. In a lawyers-were-involved, NDAs-were-signed, publicists-worked-overtime kind of way.”

Mark felt that familiar knot forming in his stomach. “How bad was it?”

“Bad enough that I didn’t know about it until three days ago, which means their people are very, very good at keeping secrets.” Monty leaned forward conspiratorially. “But here’s the interesting part: they both said yes to this project. Both of them. Knowing the other was attached. So either they’ve worked through their shit like mature adults, or …” He paused dramatically.

“Or what?”

“Or they’re playing some kind of psychological warfare game to see who blinks first. Who backs out. Who admits they can’t handle working with their ex.” Monty’s smile had turned positively gleeful. “Which, if I’m being honest, could make for some very interesting on-screen chemistry.”

Mark stared at him. “You think this is a good thing?”

“I think,” Monty said, adjusting his glasses and smoothing down his suit, “that tension creates great art. Look at Burton and Taylor. Look at Brangelina. Look at—”

“Look at all the productions that imploded because of romantic drama,” Mark interrupted.

The producer waved dismissively. “That’s because those productions didn’t have me keeping everyone in line. And, more importantly, they didn’t have a director who understands that sometimes the best performances come from real emotion, even if that emotion is complicated.”

He moved closer to Mark, his voice dropping to a more serious register. “But here’s what I need you to understand, Mark. This shooting schedule is tight. We’re talking eight weeks in Prague, every day planned down to the minute. We cannot, and I mean cannot, afford to work around personal drama. If Lucas and Vanessa want to have some kind of emotional reckoning, they better do it on their own time, not mine.”

“And if they don’t?” Mark asked.

His smile was as sharp as a blade. “Then we make it work, anyway. Because failure is not an option. Not for this project. Not for your career. And definitely not for mine.” He straightened up, his manic energy returning. “You know how many directors would kill for this opportunity? How many would literally commit murder to have Vanessa Vale in their movie?”

“I can imagine—”

“No, you can’t!” Monty’s voice rose again. “Because you’re not thinking big enough! This movie, if we do it right, could change everything for you. For me. For everyone involved. But only if we keep our eyes on the prize and don’t let personal bullshit derail the train.”

Mark nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was agreeing to.

“Good. Good!” Monty clapped his hands together. “Now, I have seventeen other crises to deal with before dinner, but I want you to go home to that lovely wife of yours …” He paused “Name! What’s your lovely wife’s name?”

“Sam—”

“Samantha, I knew that. Go celebrate with Samantha! Because tomorrow, we start prep work, and once that ball starts rolling, there’s no stopping it.”

He paused at the door, turning back and looking straight through Mark's soul. “Oh, and Mark? Don’t mention the Lucas-Vanessa thing to anyone. Not even the lovely Samantha. We keep this between us until we figure out how to manage it. Understood?”

Mark nodded again, feeling like he’d just been swept up in a hurricane and deposited somewhere he didn’t entirely recognize.

“Fantastic!” Monty beamed. “This is going to be the best goddamn movie anyone’s made in years. I can feel it!”

And with that, he was gone, leaving Mark alone with his thoughts and the distinct feeling that he’d just signed up for something much more complicated than he’d bargained for.

Mark left the studio with his head spinning, the excitement of the meeting with Vanessa now completely overshadowed by his producer's manic energy and the knowledge of the potential complications ahead. As he drove home through the familiar streets of Los Angeles, he found himself thinking about Samantha, about how she’d react to hearing about his day, about whether she’d notice the same resemblance to Vanessa that had struck him so forcefully.

One thing was certain: the next few months were going to be interesting.




Chapter 3: Costuming

The hot water felt perfect against Samantha’s shoulders as she let the day’s training session wash away. She’d pushed herself harder than usual after Mark left, working through combinations on the heavy bag until her knuckles were sore and her shirt was completely soaked through. Now, standing under the steady stream, she felt that familiar post-workout clarity settling in.

Mark’s big meeting. The movie getting greenlit. Vanessa fucking Vale.

She couldn’t help but smile, even as a small knot of something—excitement? anxiety?—twisted in her stomach. This was it. This was Mark’s shot at the big leagues, the kind of opportunity that could change everything for them. She was genuinely thrilled for him, proud of how hard he’d worked to get here.

But there was something else lurking underneath the excitement, something she didn’t particularly want to examine too closely. The way he’d looked when he said Vanessa’s name. The way everyone always did a double-take when they realized how much she and the actress resembled each other.

Stop it, she told herself, reaching for the shampoo. This is about Mark’s career, not about you.

But as she worked the lather through her hair, she couldn’t shake the mental image of Mark sitting across from Vanessa Vale, talking about Prague and character motivation and all the artistic stuff that made his eyes light up. The kind of conversation she used to have with him back when they were both nobodies working on the same terrible movies.

She rinsed her hair and grabbed her phone from the bathroom counter, water still dripping from her fingers as she typed: How did it go? When are you coming home? I want to hear everything.

The response came back almost immediately: Still at the studio. Probably another hour or two of meetings. Be home by 8.

Samantha smiled, typing back: Can’t wait to hear about it.

Twenty minutes later, Samantha was dressed and driving through the familiar streets of their neighborhood, her hair still damp and her mind already racing with possibilities. Star Struck & Strapped wasn’t far, and she’d been there before.

The shop was tucked between a vintage clothing store and a place that sold crystals and tarot cards, which felt appropriately LA. The storefront was painted deep purple with gold trim, and the windows were artfully arranged with mannequins in various states of costumed undress. A neon sign in the window flashed “OPEN” in pink cursive letters.

Samantha pushed through the door, a bell chiming overhead, and immediately felt like she’d stepped into someone’s fever dream of what a costume shop should look like. The walls were lined with racks of outfits organized by theme: superheroes, historical figures, fantasy creatures, and several categories that were definitely not appropriate for Halloween trick-or-treating.

“Welcome to Star Struck and Strapped,” came a voice from behind the counter, delivered with all the enthusiasm of someone reading a phone book. “How can I help you achieve your wildest fantasies today?”

The voice belonged to a woman in her early twenties with jet-black hair, pale skin, and enough eyeliner to supply a small goth convention. She was wearing what appeared to be a Victorian mourning dress paired with platform boots and spoke in a perfectly flat monotone that made every word sound like she was announcing a death in the family.

“I’m looking for something with sexy cat energy,” Samantha said, trying to match the woman’s matter-of-fact tone and failing miserably. “Dangerous and sleek.”

“Like you’re trying to seduce a billionaire playboy with unhealed childhood trauma?” the woman asked without missing a beat, her voice somehow becoming even more devoid of inflection.

Jesus, does she talk like this all the time? Samantha thought.

“I guess no male fantasy is safe from philosophical deconstruction now, are they?”

“Acts of violence by billionaires against lower class victims with severe psychological issues as a means of expressing unfiltered male rage has been celebrated by multi-billion dollar Hollywood franchises for too long,” the woman replied in the same flat tone. “If he is hot, though, ten out of ten, I would let him choke me.”

She just delivered that line like she’s reading assembly instructions, Samantha thought, fighting back a smile.

“Tightest thing you’ve got,” Samantha said. “I want to look dangerous.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change, but her voice somehow managed to get even flatter. “Follow me.”

Is she actually dead inside, or is this just her customer service voice? Samantha wondered as they made their way through the maze of costumes, past racks of police uniforms and nurse outfits and things that Samantha was pretty sure weren’t actually costumes at all. The goth girl, her name tag read “Raven,” which was either perfectly on-brand or the most obvious fake name in history, stopped in front of a section labeled “Feline Fatales.”

“This is our premium collection,” Raven said, running her fingers along a row of black leather and latex outfits with the same enthusiasm most people reserved for describing funeral arrangements. “All professionally sized. All guaranteed to make your partner question their life choices in the best possible way.”

Samantha examined the options, her eyes settling on a sleek black bodysuit that looked like it had been painted on the mannequin. It was cut high on the legs, with a plunging neckline and long sleeves that ended in fingerless gloves. The material had a subtle sheen that caught the light when the mannequin moved.

“That one,” she said, pointing.

“Excellent choice. What size?”

“Small. Maybe extra small if you have it.”

Raven nodded approvingly. “A woman who knows what she wants. I respect that. What about accessories? We have masks, ears, tails, boots …”

“Ears for sure. And what about a whip?”

“Whips are custom order only, but I can offer you this.” Raven reached behind the counter and produced a black leather riding crop with a silver handle. “It’s more suggestion than actual dominance tool, but it photographs well.”

Samantha took the crop, testing its weight in her hand. It was lighter than she’d expected, with a satisfying whoosh when she swung it through the air. “Perfect.”

“And the ears?”

Raven produced a headband with pointed black ears that looked infinitely more sophisticated than the cheap Halloween store variety. They were made of the same material as the bodysuit, with subtle detailing that made them look almost realistic.

“The whole package comes to two hundred and thirty-seven dollars,” Raven said, beginning to ring up the purchase. “Cash or card?”

“Card,” Samantha said, already pulling out her wallet. It was more than she’d planned to spend, but seeing the look on Mark’s face when he walked through the door would be worth every penny.

“Excellent. You know,” Raven said as she processed the payment, “most people who buy these costumes are way too nervous to actually wear them. They come in all confident and then chicken out at the last minute. It’s a perfect metaphor for how capitalist society conditions women to perform sexuality while simultaneously shaming them for owning it. You don’t seem like the type.”

“I’m not,” Samantha said, though she wondered if that was entirely true. Was she doing this because she was confident, or because she was trying to prove something? To Mark? To herself?

“Good for you. Your partner is lucky.” Raven handed her the bag with a rare smile. “Go forth and conquer.”

***

Back home, Samantha spread the costume out on their bed and pulled up a photo of Vanessa Vale in her iconic role on her phone. The resemblance was striking—the same blonde hair, the same athletic build, the same strong features that could look fierce or vulnerable depending on the angle.

She held up the bodysuit, examining the sleek material. It was heavier than she’d expected, with a subtle texture that caught the light. The cut was definitely more revealing than anything she’d worn outside of their bedroom, but that was kind of the point.

This is ridiculous, she thought as she started getting undressed. I’m a grown woman playing dress-up because my husband made a joke about having a fetish.

But even as she told herself it was silly, she couldn’t deny the little thrill of excitement building in her chest. There was something appealing about the idea of completely surprising Mark, of seeing his face when he walked through the door and found her waiting like this.

The bodysuit was tighter than she’d anticipated, requiring some creative maneuvering to get into. The material clung to every curve, accentuating her athletic build in ways that made her feel both powerful and exposed. She zipped it up slowly, watching herself in the full-length mirror as the costume transformed her silhouette.

Okay, she admitted to herself, this actually looks pretty good.

She added the ears, adjusting them until they sat at just the right angle, then picked up the riding crop and gave it an experimental flick. The sound it made cutting through the air was satisfying in a way she hadn’t expected.

But as she stood there, examining herself from different angles, those nagging thoughts started creeping back in. Was she doing this because she genuinely wanted to, or because some part of her was worried about Mark spending weeks in Prague with someone who looked just like her but was infinitely more successful?

Stop it, she told herself firmly. You’re not that insecure.

But wasn’t she? Even just a little bit? Mark had been so careful not to make a big deal about the resemblance, but she’d seen the way his eyes had lit up when he’d first mentioned Vanessa’s name. The way he’d looked almost guilty when he’d said “your twin.”

Am I doing this because I’m insecure about him working with someone who looks just like me but is more successful?

The thought made her stomach twist uncomfortably. She turned around, looking at herself from behind in the mirror, and caught sight of her ass in the tight material. The costume left little to the imagination, hugging her curves in all the right places.

She couldn’t help but smile. Nothing wrong with making sure your husband appreciates you … and he’s going to appreciate all over this ass tonight.

As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she rolled her eyes at herself. God, that sounded pornographic and dorky even in my own head.

But the smile remained. Maybe she was being a little territorial, a little insecure. So what? She was human. And if taking care of her man meant occasionally reminding him exactly what he had waiting for him at home, well, there were worse problems to have.

She struck a pose in the mirror, one hand on her hip, the other holding the riding crop. The woman looking back at her was confident, dangerous, and undeniably sexy. Not Vanessa Vale, but something uniquely her own.

Mark has no idea what’s about to hit him, she thought with satisfaction.

Now she just had to wait.




Chapter 4: You Win Some, You Lose Some

Mark pulled into the driveway, his mind still spinning from the whirlwind of the day. Monty’s manic energy had left his head buzzing, Vanessa’s cool professionalism burned in his thoughts, and the crushing weight of the opportunity ahead pressed on his chest. The familiar sight of their house grounded him. It was small, a safe harbor amid the chaos. He noticed the garage door was still closed, a silent clue that Samantha was likely still hammering away at her workout routine, sweat and effort pouring out behind that door.

He grabbed his keys and moved toward the front door, fingers curling tightly around them as he imagined collapsing onto the couch and unraveling the surreal events to Samantha in vivid detail. Monty was certifiably insane, the kind of madness that either made or broke a project, and somehow they’d caught that lightning. The idea of finally having a break, a real chance, sent a flicker of heat through him. He was eager, nerves coiled tight and ready to unwind in the one place that always felt like home.

Mark stepped inside, setting his keys on the kitchen counter. The house was calm, no music, no clang of weights from the garage gym. “Hello?” His voice echoed softly in the quiet.

“In the bedroom,” Samantha called out, her voice low and sultry, weaving through the silence. “Come tell me about your day.”

Mark loosened his tie slowly, already craving the relief of shedding his stiff dress clothes after the long day. As he stepped closer to the bedroom, he started to say, “You won’t believe what Monty was like today—”

The words just caught in his throat and disappeared.

Samantha was posed against their closet door like something out of a magazine, one leg planted firmly on the ground, the other bent at the knee with her foot braced against the door. She was wearing a sleek black bodysuit that clung to every curve of her athletic frame, complete with pointed ears perched perfectly on her head. In her right hand, she held a black riding crop with casual confidence.

Mark burst out laughing, the sound erupting from him involuntarily. Not mocking laughter, but pure, delighted surprise.

“Oh my God,” he managed between chuckles. “You actually—”

Samantha raised the riding crop to her lips, mock-licking the back of her other hand like a cat grooming itself. Her eyes never left his face as she said in a low, purring voice, “I couldn’t find any jewels, so I’ll have to find another way to make this heist worth my time.”

Mark tried to suppress his joyous laughter, pressing his lips together, but his shoulders were still shaking. The combination of how ridiculous and how incredibly sexy she looked was almost too much to process.

Samantha pushed off from the door, moving toward him with a predatory grace that made his breath catch. Her hand slid down the front of his shirt, over his stomach, coming to rest directly over his crotch where she could feel him already starting to respond.

“I guess I’ll just have to get what I need from you instead,” she purred, and then she made a soft meowing sound that should have been silly but instead sent heat straight through him.

“Bed,” Samantha commanded against his lips, her voice losing some of its playful purr and gaining an edge of genuine need. “Now.” She grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him toward their bed, pushing him down onto the mattress with enough force that he bounced slightly.

Mark looked up at her as she stood over him, the costume making her look dangerous and powerful in the bedroom lighting.

“You’re overdressed,” she observed, her hands going to his belt.

Mark lifted his hips as she worked his pants down his legs, followed quickly by his boxers. His erection sprang free, and Samantha’s eyes fixed on it with unmistakable hunger.

“Ooo,” she said, her voice dripping with theatrical appreciation, “apparently, there is something worth my time in this starter-home-with-delusions-of-grandeur.”

Mark laughed despite his arousal. “Did you plan all these lines?”

“Maybe,” she said with a wicked grin, wrapping her hand around his cock and stroking slowly. “Did they work?”

Mark’s laugh turned into a groan as she tightened her grip. “Yeah, they worked.”

Samantha lowered her head, maintaining eye contact as she took him into her mouth. Mark’s head fell back against the pillows as she worked him with her tongue, her movements aggressive and possessive in a way that made his entire body tense with pleasure. She took him deeper, one hand braced on his thigh while the other worked the base of his shaft. There was nothing gentle about it. She was claiming him, marking her territory in the most primal way possible.

She pulled off of him with a wet sound, looking up with satisfaction at his flushed face. “My turn,” she said, climbing up his body.

Samantha straddled his chest then moved higher until she was positioned over his face. Mark could see her reaching for the zipper at the crotch of the bodysuit, pulling it down to expose herself completely.

“Hold still,” she commanded, lowering herself onto his mouth.

Mark’s hands gripped her thighs as she settled her weight on his face, the taste of her flooding his senses. He worked his tongue against her, feeling her respond immediately to his touch. The position gave her complete control, and she used it, grinding against his mouth with increasing urgency.

Mark could feel her thighs trembling on either side of his head as he focused on her clit, alternating between gentle circles and firmer pressure. Samantha’s breathing grew ragged, punctuated by soft moans that grew louder as she approached her peak.

When she came, it was with a cry that echoed off their bedroom walls, her entire body tensing as waves of pleasure rolled through her. Mark kept working his tongue against her until she pulled away, oversensitive and breathing hard.

“Good boy,” she panted, sliding down his body until she was straddling his hips. She positioned herself over his erection, teasing him by rubbing against him without taking him inside.

“Sam, please,” Mark groaned, his hands on her hips, trying to guide her down onto him.

She smiled wickedly and sank down onto him in one smooth motion, both of them gasping at the sensation. The costume made everything feel different, more intense, more urgent. She began to move, rolling her hips in a rhythm that had Mark gripping the sheets.

“You feel so good,” Samantha moaned, her hands braced on his chest as she rode him. The cat ears had shifted slightly during their activities, giving her a disheveled, wild look that made Mark’s pulse race even faster.

They moved together, the playful energy from earlier giving way to something more primal and desperate. Mark thrust up to meet her movements, their bodies finding a rhythm that had them both approaching the edge quickly.

“I’m close,” Mark warned, his voice strained.

“Come for me,” Samantha commanded, her own voice tight with approaching orgasm. “I want to feel you come inside me.”

That was all it took. Mark’s climax hit him like a wave, his body arching off the bed as he spilled himself inside her. The sensation of him pulsing within her pushed Samantha over the edge again, her second orgasm rolling through her as she collapsed forward onto his chest.

They lay there for several minutes, breathing heavily, their bodies still connected. Mark’s hands traced lazy patterns on Samantha’s back, feeling the slight dampness of sweat through the bodysuit material.

“You’re such a dork,” he said affectionately, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“A dork who just rocked your world,” she replied, not lifting her head from his chest.

Mark’s fingers found the zipper at the back of her neck, slowly pulling it down. “This thing must be hot.”

“Worth it for the look on your face when you walked in,” Samantha said, finally lifting her head to look at him. Her makeup was slightly smudged, her hair mussed despite the ears, and Mark thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

“So,” she continued, rolling off him and curling up against his side, “tell me about your day. How was the meeting? Is Prague really happening?”

Mark felt a warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with their recent activities. This was what he loved most about Samantha, the way she could shift from wildly sexual and even silly to genuinely interested in his life without missing a beat.

Mark smiled, the excitement bubbling up despite the exhaustion. “Prague is definitely happening,” he said, unable to keep the enthusiasm out of his voice. “Eight weeks of filming, and the apartment they’ve set up for me is definitely big enough for two.”

Samantha’s face lit up instantly. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I’m saying pack your bags, because there’s no way I’m spending two months in Prague without you,” Mark said, pulling her closer with a grin.

Samantha laughed, pressing a soft kiss to his shoulder. “I would have stowed away and slept under your bed if it meant eight weeks in Prague. So, what was Vanessa like?”

Mark hesitated for just a moment, recalling Monty’s warning to keep the Lucas situation under wraps. “She was … professional. Nice. Really committed to the project.” He paused then added carefully, “There might be some on-set drama I’ll have to manage when we’re there, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“Drama?” Samantha asked, her brow furrowing slightly in concern.

“Just the usual actor stuff,” Mark said, trying to keep his tone light and casual. “You know how it is.” He gave her a small smile. “Honestly, I’m more nervous about directing my first major production than juggling personalities.”

Samantha studied his face for a moment, searching for signs of stress beneath his calm. Then she smiled warmly. “You’re going to be amazing. This is your shot, Mark. I can feel it.”

They lay in comfortable silence for a while, Mark’s fingers tracing lazy patterns on Samantha’s skin where the unzipped bodysuit had slipped off her shoulders. He felt the tension of the day finally catch up with him as his body began to relax against hers.

“I should get some water,” he murmured, pressing a soft kiss to Samantha’s forehead. “And probably wash this makeup off my face.”

Samantha laughed softly, her breath warm against his skin. “Good call. I’ll be right here when you get back.”

Mark carefully disentangled himself from their limbs and padded to the kitchen, still naked, to grab a bottle of water. The quiet in the house felt different now, charged with possibility and the buzz of what was to come. In just eight weeks, they’d be in Prague, starting the biggest project of his career, and the thought both thrilled and unnerved him.

He took a long drink, savoring the cool water, then headed back toward the bedroom, eager to curl up with Samantha and maybe, just maybe, fall asleep early for once.

But as he reached the doorway, the water bottle nearly slipped from his hand. Samantha had removed the bodysuit entirely and was bent over the edge of their bed, hands braced against the mattress, her flawless ass presented toward the door. She glanced over her shoulder with a smile that was equal parts innocent and wicked, the soft curve of her lower back and the subtle swell of her hips catching the bedroom light just right.

Mark felt himself harden again almost instantly, his body reacting before his mind fully registered the sight before him. He moved silently across the room, placing the water bottle on the dresser without taking his eyes off her. Samantha watched him in the mirror on the dresser, her smile widening with knowing delight as she saw his renewed arousal.

When he reached her, she spread her legs wider, arching her back to present herself fully. The smooth skin of her inner thighs glistened slightly with warmth and desire. Mark positioned himself behind her, the head of his cock brushing gently against her wetness, slick and ready.

“Yes,” she breathed, pushing back into him, her voice low and filled with need.

Mark entered her slowly, both groaning softly at the delicious sensation. This position always drove him wild—the intimate view, the perfect angle, the way Samantha looked braced against the bed like she was giving herself to him completely.

His hands gripped her hips firmly, guiding each thrust as he found a steady rhythm that soon had them both breathing hard. There was an urgent edge to this round, more primal than before. The costume and playful roleplay were gone, replaced by raw desire and connection.

“Harder,” Samantha gasped, pushing back to meet each of his thrusts with increasing intensity. Her breath came in ragged pants, every movement of her hips a silent plea for more.

Mark complied without hesitation, his fingers digging into her hips as he increased the pace. The wet sound of their bodies meeting echoed in the quiet room, punctuated by Samantha’s soft moans and his own harsh breathing.

He could feel his climax building rapidly, the sight of Samantha beneath him, so open and willing, driving him closer to the edge with every powerful stroke. When he finally came, it was with a deep, guttural groan, his body shuddering as he emptied himself fully inside her.

Mark stayed buried in her warmth for a few lingering seconds, both of them breathing hard, before slowly pulling out and collapsing beside her. Samantha straightened and turned, her cheeks flushed and hair tousled, looking utterly satisfied.

“Better?” Samantha asked with a satisfied smile, her eyes sparkling with contentment.

“Amazing,” Mark replied, pulling her down gently beside him, their bodies still entwined in the afterglow.

As they lay there, Samantha’s mind wandered to the way Mark had taken her from behind. His usually gentle touch replaced by something firmer, more demanding. She’d enjoyed the intensity, even if it hadn’t pushed her to another climax.

It made her think about those rare moments when a partner truly dominated her, letting go of control entirely. It wasn’t something that happened often with Mark, who was always focused on ensuring her pleasure and comfort. She treasured that about him. Their connection and his attentiveness outstripped every other relationship she'd ever had. .

But sometimes she missed that fierce need to be taken, to be wanted so badly that tenderness gave way to raw urgency. It was a small thing, but still a contrast she sometimes craved.

You win some, you lose some. Mark was everything she could ever want in a husband and more. If the trade-off meant occasionally missing that particular kind of intensity, she could live with it without regret.

“I love you,” she murmured against his shoulder, her voice soft but full of certainty.

“Love you, too,” Mark answered, tightening his arms around her, his breath warm against her skin. “Thank you for tonight. For the costume, for … everything.”

Samantha smiled, already half-asleep, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his chest. “Anytime, Mr. Director, anytime.”




Chapter 5: Praha

The restaurant was tucked away in a quiet corner of Prague’s Old Town, the kind of place that catered to film crews without attracting tourists with cameras. Mark sat at a round table with white linens, surrounded by empty plates and coffee cups that suggested they’d been talking for a while. The rich aroma of roasted coffee mingled with the scent of fresh bread from the kitchen, and through the tall windows, the afternoon light cast warm geometric patterns across their table as the sounds of cobblestone footsteps and distant church bells drifted in from the street.

“—and that’s how I ended up doing my own stunts for that rooftop chase,” Vanessa was saying, gesturing with her coffee cup. “The insurance company was not thrilled.”

“I bet.” Lucas laughed, leaning back in his chair. The actor was tall and athletic, with dark skin and the kind of easy confidence that made you understand why cameras loved him. “I’ve been training with a martial arts coach for three months just to prep for this. Whatever you need, I’m ready.”

Mark noticed how Lucas’s comment seemed directed at him rather than the table generally. “That’s great to hear. The action sequences are going to be challenging.”

“Y’all are making me feel lazy,” Adelaide said with her distinctive Southern drawl, not looking up from her phone. “I just coordinate other people doing dangerous things.”

“Adelaide’s being modest,” Mark said. “She’s the one who makes sure we don’t actually kill anyone.”

“Honey, that’s what they pay me for,” Adelaide replied, finally looking up. “Though I have to say, Prague’s got some beautiful locations for you to almost die in. I’ve worked with most of the local crews before. They’re good people. First time I was here, about twenty years ago, Lucas and I would’ve gotten a lot of looks just walking down the street. Now being Black is old news, thank God.”

“That’s what I love about this project,” Vanessa said, her attention turning to Mark. “The locations, the script, the chance to do something smaller scale. After the last few months of press tours and promotional events, this feels like actual filmmaking.”

Mark felt that familiar flutter of validation. Both actors were clearly invested in the material, but there was something else happening. There was a subtle competition for his attention that he recognized from other projects, though never at this level.

“The character work you’ve done is really impressive,” Lucas added. “David feels like a real person, not just a plot device.”

“I’ve been telling everyone about that interrogation scene in act two,” Vanessa said, leaning forward slightly. “The way you’ve written the subtext, it’s like three conversations happening at once.”

Mark found himself relaxing as they talked, falling into creative conversation. But he also noticed the small things. The way Vanessa’s smile became slightly more guarded when Lucas complimented her approach to a scene. The way Lucas’s attention seemed to sharpen whenever Vanessa addressed Mark directly.

Adelaide caught Mark’s eye and gave him a look that suggested she was noticing the same undercurrents. But she just sipped her coffee and kept her thoughts to herself.

“Well,” she said, “I should probably head back and make sure our equipment shipment actually made it through customs. Y’all enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”

As the assistant director left, Mark felt his phone buzz with a text from Samantha: Having coffee with Maddie. How’s the meeting going?

He smiled and typed back: Good. Professional. Will call you later.

“Everything okay?” Vanessa asked, noticing his distraction.

“Just checking in with Samantha,” Mark said. “She’s exploring the city with an old friend.”

“That’s nice,” Lucas said. “Prague’s a great city for wandering around.”

They finished their coffee and parted ways with plans to meet early the next morning.

As Mark walked back toward his apartment, the late afternoon air carried the scent of roasting chestnuts from street vendors, and he could hear the distant clang of tram bells echoing off the medieval buildings. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d just watched a careful performance from both of his leads. Professional, polished, and completely controlled.

He wondered how long that control would last.

***

On the other side of the city, Samantha found Maddie exactly where she’d said she’d be—at a small table outside a café on Wenceslas Square, wearing a leather jacket despite the mild weather. Two empty coffee cups and the remnants of pastries sat between them, evidence of a long, comfortable conversation. The afternoon breeze carried the sounds of street musicians and chattering tourists in multiple languages, while the warm Prague sun filtered through the plane trees lining the square.

“—and campus security is just standing there with their flashlights like they’re watching performance art!” Samantha was saying, both women dissolving in laughter.

“I still can’t believe you convinced them you were ‘communing with the water spirits,’” Maddie gasped, wiping tears from her eyes.

“I was very convincing when I was drunk.” Samantha grinned. “And very stupid.”

“You were fearless. That’s what I miss about college you.” Maddie shook her head, still chuckling. “God, we were insane.”

“Speak for yourself. I was just creative.”

“Creative. Right.” Maddie stretched in her chair, looking perfectly content. “You know, speaking of getting wild, I got completely tossed around by this guy last weekend. Sometimes there’s something to be said for a little chaos.”

“That must be nice,” Samantha said, and there was something wistful in her tone that made Maddie glance at her with interest.

“Oh. Interesting.”

“What? No, it’s not—” Samantha caught herself, laughing. “Mark’s wonderful. He’s sweet and attentive, and I’m not complaining at all.”

“But?”

“There’s no but.” Samantha fidgeted with her coffee cup, the ceramic warm against her fingers despite being nearly empty. “It’s just … Mark’s not really the aggressive type, you know? Which is fine. It’s good. I like that about him.”

Maddie studied her friend’s face thoughtfully. “You know, I know some couples who’ve figured out ways to keep things interesting. They experiment with other people sometimes. Some of the guys even like to watch.”

Samantha laughed, but it sounded a little forced. “I’m not a cheater, Maddie.”

“It’s not cheating if everyone’s into it,” Maddie said with a casual shrug. “But forget it, you’re happy.”

“I am happy,” Samantha said firmly.

Before Samantha could respond further, her phone rang. Mark’s name appeared on the screen, and she answered quickly.

“Hey, how did lunch go?”

“Good.” Mark’s voice was warm and familiar through the phone. “Everyone’s professional. Everyone’s prepared. I think we’re going to have a good shoot.”

“That’s great. I’m having coffee with Maddie.”

“Tell her I said hi. I’ll see you back at the apartment in a few hours?”

“Absolutely. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Samantha hung up and found Maddie watching her with an amused expression.

“He sounds happy,” Maddie observed.

“He is. We both are.”

“I can tell.” Maddie stood, shouldering her bag. “I’ve got to catch a tram, but we should do this again while you’re here. Prague’s a beautiful city.” She leaned down to kiss Samantha’s cheek then walked away with easy confidence.

Samantha sat alone at the café table, watching the crowds flow past in the afternoon light. A tram clanged by in the distance, and the scent of coffee and cigarettes from nearby tables mixed with the faint aroma of fresh bread from a bakery across the square. The conversation with Maddie had been … interesting. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what her old friend had been about to suggest, but something about Maddie’s casual confidence made her think about things she normally didn’t examine too closely.

Which is probably exactly what she was trying to do, Samantha thought with a rueful smile.

Some things never changed.




Chapter 6: Let Me Paint You a Picture

The interrogation scene was going smoothly. Mark watched from behind the monitors as Vanessa delivered her lines with the kind of precision that reminded him why she commanded eight-figure salaries. Lucas sat across from her at the metal table, playing the captured asset with just the right mix of defiance and vulnerability.

“Cut,” Mark called after what felt like a perfect take. “That was great, everyone.”

“Can we do another?” Vanessa asked, not moving from her position. “I want to try something different with the line about trust.”

Mark glanced at Adelaide, who was checking something on her tablet. They’d already done six takes of the same exchange, and the last three had been virtually identical. But this was Vanessa Vale, and if she wanted another take, she got another take.

“Sure,” Mark said. “Let’s go again.”

They reset, and Vanessa ran through the scene once more, changing perhaps two words from the previous version. Mark could see some of the crew exchanging glances, the kind of look that said they’d been here before with demanding stars.

“One more,” Vanessa said before Mark could call cut. “I’m still not feeling the transition in the middle.”

This time, Mark caught Lucas shifting slightly in his chair, a barely perceptible eye roll that suggested he was reaching the limits of his patience. But he reset his position without complaint, falling back into character with professional ease.

Take eight was, as far as Mark could tell, identical to take six. And take seven. And probably take five.

“Can we do one more?” Vanessa asked. “I’m still not feeling the transition in the middle.”

Mark glanced at Adelaide, who gave him a look that said they were pushing the limits of the crew’s patience. He made a decision.

“Vanessa, we got it. I promise we got it.”

She looked at him for a moment then nodded. “Okay. You’re right.”

“Good thing you’re so particular about everything,” Lucas said with a slight smile as he stood up from the table and stretched. “Keeps us all on our toes.”

The comment hung in the air for a moment. To Mark’s ears, it sounded supportive. Lucas was just acknowledging Vanessa’s perfectionism in a way that made the crew’s restlessness seem unreasonable. But something in Vanessa’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly. Her shoulders tensed, and Mark caught a flash of something sharp in her eyes.

“Right,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “I think we have it.”

She pushed back from the table, standing with the kind of controlled movement that suggested she was working hard to appear calm.

Mark was about to call lunch when he noticed Vanessa moving toward the craft services table set up in the corner of the soundstage. She was walking faster than necessary, her usual grace replaced by something more mechanical. As she reached for a water bottle from the table, Mark saw her twist awkwardly, her attention still partially focused on Lucas, who was chatting easily with one of the camera operators as if nothing had happened.

The water bottle had somehow ended up behind a stack of equipment cases. Vanessa reached for it without really looking, stretching her arm back while her torso remained twisted toward the rest of the set. Mark was about to suggest someone help her when she made a sharp, frustrated movement, part reach, part turn, and suddenly froze.

Even from across the set, Mark could see the moment her face changed. The careful neutrality vanished, replaced by something between surprise and pain. She stood perfectly still for a few seconds, one hand braced against the craft services table, her breathing shallow.

“Vanessa?” Mark called. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just pulled something,” she said, straightening up slowly. “I’m fine.”

Lucas had noticed and was approaching. “You sure?”

“It’s nothing,” Vanessa said, taking a careful step. “Maybe we could take five, though? I just need to stretch it out.”

“Of course,” Mark said. “Everyone, let’s take fifteen.”

As the crew dispersed for break, Mark assumed it was just one of those minor things that happened on set. People pulled muscles all the time.

It wasn’t until later that afternoon, when Vanessa couldn’t get back into position for her next scene without visible pain, that Mark realized this was more serious than anyone had thought.

***

Three hours later, Mark found himself staring at a hologram.

The communication studio Adelaide had booked was small and sterile, with white walls and the kind of aggressively modern furniture that looked expensive but uncomfortable. Vanessa sat in one of the chairs, her back clearly bothering her despite the painkillers the medic had given her. The diagnosis had been what Mark had feared: severe muscle strain in her lower back, aggravated by the twisting motion. No permanent damage, but she’d be unable to do any physical work for at least a month.

The hologram flickered to life in the center of the room, and Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III was suddenly standing before them, wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist and dripping with what appeared to be sauna sweat.

“Mark! Vanessa! Beautiful day for a crisis, isn’t it?” Monty’s baritone voice boomed through the speakers with manic enthusiasm. “Sorry about the attire, but I was in the middle of a very important sweat session with Leonardo when Adelaide called. You know how it is with A-listers and their wellness routines.”

Mark blinked, still processing the surreal nature of having a business meeting with a half-naked hologram. “Monty, we need to talk about the schedule—”

“Schedule?” Monty laughed, a sound that somehow managed to be both gleeful and terrifying. “Schedule is fucked, my friend. Completely and utterly fucked. But that’s why they pay me the big bucks—to unfuck the unfuckable.”

“The injury isn’t that serious,” Vanessa interjected, though Mark could see the strain in her voice. “I can still do dialogue scenes, and in a few weeks—”

“A few weeks?” The hologram turned to face her, and even in digital form, his stare was intense. “Sweetheart, we don’t have a few weeks. We have a schedule tighter than my personal trainer’s ass, and Riddler’s Revenge starts filming in ten weeks.”

“I’ll be ready by then. I always am,” Vanessa said firmly.

“Look, we can work around this,” she continued, straightening up in her chair despite the obvious discomfort. “Move all the stunt work to the end of the shoot. I’ll be fine by then.”

“Oh, will you?” The hologram flickered as he reached for something off-screen. “Because I have a fascinating little document here that says otherwise. Don’t ask me how I got it—let’s just say patient privacy laws are more like … guidelines.”

He held up what appeared to be a medical report. “According to this charming assessment, you should be on constant bed rest when you’re not on set, and when you are on set, you should stand as still as a fucking statue. ‘No sudden movements, no lifting, no twisting.’ Sound familiar?”

Mark saw Vanessa’s jaw clench. “That’s … overly cautious.”

“Oh, is it? And what happens when Riddler’s people find out their leading lady can’t throw a punch without a spine specialist on speed dial? They’ll shut down production, sue you for breach of contract, and we’ll all be explaining to very angry executives why a hundred-million-dollar movie is on indefinite hold.”

“Monty,” Mark tried to intervene, but the producer was just getting started.

“Let me paint you a picture, Vanessa. We finish this beautiful, artistic, career-defining masterpiece in nine weeks, you have exactly two weeks to prepare for Riddler’s Revenge, and then it’s straight into awards season for this film. Miss any of those deadlines, and what happens? I’ll tell you what happens: we don’t finish the movie, you don’t get to play with the big boys again, and I have to explain to a very unhappy studio why their investment just evaporated like steam in this godforsaken sauna.”

“Awards season?” Mark interrupted, staring at the hologram. “What are you talking about?”

Monty's grin was that of a hungry predator, toying with its prey. “You didn’t know your movie was gonna be that good, did ya? Well, it doesn’t matter. Oscars are too important to depend on whether or not something is actually good.”

Mark and Vanessa looked at each other, both absorbing the implications. This wasn’t just about finishing a movie anymore. Monty was promising them careers, legacies, the kind of success that could change everything. Mark could see in Vanessa’s eyes the same realization he was having: they needed this to work. They both needed this to work.

“So,” he continued, adjusting his towel with a flourish, “we have two options. Option one: you do the stunts anyway and risk turning your pulled muscle into something that requires surgery and six months of physical therapy. Option two: we find someone else to do the physical work.”

“I don’t use stunt doubles,” Vanessa said firmly. “It’s one of the things that sets me apart.”

“Which is exactly what makes you so fucking brilliant!” Montague’s eyes were manic. “But let me sweeten the deal. You know that little golden statue that actors pretend they don’t care about? The one that validates their entire existence and makes them feel like they’ve transcended mere mortality?”

Mark saw Vanessa’s eyes narrow. “I haven’t been nominated yet.”

“Oh, but you have,” he said with predatory satisfaction. “You just don’t know it yet. See, I’ve been having some very interesting conversations with some very important people. People who vote on these things. People who appreciate … guidance … in their decision-making process.”

“Monty,” Mark said carefully, “what exactly are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I have enough dirt on Academy voters and Hollywood Foreign Press members to pave the road to hell twice over. Photos, financial records, little indiscretions that would make their grandmothers weep. Nothing illegal, you understand; just the kind of information that helps people remember which performances really moved them.”

Vanessa stared at the hologram. “You’re bribing Oscar voters?”

“Bribing is such an ugly word. I prefer ‘strategic persuasion.’ And it works both ways, sweetheart. Play ball with me, use a stunt double for the physical stuff, and I make sure you get that nomination and the win that follows. Refuse, and I make sure you never win anything more prestigious than a Kids’ Choice Award.”

The room fell silent except for the hum of the holographic projectors. Mark felt like he was watching a car accident in slow motion, fascinating and horrifying in equal measure.

“You can’t be serious,” Vanessa said.

“Dead serious. Deadlier than serious. I am the living embodiment of serious.” The hologram flickered briefly as it leaned forward, his digital form flickering slightly. “So, what’s it going to be? Stunt double, or permanent bridesmaid?”

Mark saw his moment. “Actually, I might have a solution.”

Both Vanessa and the hologram turned to look at him.

“I know someone who looks exactly like Vanessa. Athletic, experienced stunt performer, and discreet. She could handle the physical work without barely anyone noticing the difference.” Mark paused, thinking it through. “Most of the stunts are hand-to-hand combat, so we can keep the crew small for those scenes. Fewer people who need to know about the switch.”

Monty's eyes lit up with interest. “Tell me more.”

“Her name is Samantha. She’s … she’s my wife. And the resemblance is uncanny.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “Your wife?” Then, after a moment, Vanessa said, “I’d want to meet her first. If we’re going to do this, I need to make sure it will actually work.”

“Fantastic!” Monty's entire demeanor transformed, his face lighting up with the kind of manic glee usually reserved for lottery winners or people having nervous breakdowns. “Brilliant! Absolutely fucking Brilliant! Mark, you magnificent bastard, you’ve just saved not only this production, but possibly my entire career, my reputation, my third mortgage, and quite possibly my immortal soul!”

He began gesticulating wildly, causing his towel to slip dangerously low. “This is the kind of thinking that separates the visionaries from the corporate drones! The kind of lateral problem-solving that would make Sun Tzu weep with joy! You’ve just turned a catastrophic crisis into a stroke of genius so elegant, so perfect, that I’m genuinely questioning whether you might be some kind of filmmaking savant sent from the gods of cinema themselves!”

Mark blinked, somewhat overwhelmed by the verbal assault of praise.

“I mean it, Mark! This solution is so beautiful, so seamless, so absolutely fucking perfect that I’m getting genuine chills despite being in a sauna for the past hour! You’ve taken an impossible situation and made it not just possible, but potentially legendary!”

He paused, his expression shifting to something more serious. “But let’s be clear about something. This stays between us. If word gets out that Vanessa Vale is using a stunt double, it undermines everything that makes her valuable. Understood?”

Mark nodded, though part of him wondered what exactly he’d just committed to.

“Wonderful. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a very important appointment with a Swedish massage therapist who charges more per hour than most people make in a month. Don’t call me unless someone’s dying or the film stock catches fire.”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving Mark and Vanessa alone in the sterile room.

“Your wife,” Vanessa said after a long moment. “She really looks like me?”

“It’s … unsettling, actually. People mistake her for you all the time.”

Vanessa was quiet for a moment, considering. “I’ll need to meet her. Tonight, if possible. If we’re going to make this work, I need to see for myself.”

Mark pulled out his phone to text Samantha, wondering how exactly he was going to explain this conversation. Some things, he was learning, were harder to prepare for than others.

Even in the film business.




Chapter 7: Seeing Double

Their Prague apartment was modest but comfortable, with tall windows that looked out over the red-tiled rooftops of the old city. Mark had filled Samantha in on what had happened on set, what Montague had proposed, and why Vanessa Vale was now on her way over to examine her as a potential stunt double.

“So, let me get this straight,” Samantha said, sitting on their small couch with her legs tucked under her. “Vanessa hurt her back, can’t do stunts, and now you want me to be her body double because we look alike?”

“That’s the basic idea, yes. Though it has to be kept completely secret because of her reputation for doing her own stunts.”

“And he threatened to destroy her career if she doesn’t agree to use a double?”

“While he was in a towel, dripping wet from a sauna session with Leonardo DiCaprio.” Mark shook his head. “Oh, and apparently he’s positioning this movie for awards season.”

Samantha blinked. “Awards season? Since when?”

“Since about three hours ago, apparently. Monty seems to think Oscars are too important to depend on whether something is actually good.”

Samantha shook her head with a rueful smile. “Only you would land a directing gig that comes with its own soap opera.”

A knock at the door interrupted them.

Mark opened it to find Vanessa standing in the hallway, looking every inch the movie star, even in simple jeans and a sweater. 

“Vanessa,” Mark said, “thanks for coming over.”

“Of course.” She stepped into the apartment, her eyes immediately finding Samantha. For a moment, both women just stared at each other.

“Wow,” Vanessa finally said. “That’s … unsettling.”

“Tell me about it,” Samantha replied, standing up. “I’ve been getting mistaken for you for years.”

“I can see why.” Vanessa moved closer, studying Samantha’s face with professional interest. “The bone structure is nearly identical. Same height, same build …” She paused, considering. “This might actually work.”

Mark felt a strange mix of pride and discomfort watching his wife being evaluated like a piece of equipment. “So you think—”

“Top off,” Vanessa said suddenly.

Mark and Samantha both blinked.

“What?” Samantha asked.

“Your top. Take it off.” Vanessa’s tone was matter-of-fact, clinical. “Some of the stunt sequences involve partial nudity, and I know where men are going to pause the film.”

Samantha looked at Mark, who looked back at her with an expression that suggested he was as confused as she was. “You want me to—”

“It’s purely professional,” Vanessa said, already reaching for the hem of her own sweater. “Trust me; I’ve done enough nude scenes to know that bodies are just bodies when you’re working.”

Mark felt his face flush. “Maybe I should—”

“Stay,” Vanessa said firmly. “You’re the director. You need to see if this will work on camera.”

Samantha shrugged, seeming more amused than embarrassed. “Well, this is definitely the weirdest job interview I’ve ever had.” She pulled her T-shirt over her head then reached back to unhook her bra.

Mark tried to look anywhere else in the room, but found himself growing aroused despite the professional context. Part of his discomfort wasn’t just the awkwardness of the situation. It was his body’s unwelcome response to it. He felt himself stiffen in his pants.

“Interesting,” Vanessa murmured, walking around Samantha like she was examining a sculpture. “Very similar proportions. Skin tone is nearly identical …” She paused, studying more closely. “Areola’s a little bumpier, but that’s not a big deal.”

She removed her own sweater and bra with efficient movements then positioned herself directly next to Samantha. Mark found himself staring at two nearly identical women, both topless, both looking at him expectantly.

“Well?” Vanessa asked. “Can you tell the difference?”

Mark’s mouth felt dry. “I … This is really not appropriate—”

“Mark.” Vanessa’s voice was patient but firm. “You’re going to be directing scenes where my body needs to look like her body. This is work. Can you tell the difference or not?”

He forced himself to look professionally, trying to divorce himself from the fact that one of the women was his wife and the other was a major movie star. “You’re … very similar. Maybe Vanessa is slightly—”

A hologram suddenly flickered to life in the center of their living room.

Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized wearing a black wetsuit, complete with flippers and what appeared to be an expensive diving mask pushed up on his forehead. Water was still dripping from his hair.

“Mark! How’s the audition going? Please tell me we have good news because I just had to cut short a very important underwater treasure hunt with the Sultan of Brunei—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes taking in the scene before him. “Oh. Oh! Well, this is thorough.”

“Monty!” Mark spun around, instinctively moving to block the hologram’s view of the two topless women. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Monitoring the situation, obviously. Didn’t I tell you I was going to install cameras and a projector?”

“No,” Mark said firmly.

“Sure I did. Moving along.” The hologram surveiled the room. “Though I have to say, the picture quality isn’t quite what I was hoping for. Mark, could you step aside? I need to see if they actually match.”

“Absolutely not—”

“It’s fine,” Samantha said, apparently finding the whole situation hilarious. “He’s seen everything on the internet, anyway.”

“The lady has a point,” Monty agreed. “Now stop being precious and tell me if they match. The Sultan is waiting for me to finish this cave dive, and he gets cranky when people are late.”

Mark looked helplessly between his wife, Vanessa, and the hologram of his producer. “This is insane.”

“This is Hollywood,” Vanessa corrected. “Mark, just tell us: can you see the difference or not?”

Reluctantly, Mark examined both women with as much professionalism as he could muster. “They’re … very similar. Close enough that I don’t think anyone would notice the difference on camera.” He chuckled despite himself. “I guess making art requires personal sacrifice.”

“Good boy,” both women said simultaneously.

Mark’s face flushed red as he became suddenly, uncomfortably aware of his body’s response to the situation. Two beautiful women, topless, praising him in unison—his arousal was becoming impossible to ignore.

They looked at each other with surprise, then shared a strange look. An awkward silence settled over the room.

“Two of the most beautiful women in the world, topless, giving out ‘good boys,’ and I’m two thousand miles away!” Montague’s voice boomed from the hologram. “Criminal! Absolutely criminal!”

Trying to regain his composure, Mark forced himself to look more carefully at both women, approaching it like a director solving a technical problem. “They’re … yes, they’re very similar. Close enough that I don’t think anyone would notice the difference on camera.”

“Excellent!” The hologram clapped his hands together, sending water droplets flying. “Problem solved, crisis averted, movie saved. Again.”

Vanessa began reaching for her sweater. “Well, I’m convinced. Samantha can handle the stunt work.” She paused, glancing at both of them. “She can do the intimate scenes with Lucas, too, since our bodies match so well.”

The casual way she had said it made Mark’s stomach drop. “Vanessa, those scenes are pretty explicit—”

“I’m moving like a poorly maintained robot right now,” Vanessa interrupted, gesturing to her stiff posture. “You need someone who can pretend that Lucas is fucking her. That’s not me.”

Mark felt a wave of protective panic wash over him. The way she had said it so matter-of-factly, the implications of what she was suggesting …

“Call me back for that conversation!” Monty cackled. “I absolutely do not want to miss those negotiations!”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving them in sudden silence.

Vanessa finished putting on her sweater with calm efficiency. “I should go. Early call time tomorrow.”

“Vanessa, wait—” Mark started, his mind racing.

She paused at the door, looking at him with raised eyebrows. “What?”

Mark opened his mouth, then closed it again. What was he going to say? That he didn’t want his wife doing love scenes with Lucas? That sounded possessive and unprofessional. That he was worried about Lucas based on what Monty had told him? That felt like gossip.

“I …” Mark struggled to find the right words. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Okay.” Vanessa gave him a curious look. “See you tomorrow, Mark. Thanks for this, Samantha.”

The door closed behind her, leaving Mark and Samantha alone in their apartment.

Samantha laughed. “That was fun. This is actually going to be great.” She looked at Mark with a mischievous smile. “That was weirdly arousing, being ordered around and objectified like that.” Then she noticed Mark’s expression. “Mark? You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I need to—” Mark moved toward the door. “I’ll be right back.”

He yanked open the apartment door and looked down the hallway just in time to see the elevator doors closing. Without thinking, he ran for the stairwell, taking the steps two at a time.

Mark burst through the lobby doors and onto the street, looking frantically in both directions. He spotted Vanessa about half a block away, standing under a streetlight and fumbling in her purse for something.

“Vanessa!” he called, jogging toward her.

She looked up as he approached, a cigarette now between her lips. “Mark? What are you—”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Mark said, slightly out of breath from the run down six flights of stairs.

She lit the cigarette with a small silver lighter, taking a long drag. “I don’t. Usually. No exercise and no stunts for two months, might as well pick up all my old bad habits.” She shrugged.

“We need to talk. About Lucas. About these intimate scenes.”

“What about them?”

“I need to know if my wife is going to be safe working with him.” Mark felt awkward, but he had to ask. “I know you and Lucas have history.”

“Who told you we had history?”

“Monty mentioned it. Look, I don’t care about your personal life, but if there’s something I should know—”

“Keep your voice down,” Vanessa said, glancing around the quiet street. “Like what? You want to know if he’s dangerous?” She took another drag, studying Mark’s face. “He’s not. Lucas won’t do anything to anyone they won’t let him do. But he’ll do everything to someone who will let him.”

Mark felt his chest tighten. “What does that mean?”

“It means he’s very good at reading what people want and giving it to them. Very good at making them want things they didn’t know they wanted.” Vanessa’s smile was bitter. “He’s not a predator, Mark. He’s something more dangerous than that. He’s irresistible.”

“He cheated on you.”

It wasn’t a question. Vanessa’s laugh was short and sharp. “Yeah. Lots. You’d think, at a certain point, when you’re successful enough, famous enough, you wouldn’t get cheated on anymore. But it happens.” She took a long drag of her cigarette.

Mark didn’t know what to say to that. The vulnerability in her voice was unexpected, raw.

“Look,” Vanessa continued, “maybe it was too soon for me to work with him again. Maybe he got under my skin today, maybe without even meaning to, and that’s why we’re in this situation.” She gestured to her back. “But Lucas isn’t going to force himself on anyone. He doesn’t need to. But if your wife is attracted to him, if she’s curious about what it would be like …” She shrugged. “So long as your wife isn’t into it, he won’t fuck her. But if she is …”

She walked away, still smoking, leaving Mark standing alone under the streetlight, wondering if his wife was most people.

And wondering if he wanted her to be.




Chapter 8: The Switch

The elevator hummed quietly as it carried Mark up to the sixth floor, but his mind was elsewhere, caught in a loop of Vanessa’s words echoing in his head.

“He’ll do everything to someone who will let him.”

“So long as your wife isn’t into it, he won’t fuck her. But if she is …”

Mark’s thoughts drifted back to the set. He pictured the carefully controlled chaos of the closed set. The muted chatter of crew members adjusting lights and cameras, the subtle shift of shadows as the boom mic hovered overhead, the crisp sound of the director’s assistant calling out cues. Samantha lay back on the plush white sheets, her pale skin glowing under the soft amber lights, every curve highlighted by the lens as Lucas moved over her with practiced ease. His strong hands traced slow, deliberate paths along her sides, fingers grazing the swell of her hips before slipping beneath the thin fabric of her shirt. The way their bodies moved together was fluid and sensual, a choreography of touch and tease, the energy between them electric yet professional.

But then the scene shifted in Mark’s mind, blurring the line between imagination and reality. Suddenly, he wasn’t just watching through the lens anymore. He was in their apartment, standing quietly in the doorway, observing Lucas pressing his warm, dark body against Samantha’s bare skin. Her breath hitched as his lips trailed over her collarbone, then lower, leaving a trail of heat across the smooth expanse of her chest. Mark’s pulse quickened at the sight of her arching into him, the soft sounds she made as his hands roamed hungrily over her back and sides. His own erection hardened further as he pictured Lucas’s mouth descending, capturing her nipple with firm, demanding kisses, drawing a low moan from deep within her.

“Jste v pořádku?”

Mark blinked, suddenly aware that someone was speaking to him. An elderly Czech woman stood in front of the open elevator doors, her eyes sharp and concerned as she looked him over. He realized he’d been standing motionless for who knew how long, lost in his own heated fantasies, staring at nothing but the ghost of Samantha’s body pressed against Lucas’s. The lingering warmth of desire still thrummed through his veins, his cock tightening in response to the vivid images that flooded his mind.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, stepping past her and into the hallway. “Sorry.”

The woman shook her head as the elevator doors slid shut behind him, leaving Mark alone with his pounding heart and the slick heat pooling low in his groin from the vividness of his own forbidden fantasy.

He fumbled for his keys, fingers trembling slightly, his mind still swimming with images that both thrilled and unsettled him. What the hell is wrong with me? The thought echoed as the pulse in his groin tightened, the ache between his legs refusing to fade despite the quiet hum of the hallway.

Mark pushed open the apartment door to find Samantha in the kitchen, a bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses resting on the counter. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, radiant with excitement. “Perfect timing!” she said, the cork popping with a sharp snap. “I know this whole situation is super stressful for you, and I’m sorry about that. But Mark, I’m so excited to be doing this.” She poured the sparkling liquid, the bubbles catching the light and fizzing like tiny stars. “Even if we have to keep quiet about it, the right people will find out. This is going to be incredible for my career, and I’m helping you with your film, and—”

Mark crossed the room in three long strides and crushed her into a fierce, hungry kiss that cut off her words. His hands roamed over her waist, sliding up her back and gripping the curve of her ass firmly as he pressed her hard against the cold kitchen counter. This wasn’t the careful, tender touch he usually reserved for her. He was was urgent, rough, desperate.

“Mark?” Samantha murmured between kisses, a mix of confusion and curiosity flickering in her eyes, but no resistance in her body. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he growled, his fingers already tugging at the waistband of her yoga pants.

Mark didn’t pause; he pulled her toward the living room and the plain IKEA couch. “Brace yourself against it,” he commanded softly, voice low and rough. “Bend over.”

Samantha glanced at him, searching his eyes. This wasn’t the usual gentle Mark. There was something raw and urgent in his expression made her comply. She placed her hands on the cushions, arching her back, offering herself fully. Mark’s breath hitched at the sight.

Mark shed his pants swiftly, his cock already hard from the mingling of fantasy and reality. He positioned himself behind Samantha, one hand steady on her hip, then drove into her in a single, decisive thrust.

Samantha gasped sharply, overwhelmed by the sudden fullness. This was no slow build—Mark’s rhythm was aggressive, demanding, rough. She responded instinctively, pushing back into him, their bodies moving together in heated sync.

“Fuck,” Samantha breathed, pressing back against him, her voice thick with surprise and arousal. “Mark, what—”

Her question dissolved into a moan as he shifted his angle, his fingers tightening on her hips. The new rhythm struck a spot that made her legs tremble involuntarily, waves of pleasure washing through her.

Mark’s breathing grew heavier, wet sounds of their bodies meeting filling the room. Samantha’s pale skin flushed pink under his touch, her body slick with desire.

As he surged closer to climax, a fierce, primal urge took over Mark. He leaned forward, pressing his chest firmly against Samantha’s back, one hand wrapping around her mouth to muffle her gasps while the other gripped her shoulder, anchoring her in place. His thrusts became more urgent, possessive, claiming her in a way he never had before.

Samantha’s muffled whimpers against his palm only fueled his drive. When he finally spilled inside her, a guttural groan tore from deep within his chest, his body trembling as he emptied himself. They stayed pressed together, breaths ragged and mingled, the raw intensity leaving them both breathless.

Mark slowly withdrew, his body still trembling from the release. He collapsed onto the couch beside Samantha, sweat cooling on his skin as the adrenaline ebbed away. Samantha pushed herself upright, her hair tousled and cheeks flushed, a quiet smile playing on her lips. She met his gaze, unbothered by her disheveled state and exposed skin.

“I’m not complaining,” she said, voice still soft and slightly breathless, “but what the hell was that?”

Mark stared up at the ceiling, trying to make sense of his own actions; the fantasy that had hijacked his mind, the roughness of his touch, the possessiveness that felt both alien and thrilling. “I truly do not know.”




Chapter 9: Between the Lines

The soundstage felt different with such a small crew. Mark had deliberately kept the call sheet minimal for this scene: a camera operator who looked like he’d seen everything, a boom operator with the discretion of a priest, and a stunt coordinator whose main qualification seemed to be his ability to keep his mouth shut.

Vanessa sat in a director’s chair slightly apart from the others, her back rigid with the kind of posture that came from trying not to aggravate her injury. She was dressed casually but somehow still looked like a movie star, sunglasses pushed up on her head, a script in her lap that she was actually reading, staying engaged with the material even though she wouldn’t be performing it.

The soundstage door opened, and a figure in an oversized black coat and sunglasses entered, a dark wig completely obscuring her blonde hair. To anyone else, she might have looked like a production assistant or a visitor, but Mark recognized the way she moved immediately.

Samantha made her way across the soundstage, her nervousness evident in the way she kept adjusting the wig. When she reached the group, she pulled off the sunglasses and grinned.

“This feels very cloak and dagger,” she said. “I kind of love it.”

“You look completely different,” Mark said, studying the wig. “That’s … actually perfect.”

“Good perfect or weird perfect?”

Before Mark could answer, Vanessa stood up from her chair. “We should go over the choreography one more time. The camera angles are crucial, we need to make sure your face stays hidden while still capturing the action.”

The stunt coordinator, a weathered man named Pavel who spoke heavily accented English, began walking them through the sequence. “Is simple fight, but must look real. You start here, Lucas enters from stage left, and then—”

“Actually,” Mark interrupted, “before we begin, we should probably talk about why we’re all here at seven in the morning with a crew of five people.”

Adelaide nodded. “Everyone here signed extra NDAs yesterday, but it bears repeating—”

A hologram suddenly flickered to life in the center of the soundstage.

Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized wearing sleek, form-fitting athletic wear that probably cost more than most people’s cars. Earth was visible through a window behind him.

“I’ll be just a minute, Jeff,” he called over his shoulder to someone off-camera then turned to face the crew with his trademark manic grin. “My beautiful, talented, discretion-enabled friends! How are we this magnificent morning?”

Mark stared at the hologram. “Monty, are you in … space?”

“International Space Station, baby! Jeff’s been showing me around. Amazing what money can buy these days.” Monty's enthusiasm was somehow even more intense in zero gravity. “But enough about my weekend plans—I’m here to talk about something infinitely more important: your loyalty.”

He began floating slightly as he spoke, which made his dramatic gestures even more surreal. “Each of you has been handpicked not just for your exceptional skills, but for your understanding that some things in this business are more valuable than oxygen. Discretion, my friends. Silence. The kind of professional integrity that separates the legends from the losers.”

The small crew watched in fascination as Monty continued his speech while somehow managing to do a slow somersault in the background.

“What you’re witnessing today, and what you will never speak of, think about, or even dream about in your sleep, is the kind of creative problem-solving that makes great art possible. You are the guardians of cinematic magic, the protectors of artistic vision, the—” He paused mid-sentence as something floated past his head. “Sorry, that’s Jeff’s sandwich. Where was I?”

“Threats?” Adelaide suggested helpfully.

“Ah, yes! Those of you who honor the sacred trust we’re placing in you today will find yourselves richly rewarded. Future projects, recommendations, the kind of career advancement that legends are made of. But those who betray that trust …” Montague’s smile turned predatory. “Well, let’s just say that I have a very long memory and a very creative accounting department.”

Samantha leaned over to Mark. “Is he always like this?”

“This is actually pretty restrained for him,” Mark whispered back.

“Anyway!” Monty clapped his hands together, sending himself spinning slowly. “Make beautiful art, keep beautiful secrets, and remember, you’re all part of something that’s going to change cinema forever! Now, if you’ll excuse me, Jeff is about to show me how toilets work in space.”

The hologram flickered then vanished, leaving the crew in stunned silence.

While Samantha went to change into her costume, Lucas approached Mark with a careful expression.

“Hey,” Lucas said, his voice low enough that the others couldn’t hear. “I just want to make sure we’re all good with this arrangement. I know it’s … unusual.”

Mark looked at him, trying to read his expression. Lucas seemed genuinely concerned about the professional dynamics, but Mark found himself studying the man’s face, his build, trying to understand what it was that Vanessa had found so irresistible.

“It’s fine,” Mark said, perhaps a bit too quickly. “Samantha’s a professional. We all are.”

“Right, of course.” Lucas nodded. “I just wanted you to know that I’ll make sure everything stays completely professional. I know this could be awkward, working with your wife.”

Mark felt that familiar tightness in his chest. “I appreciate that.”

“She seems great, by the way. Really athletic. Vanessa made a good choice with the double.”

Mark watched as Lucas glanced over at Samantha, who was emerging in her costume, a small black bikini top and dark pants, and felt an unexpected surge of something he couldn’t quite name.

“Yeah,” Mark managed, “she is.”

Pavel walked them through the choreography one more time before Mark called, “Positions!”

The fight sequence unfolded as choreographed. Samantha moved with the kind of fluid athleticism that made it clear why she’d been casted as Vanessa’s double, while Lucas brought his character’s calculated menace to every gesture. They circled each other like predators, trading blows that looked devastating but landed safely.

Samantha threw a punch aimed at Lucas’s face, but he ducked and her hand caught his shirt collar instead. Lucas smoothly slipped out of the garment, leaving them both shirtless as they continued their deadly dance.

For a few moments, Samantha’s character was clearly winning, her movements precise and controlled as she systematically dismantled Lucas’s attempts to overpower her. But then Lucas managed to get behind her, wrapping one arm around her throat and the other around her torso, pulling her back against his chest in a chokehold.

Mark watched from behind the camera as Lucas’s dark skin pressed against Samantha’s pale back, both of them breathing hard from the exertion. The contrast was striking, artistic, even, in a way that Mark couldn’t help but notice. The position was tactical, professional, exactly what the choreography called for. But Mark found himself transfixed by the sight of his wife trapped against Lucas’s body, his arm across her chest, both of them half-naked and glistening with sweat.

It was different from his fantasy in the elevator. More real. More immediate. The sounds of their breathing, the way Samantha struggled against Lucas’s grip, the obvious physical strength it took for him to hold her in place. Mark felt his pulse quicken in a way that had nothing to do with directing and everything to do with watching another man’s hands on his wife.

Samantha broke free with a sharp elbow to Lucas’s ribs, spinning away from him. The moment was over, but Mark realized he was gripping his script tighter than necessary. When she tried to escape toward the exit, Lucas’s character made a desperate grab for her.

His hand missed her body but caught the strap of her bikini top, which gave way with a sharp snap. Samantha spun away and rushed toward the exit, only to find her path blocked by two ninjas who had appeared as if from nowhere.

She turned back to face Lucas. Even with three against one, it was clear she outclassed all of them. But numbers won out. The two ninjas grabbed her arms from behind, holding her in place as Lucas’s character stepped forward with theatrical menace.

He delivered what was meant to be a knockout blow to her head, and Samantha collapsed to the floor with dramatic precision.

“Cut!” Mark called.

Everyone froze in position, waiting for his verdict.

Mark reviewed the take in his mind. The choreography, the camera angles, whether they’d captured everything they needed. “That was good, but let’s do it again. Lucas, when you grab for her, make it more desperate. You’re losing this fight, and you know it. And Sam, when the top comes off, don’t even acknowledge it. You’re a professional killer, wardrobe malfunctions are not your priority.”

Mark’s real reason for the second take had nothing to do with the choreography. He needed to see if she’d bite her lip again.

“Copy that,” Samantha said, adjusting the bikini top back into place with the matter-of-fact efficiency of someone who’d just been given director’s notes.

“Again from the chokehold,” Mark called. “And … action!”

This time when Lucas got Samantha in the chokehold, Mark watched with laser focus. Lucas’s arm wrapped around her throat, pulling her back against his chest, and Mark’s eyes went immediately to her mouth.

There it was again. The subtle bite of her lower lip, that telltale sign he knew so well. She was getting aroused by this. She was turned on by Lucas holding her, by the feeling of his body pressed against hers, by whatever was happening between them that had nothing to do with acting.

Mark felt a surge of something he couldn’t quite categorize. Jealousy, yes, but also something else. Something that made his pulse race and his breathing shallow. He was watching his wife get turned on by another man, and instead of pure anger, he felt … fascinated. Aroused, even.

The moment stretched on longer than it should have, both actors breathing hard, Lucas’s dark skin against Samantha’s pale back, her lip caught between her teeth. Mark realized he should call cut but found himself letting the scene continue, drinking in the sight of them together.

This time when Lucas grabbed for her and caught the bikini strap, Samantha played it with complete indifference to her partial nudity, focused entirely on the two ninjas blocking her path. The take was perfect. It was brutal, ridiculous, and somehow compelling all at once.

As Samantha retrieved her coat, Vanessa moved closer to Mark, standing beside him as they watched the scene wrap up. There was something different in her posture. She was less guarded than usual.

“That was …” Vanessa said quietly, “actually quite good.”

Mark noticed the way Lucas was watching Samantha as she put her coat back on and felt an echo of the previous night’s unexpected possessiveness.

“Thank you,” Samantha said, adjusting the coat. “That felt amazing. When do we film the rest?”

“We’ll let you know,” he said quickly. “You should probably head to makeup. We’ve got the bigger crew coming in for the next setup.”

As Samantha adjusted her wig and headed for the exit, she caught Mark’s eye and grinned. “This is going to be fun.”

After she left, Mark found himself standing next to Vanessa, both of them watching the door close behind his wife.

“She’s good,” Vanessa admitted.

“Yeah,” Mark replied, “she is.”

In the background, Adelaide was already coordinating with Pavel about the next setup, and the camera operator was reviewing the footage. They’d successfully shot the first scene with Samantha as Vanessa’s double, and no one would ever know the difference.

Mark felt a mix of pride and arousal as he watched the crew efficiently breaking down the minimal setup. Everything was going according to plan, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the way Lucas had held Samantha during that chokehold, the contrast of their skin, the way they’d both been breathing hard.

He was fascinated by the idea of his wife with Lucas, and that fascination was becoming harder to ignore.




Chapter 10: Action!

The bedroom set had been constructed with meticulous attention to detail. Egyptian cotton sheets in pristine white, soft lighting that would flatter skin tones, and enough space around the bed for cameras to capture every angle. Mark stood behind the main monitor, watching as the small crew made final adjustments. This was an even smaller group than the stunt sequence: the essential camera operator, the boom operator who’d proven his discretion, and Adelaide handling both her usual AD duties and intimacy coordination.

Adelaide moved around the set with her typical efficiency, but today, her clipboard contained detailed notes about body positioning and intimate choreography alongside the usual call sheet information. Her Southern drawl had taken on an even more matter-of-fact tone as she discussed the technical aspects of filming simulated sex, approaching it with the same professional detachment she brought to coordinating any complex scene.

“The penetration will be implied through positioning and camera work,” Adelaide was explaining to Mark in the same tone she might use to coordinate a car chase sequence. “We’ll use strategic body placement and post-production editing to create the illusion of actual intercourse while maintaining appropriate boundaries for the performers. Y’all have done this kind of thing before, right?”

Mark felt his throat tighten slightly. “I’ve directed intimate scenes before, but nothing quite this … extensive. This is our first really long, intense sequence.”

“Done plenty,” Lucas said with easy confidence from behind his white terry cloth robe. “The key is communication and boundaries. Everyone needs to know exactly what’s happening when.”

Samantha emerged from behind the makeshift changing screen wearing an identical white robe, though Mark could tell from the way she moved that she was wearing little to nothing underneath. She seemed less confident than Lucas, clearly aware that this was uncharted territory for her.

“This is my first time doing anything like this,” she admitted, adjusting the belt of her robe. “I mean, I’ve done stunt work, but intimate scenes are a whole different thing.”

“Well, that’s what we’re here for,” Adelaide said matter-of-factly. “To make sure everyone feels safe and knows exactly what’s expected. Now, let’s go over the choreography one more time before we start rolling.”

She moved to the bed, clipboard in hand, and began walking through the sequence with the clinical precision Mark had come to expect from her. “Lucas, you’ll start positioned over Samantha, supporting your weight on your forearms. The camera will be positioned here,” she gestured to the operator, “to capture the profile angle. Samantha, your left leg will be bent, foot flat on the bed, and your right leg will wrap around Lucas’s waist.”

Mark felt his pulse quicken as Adelaide described the positioning. The technical language should have made it feel clinical, professional; instead, he found himself visualizing every detail she was describing. His wife’s leg wrapped around Lucas’s waist. The actor positioned between her thighs.

“The key is rhythm and believability,” Adelaide continued, completely oblivious to Mark’s internal struggle. “Y’all need to move together like you’re actually having sex. Lucas, you’ll thrust into the mattress, not into Samantha. Samantha, you respond to his rhythm, match his movements. Think of it like a dance where you’re both hearing the same music.”

She paused, studying her notes, then looked directly at Mark. “Mark, the script doesn’t have a doggy style sequence, but David seems like the kind of man who would want that. And Lucas’s arms and pecs would look amazing holding Sam in place from behind. What do you think?”

Mark’s mouth went dry. The casual way Adelaide had said it, describing Lucas holding his wife in place, sent heat rushing through him. He could picture it immediately: Samantha on her hands and knees, Lucas positioned behind her, his dark hands gripping her pale hips. The contrast of their skin, the power dynamic, the way Lucas would look completely in control.

“Yeah,” Mark managed, his voice rougher than he’d intended. “Let’s … let’s do that.”

Vanessa shifted slightly in her chair, and Mark became acutely aware of her presence. She was watching the rehearsal with professional interest, occasionally nodding at Adelaide’s directions, but Mark couldn’t shake the feeling that she was also watching him. Not the scene. She was watching him specifically.

“All right then,” Adelaide said, making a note on her clipboard. “We’ll start with the missionary position, then transition to doggy style for the more intense portion. Lucas, remember to keep your weight on your arms and knees. Samantha, don’t be afraid to really sell the pleasure. This character is supposed to be completely overwhelmed by this experience.”

Lucas nodded professionally. “Should I vocalize at all, or keep it silent?”

“Some breathing, maybe a few low sounds,” Adelaide replied. “Nothing too porny, but David’s not a silent lover. Actually, be as loud as you want. There’s a chance we’ll have music over this, there’s a chance we’ll bring someone in for more audio effects and sounds. Make it sound real.” She looked at Samantha. “Same for you, honey. Let yourself react naturally to what he’s doing, even if he’s not actually doing it.”

Mark watched his wife nod and again noticed that subtle bite of her lower lip when she was thinking about something that aroused her. The sight of it sent a jolt through him. She was already getting turned on just thinking about this scene.

“Positions, everyone,” Adelaide called. “Let’s get those robes off and start with a rehearsal run-through before we roll camera.”

Lucas dropped his robe with casual confidence, revealing the flesh-toned privacy sheath that left little to the imagination. His athletic build was even more impressive without the concealing terry cloth, broad shoulders, defined chest, the kind of physique that made it clear why he’d been cast as an action hero.

Samantha hesitated for just a moment before letting her own robe fall. The tiny flesh-toned bikini she wore underneath was so minimal that, from Mark’s position behind the monitor, she looked completely naked. The barely-there material clung to her curves, and Mark felt his breathing become more shallow as he watched her move toward the bed.

They positioned themselves according to Adelaide’s directions. Lucas was supporting himself above Samantha, her leg bent exactly as choreographed. Even in rehearsal, without the camera rolling, there was an undeniable chemistry between them. Lucas’s dark skin against Samantha’s pale complexion created a striking visual contrast that Mark found himself unable to look away from.

“Good,” Adelaide said, walking around them and checking angles. “Lucas, bring your hand up to cup her breast; we want to see possession, ownership. This character takes what he wants.”

Lucas’s large hand settled over Samantha’s breast, and Mark saw her sharp intake of breath. It was supposed to be professional, clinical, but there was nothing clinical about the way her body responded to his touch.

Adelaide studied the positioning critically then looked over at Mark. “Mark, do you think we should have him spread his fingers so we can see her nipple? She’s got nice nipples.”

The casual, matter-of-fact way Adelaide said it—commenting on his wife’s body like she was discussing camera equipment—sent Mark’s brain into overdrive. Another person talking about Samantha’s nipples, evaluating them, appreciating them.

“Yeah,” he heard himself saying, his voice hoarse. “And squeeze the nipple a little bit between your fingers, she likes that.”

The words hung in the air like a gunshot. The boom operator looked up sharply. The camera operator paused his adjustments. Lucas’s hand stilled on Samantha’s breast. Even Adelaide, who seemed unflappable, blinked in surprise.

Mark felt his face flush hot with embarrassment. “I’m sorry … that was inappropriate. Just making a joke to lighten the awkward situation.”

But the damage was done. He’d just told another man exactly how to touch his wife’s body, using knowledge that came from their most intimate moments together. And worse, part of him had meant it.

The silence stretched for another beat before Mark cleared his throat and forced himself back into director mode. “What are you all looking at? We got a movie to make, right?”

The crew snapped back to attention. Adelaide nodded and made a note on her clipboard as if nothing had happened. The camera operator resumed his position checks. Lucas adjusted his hand positioning with professional focus, spreading his fingers slightly so Samantha’s nipple was visible between them.

“All right,” Mark said, his voice steadier now. “Let’s roll camera. Everyone ready?”

The camera operator gave him a thumbs-up. Adelaide checked her watch and nodded. Lucas and Samantha were in position on the bed, both breathing slightly harder than they had been during the rehearsal, both looking like they were ready for something more intense than mere acting.

“Rolling,” the camera operator called.

“And … action,” Mark said.

The transformation was immediate. Lucas’s entire demeanor shifted from professional actor to predatory lover, his movements becoming more fluid and intense. Samantha responded instinctively, her back arching slightly as Lucas began the choreographed rhythm above her.

Mark watched through the monitor as Lucas’s dark hand cupped Samantha’s breast exactly as they’d discussed, his fingers spread to frame her nipple. The contrast of their skin was even more striking on camera. It was artistic, erotic, impossible to look away from. Samantha’s breathing became deeper, more ragged, and Mark realized with a jolt that she wasn’t acting anymore.

“Oh,” Samantha gasped, her voice breathy and real. “Oh, God.”

Lucas responded with a low groan, his hips moving in the steady rhythm Adelaide had choreographed. But there was something in his movements that went beyond mere acting. A hunger that made Mark’s pulse race with equal parts arousal and possessiveness.

“Perfect,” Adelaide murmured quietly, watching the monitor. “The chemistry is incredible.”

Mark’s hands gripped the sides of the monitor as he watched his wife lose herself to the scene. Her leg wrapped around Lucas’s waist exactly as rehearsed, but the way she pulled him closer, the way her fingers dug into his shoulders; that wasn’t choreography. That was desire.

“Time to transition,” Adelaide whispered. “Lucas, move into the doggy style position.”

Neither of them responded. Lucas continued his rhythm, his breathing growing heavier, while Samantha’s soft moans filled the soundstage. They were completely lost in the moment, the line between performance and reality dissolving entirely.

“Lucas,” Adelaide said more firmly. “Samantha. Time to transition to the next position.”

Still nothing. Samantha’s back arched higher, her breathing becoming more desperate, and Lucas responded by pressing closer against her. Mark realized with a mix of fascination and alarm that they couldn’t hear anything beyond each other.

“Lucas! Samantha!” Adelaide’s voice cut through the soundstage like a whip crack. “Position change: now.”

Both actors jolted slightly, suddenly aware they were being filmed again, that there were other people in the room. Lucas pulled back with visible effort, his chest heaving, while Samantha blinked up at him with dazed eyes.

“Cut,” Mark called out, his voice cutting through the tension. He didn’t sound angry, just firmly in control. “Good first take.”

Both actors separated reluctantly, Lucas rolling to the side while Samantha sat up, her hair disheveled and her face flushed. They looked like they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t have been doing, which, Mark realized, wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

“Let’s do another,” Mark continued, his tone light but authoritative. “But both of you need to listen for Adelaide’s cues, or we’ll get the hose out.”

A few nervous chuckles rippled through the small crew. Lucas grinned sheepishly while Samantha covered her face with her hands, partly embarrassed but still clearly aroused.

“Positions,” Adelaide called, back to business. “And this time, when I say transition, you transition. We need to get the full sequence.”

They reset quickly. Lucas positioned himself above Samantha again, but this time there was an added intensity. Both of them knew what they were capable of together, what had just happened between them. The air felt charged with sexual energy that went far beyond mere performance.

“Rolling,” the camera operator called.

“Action,” Mark said.

This time when Adelaide called for the transition, both actors heard her immediately. Lucas helped Samantha turn over, positioning her on her hands and knees while he moved behind her. Mark’s breath caught as he watched Lucas’s dark hands grip his wife’s pale hips, pulling her back against him.

The visual was everything Mark had imagined when Adelaide had first suggested the position, but more intense. Lucas’s muscular frame dominated Samantha’s smaller form, his hands controlling her movements as he began the rhythmic thrusting motion. Samantha’s head dropped forward, her blonde hair cascading around her face as soft moans escaped her lips.

Mark gripped the monitor so tightly his knuckles went white. This was his wife being taken by another man, even if it was just acting. But watching Lucas’s powerful form moving behind her, hearing the sounds she was making. Sounds he recognized from their most intimate moments. Mark felt his arousal building to an almost unbearable level.

Suddenly, a hand gripped his arm. Vanessa’s fingers dug into his bicep, jolting him out of his trance. He turned to meet her eyes and, for a moment, they stared at each other in silence. There was something knowing in her gaze, something that suggested she understood exactly what he was feeling.

“Cut!” Mark called out, his voice sharper than he’d intended.

Lucas and Samantha separated immediately, both breathing hard. Samantha remained on her hands and knees for a moment, catching her breath, while Lucas sat back on his heels.

“That was great,” Mark said, forcing enthusiasm into his voice. “Everything we wanted. One take and we got it! That’s amazing.” He cleared his throat, trying to regain his professional composure. “Adelaide, set up for the next shot. Sam, let’s talk for a minute in the makeup room about your motivation.”

Samantha looked up at him with flushed cheeks and slightly confused eyes, still coming down from whatever she’d been feeling during the scene. “Okay,” she said breathlessly.

***

The makeup room was small and cramped, with a single chair in front of a mirror surrounded by harsh fluorescent bulbs. Mark closed the door behind them and immediately moved toward Samantha, his hands finding her waist and pulling her against him. The energy from watching her with Lucas had built to a fever pitch inside him, and he needed to touch her, to claim her, to remind himself that she was his.

“Mark,” Samantha breathed as his lips found her neck, his hands roaming over her body with desperate urgency. She responded, her body still warm and pliant from the scene they’d just filmed, her breathing still elevated.

His hands moved to the ties of her robe, fingers working frantically to get to the skin underneath. Samantha’s head tilted back as he kissed along her collarbone, her pulse racing beneath his lips.

For thirty seconds, maybe forty, she let him take what he needed, understanding on some level that he was working through something intense. But then her hands came up to his chest, pushing him back gently but firmly.

“Stop,” she said, her voice breathless but determined. “Mark, stop.”

Mark pulled back, his chest heaving, looking at her with wild eyes. “Sam, I just need—”

“Mark.” Her voice was firm but not unkind. “A couple nights ago, you came home and fucked me like a completely different person. Rougher, more possessive. Not that I’m complaining—it was incredible. But we didn’t really talk about what had gotten into you.” She studied his face carefully. “And now you’re doing it again. This intensity, this need to … I don’t know, claim me or something. What’s driving this change?” She crossed her arms with the posture of someone who wasn’t going to let him deflect or distract her. “I know you, Mark. This isn’t just you being turned on by directing a sex scene. This is something else, and I want to understand what it is.”

Mark ran his hands through his hair, pacing the small space like a caged animal. The words were right there, but saying them out loud felt impossible. How could he explain what he barely understood himself?

“I …” He stopped, started again. “God, Sam, I don’t even know how to say this without sounding completely fucked up.”

“Try me,” she said quietly, her expression softening slightly. “We’ve been together five years. You can tell me anything.”

Mark leaned against the makeup counter, avoiding her eyes in the mirror. “Watching you with Lucas … it’s doing something to me. Something I didn’t expect.” He took a shaky breath. “The fantasy of you with him, it’s consuming me. It’s more intense than anything I’ve ever felt.”

He finally met her eyes in the reflection. “And it makes me want to claim you. To remind you that you’re mine. But not because I’m angry or jealous. Because watching you with him turns me on in ways I can’t even explain.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with the weight of his confession. The only sound was the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead and the distant murmur of crew voices from the soundstage.

Samantha stared at him in the mirror, processing what he’d just admitted. Mark could see her mind working, trying to understand this new dynamic between them.

Mark’s phone buzzed. He glanced at it reluctantly, seeing Adelaide’s name on the screen.

Ready for the next scene when y’all are. Take your time, though.

He showed Samantha the text, and she nodded slowly, still quiet, still thinking.

“We should …” Mark started.

“Yeah,” Samantha said softly. “We should get back.”

But neither of them moved immediately, the weight of what had just been said hanging in the air between them.

“Mark,” Samantha finally said, her voice gentle. “This isn’t as weird as you think it is.”

He looked at her with surprise and cautious hope.

“When I was having coffee with Maddie the other day, she mentioned knowing couples who … experiment. She joked about knowing husbands who actually like watching.” Samantha’s cheeks flushed slightly. “I thought she was just being provocative, but maybe she was onto something.”

Mark felt something loosen in his chest. “You’re not freaked out?”

“Confused, maybe. Surprised, definitely.” She turned to face him directly instead of speaking to his reflection. “But not freaked out. We’re both adults, Mark. And we’re both discovering things about ourselves we didn’t know were there.” She paused, studying his face. “The question is … what do we do with this?”

“We film the next scene,” Mark said, forcing himself back into director mode. “You’re topless on an elliptical machine.”

Samantha raised an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of topless scenes here. Why did you add so many?”

Mark ran a hand through his hair, looking slightly embarrassed. “I don’t know. I didn’t expect it would be my wife’s tits on giant screens all over the world.”

“Are you sure this is going to win an Oscar?” Samantha asked with a wry smile.

“Monty said it doesn’t matter if it’s good,” Mark replied, and they both started laughing despite everything.

The tension between them shifted, not disappearing entirely but becoming something they could carry together. They had more to figure out, more to discuss. For now, though, they had a movie to finish.

“Come on,” Samantha said, reaching for the door handle. “Let’s go make some art.”

They headed back toward the soundstage, walking a little closer together than before, both of them carrying the weight of new understanding and new possibilities.




Chapter 11: What’s in a name?

“Oh, so you’re a cuck?” Maddie said over a bowl of knedlíčky.

“That doesn’t sound right,” Mark responded, shifting uncomfortably in the wooden chair of the traditional Czech restaurant.

“Or are you a stag? Or just someone with hotwife fantasies?” Maddie followed up, trying to make sense of the nomenclature while casually spearing another dumpling with her fork.

The restaurant was warm and dimly lit, filled with the rich aromas of roasted meat and fresh bread. They’d chosen a corner table away from the other diners, though Maddie’s matter-of-fact tone made it clear she wasn’t particularly concerned about being overheard discussing sexual dynamics over traditional Czech cuisine.

“You see, it changes, what people call their fetishes,” Maddie continued, gesturing with her fork as if she were giving a lecture. “And some people really care about using the exactly correct phrasing to describe what they want to do or watch or read. There’s this whole taxonomy of terms that people get very particular about.”

Samantha picked at her goulash, listening with fascination as Maddie launched into what was clearly a well-rehearsed explanation.

“Cuckolding traditionally involves humiliation: the husband being made to feel inadequate while watching his wife with someone else. The other man is typically more dominant, more sexually capable. There’s often an element of denial or submission involved for the husband.”

Mark felt his face flush slightly. “That’s … not what this is.”

“Right, which is why you might be more of a stag,” Maddie said, pointing her fork at him. “Stags get off on watching their wives, the ’vixens,’ but it’s about pride, not humiliation. They’re proud of their partner’s sexuality, proud that other men desire her. It’s exhibitionist rather than submissive.”

She took a sip of her beer before continuing. “Then you’ve got hotwife scenarios, which can overlap with both but focus more on the wife’s sexual freedom and exploration. The husband encourages her to be with other men because he finds her pleasure arousing.”

Mark glanced at Samantha, who was listening intently, occasionally nodding as if pieces were clicking into place.

“And then there are all the subcategories,” Maddie went on, clearly enjoying herself. “Soft swap versus full swap, same room versus separate room, emotional involvement versus purely physical. Some couples have rules about protection, about who the third party can be, about what acts are allowed.”

“Jesus,” Mark muttered. “I had no idea there was so much … structure to it.”

“Oh, honey, people have been doing this for centuries. The internet just gave everyone a vocabulary for it.” Maddie grinned. “Plus forums to argue endlessly about which term applies to which scenario.”

Mark eventually interrupted, setting down his fork with a slight clatter. “At a certain point, does it matter exactly what we call it?”

Maddie paused mid-chew then smiled approvingly. “No. You’re right. How can I help you both?”

The question hung in the air between them, loaded with possibility and uncertainty. Mark looked at Samantha, who looked back at him with an expression that suggested she was just as curious about the answer as he was.

“Oh, wait,” Maddie immediately followed up, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Are you interested in being put in chastity and taking your wife’s strap-on dildo?”

Mark’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. Samantha nearly choked on her beer.

A moment passed before Maddie burst out laughing. “I’m joking! I know that’s not what you’re here for right now.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad actually,” Samantha said casually, taking another sip of beer. “Let’s circle back to that later.”

Mark stared at his wife in shock, his mouth slightly open. The woman who’d been nervous about doing her first intimate scene was now casually discussing pegging him over Czech dumplings.

Samantha caught his expression and grinned. “What? You’ve opened a door here, Mark. Don’t be surprised if I want to walk through it.”

“Yeah,” Mark said slowly, still processing. “One thing at a time.”

Maddie wiped tears from her eyes, still chuckling. “Okay, okay. Back to the matter at hand.” She leaned forward, her expression becoming more serious. “But first, I need to ask some basic questions. Samantha, how do you feel about being watched?”

Samantha considered this, twirling a piece of hair around her finger. “I … liked it more than I expected. There was something about performing for Mark, knowing he was watching me with Lucas, that was incredibly arousing.”

“Good. And how do you feel about Lucas?”

Samantha’s cheeks flushed slightly. “I find him very attractive. I mean, he’s Lucas Reid.”

Maddie’s fork clattered to her plate. “Lucas Reid? You didn’t tell me that!” Her voice rose enough that a few other diners glanced over. “Oh my God, of course you want him to nail you. And Mark”—she gave an exaggerated chef’s kiss—“good choice. If you’re gonna get cucked, then you’ve chosen the right bull.”

“I’m not getting cucked,” Mark said, trying to quiet her down with frantic hand gestures. “And … bull?”

“That’s what Lucas will be if he nails your wife in front of you,” Maddie said matter-of-factly, picking up her fork again as if she hadn’t just announced their business to half the restaurant.

Maddie paused, studying Mark’s face more carefully. “Wait … Mark, does it matter that he’s Black?”

Mark shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?”

Mark considered this, his brow furrowing. “I think the color contrast is pretty cool … and how I can’t even imagine that it’s me doing stuff to her since his skin is a different color. It makes it more … distinct, I guess?”

“But it isn’t like a slavery reparations thing? Or a feeling that he’ll be better in bed because he’s Black?”

“No!” Mark said quickly then leaned forward and whispered, “Is that a thing people are into? The socio-political commentary?”

“Oh yeah,” Maddie said with a casual shrug. “Some people get really into the racial power dynamics, the historical implications, all that. But not everyone cares about that aspect.”

Samantha had been listening to this exchange with growing fascination. “I had no idea there were so many … layers to this.”

“Honey, people can fetishize anything,” Maddie replied. “The important thing is knowing what you’re actually responding to versus what you think you should be responding to.”

Maddie set down her fork and leaned back in her chair, assuming what was clearly her “expert mode” posture. “Okay, listen up you two. Doctor Maddie is ready with her diagnosis.”

She pointed at Mark first. “You love that you have a sexy wife. You’re like, totally obsessed with her, and that other men could also want to fuck her validates your love. And watching another man with her then puts you in the position of reclaiming her, and that act reminds you that you are actually the one who ‘owns’ her.”

Mark opened his mouth to protest the ownership comment, but Maddie was already turning to Samantha.

“And you, Sam, you, like all women, all people really, get off on being desired. You clearly like pleasing your husband … and kind of just love getting fucked. I mean, you were a big ol’ slut in college, so that’s hardly a surprise. Also, that Mark turns into some possessive alpha Dom is like the missing piece of your sexuality.”

Mark blinked, looking between the two women. “You were complaining about me not being dominating enough?”

“Keep up, darling,” Maddie said with a wave of her hand. “That was like three sexual awakenings ago.”

“Yeah,” Samantha said, nodding slowly. “I think that’s it. That’s exactly it.”

Maddie smiled triumphantly, but then her expression shifted to something more practical. “So, how does Lucas feel about all this?”

Mark and Samantha looked at each other, and in perfect unison said, “Oh shit.”

They’d completely forgotten that Lucas mattered, too.

***

Twenty-four hours later, at the same restaurant, Lucas sat across from Maddie, Sam, and Mark, looking completely at ease despite the surreal nature of the conversation.

“Oh hell yeah, I know what a bull is,” Lucas said with a grin, cutting into his schnitzel.

Maddie, who had been the picture of confidence the day before, was now completely tongue-tied in front of Lucas. She kept trying to eat her knedlíčky in what she clearly thought was a seductive manner, which was functionally impossible given that they were essentially bread dumplings.

“Have you … done this before?” Mark asked, trying to keep his voice casual.

“Been in similar arrangements,” Lucas said with a shrug. “Or just partied with couples in Hollywood. It’s not uncommon.”

Maddie finally found her voice, leaning forward with what she probably thought was sultry confidence. “Is it a race thing for you? Like you’re taking something back from the white man?”

Lucas paused mid-chew, his expression becoming more thoughtful. “No … I mean … I don’t think so.” He seemed genuinely reflective, like he’d never considered the question before. “I never really thought about it that way.”

“I guess what I’m asking,” Maddie continued, now twirling her hair around her finger, “is if you’re into any particular kind of woman. Blonde? Japanese? Half-Jewish, half-Italian from Brooklyn?”

Samantha interrupted before Lucas could answer. “So, Lucas … we’re adults here. Is this the kind of thing you might be interested in with us?”

Lucas leaned back in his chair, considering. “Well, the way I see it,” he said, pointing his fork at Mark, “you’re an alpha-cuck.”

“I still don’t like that word,” Mark muttered.

“You get off on being in control of the situation. Like, you’re watching your wife, but you’re in complete control of what’s going on. You are a director, after all.”

“You know, it’s interesting because he’s not really a control freak in other areas of his life,” Samantha observed. “He’s not even that dominant in bed until we stumbled on this situation.”

“That’s interesting,” Lucas said thoughtfully.

Mark’s eyes cast downward, realizing that he’d let this genie out of the bottle and now his sexuality was being dissected in a public space. He looked around nervously, wondering how many people in Czechia spoke English. He missed a few beats of the conversation as his mind wandered.

“So you’d be all right with Mark directing everything we do?” Samantha was asking.

“Yeah, I could do that,” Lucas replied easily. “I’m an actor. I like being watched, anyway.”

Mark tuned back in. “And … what are you getting out of this? I mean, it feels like you’re just doing wish fulfillment for us.”

Lucas laughed, a rich sound that made several nearby diners glance over. “Mark, buddy … I get to fuck your wife.”

Mark felt a jolt of arousal despite himself.

“But not tonight,” Lucas continued, checking his watch. “We’ve got early filming tomorrow.”

Maddie suddenly perked up. “You know … I’d be willing to let Mark direct you on fucking me if that’s what you like.”

Lucas smiled, that easy charismatic grin that had made him famous. “One thing at a time.” He winked.

Mark stared around the table. He looked at his wife who was calmly considering sharing herself with another man, at Lucas who had just casually agreed to sleep with her, at Maddie who was now apparently volunteering herself as some kind of practice round. He had absolutely no idea what he’d unleashed.




Chapter 12: Final Act

The Prague National Museum’s grand ballroom was closed to the public for the day, transformed into a film set. The vast dance floor was interrupted by glass exhibition cases containing artifacts from throughout history: medieval weapons, ancient pottery, Renaissance sculptures. A Viking battle axe gleamed under the dramatic lighting the crew had set up, positioned strategically near where the action sequence would unfold.

Mark stood behind the monitors, watching as Adelaide walked Lucas and Samantha through the choreography one last time. Vanessa sat in her usual director’s chair off to the side, already wearing the torn evening gown she’d need for the dialogue sequence later. She occasionally checked her phone but mostly watched the preparations with professional interest.

“Remember, this is supposed to be the emotional climax of the film,” Adelaide was saying, her voice echoing off the marble floors. “David and Elena have been enemies, they’ve been lovers, and now they’re finally partners. This dance is their moment of connection before all hell breaks loose.”

Samantha looked stunning in the intact version of Vanessa’s character costume. She wore a flowing evening gown that clung to her curves and moved like liquid when she walked. Her hair was styled in an elegant updo that made her neck look impossibly long and graceful. Lucas wore a perfectly tailored tuxedo that emphasized his broad shoulders and confident bearing.

Mark felt that familiar tightness in his chest as he watched Lucas adjust the delicate chain around Samantha’s neck, ostensibly checking that it would catch the light properly. Their hands lingered for a moment longer than necessary, and Samantha didn’t flinch away from his touch. If anything, she seemed to lean into it slightly.

“Positions,” Adelaide called. “Let’s start with the ballroom sequence.”

Mark took his place behind the monitors, trying to push down the familiar anxiety that came with directing intimate scenes involving his wife.

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced.

“And … action,” Mark called.

The camera began rolling, and Mark watched through the monitor as Lucas took Samantha into his arms. They moved together with fluid grace, Lucas leading her through an elegant waltz that looked natural and unrehearsed. The way he held her—one hand on her lower back, fingers spread possessively—made Mark’s pulse quicken.

Through the headphones, Mark could hear their quiet conversation as they danced, staying in character but with an intimacy that felt increasingly real.

“You look beautiful tonight,” Lucas murmured, his voice low enough that only the boom mic caught it.

“Careful, David,” Samantha replied, staying in character as Elena. “A girl could get used to compliments like that.”

Mark watched them dance for several minutes, the camera capturing their movements from different angles. There was something hypnotic about watching his wife in another man’s arms, the way she moved with Lucas, the easy chemistry between them that went beyond mere acting.

“Cut,” Mark called after they’d captured enough footage. “Perfect. Let’s reset for the action sequence.”

The minimal crew immediately shifted into motion, just the essential camera operator, boom operator, and Adelaide coordinating. The three stunt performers who’d been brought in for the ninja roles took their positions behind various exhibition cases, all having signed the same NDAs that had protected the secret this far. They would have to move quickly between takes to create the illusion of a dozen different attackers.

“Remember,” Mark called quietly to the small group, “you’re interrupting an intimate moment. Make it sudden, make it chaotic.”

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced.

Mark called “Action,” and Lucas and Samantha resumed their dance position, looking into each other’s eyes with the same intimate energy they’d had before.

Suddenly, the first ninja appeared from behind a Renaissance sculpture display, moving silently toward the dancing couple. Lucas’s character sensed the movement and spun Samantha away from danger just as the attacker lunged. Within seconds, the ballroom erupted into chaos as the other two performers appeared from different angles, creating the illusion of multiple attackers.

Lucas grabbed the Viking battle axe from beside the medieval display, using it to dispatch the first two ninjas with brutal efficiency. But when more appeared, the same performers in different masks, creating the illusion of endless enemies, he found himself surrounded.

“Elena!” he shouted and threw the axe across the ballroom to Samantha, who caught it one-handed without missing a beat.

Samantha wielded the axe with deadly precision, her movements fluid and brutal as she cut through the remaining attackers. She spun between the exhibition cases, using the displays as both cover and weapons. They were shattering glass, sending pottery flying, turning the elegant museum space into a battlefield.

One ninja lunged at her from behind a marble column. She ducked low, sweeping his legs with the axe handle before bringing the blade up in a finishing move. Another approached from her left, and she pivoted gracefully, her evening gown flowing around her as she moved.

It was during this pivot that disaster struck: her dress caught on the sharp edge of a broken pottery shard that had fallen during the earlier chaos. The delicate fabric tore with a dramatic ripping sound, the top of her gown falling away and leaving her fighting topless among the marble columns.

Without missing a beat, Samantha continued her deadly dance, now moving with even more lethal grace. The contrast between her exposed vulnerability and her deadly skill created striking visuals as she dispatched the final attackers. The three stunt performers, switching between different masks and approaching from various angles, had created the convincing illusion of a dozen different ninjas falling to her blade.

When the last ninja dropped and only Lucas and Samantha remained standing, both breathing hard from the exertion, Mark called “Cut!”

He announced to the crew. “Fantastic. Let’s reset for Vanessa’s dialogue sequence.”

The crew quickly shifted into reset mode while Samantha grabbed a robe to cover herself. Vanessa stood up from her director’s chair, already in the identical torn dress, and moved to take Samantha’s position among the scattered ninja props. The switch was seamless. To anyone watching the final film, it would appear to be the same person throughout.

“Rolling,” the camera operator announced after the brief reset.

Mark called “Action.”

Lucas and Vanessa stood among the aftermath of the battle, both breathing heavily as if they’d just finished the fight themselves.

“That’s one way to wrap things up,” Lucas said, looking at Vanessa with the same intensity he’d shown Samantha during their earlier scenes.

“All that’s left is the unwrapping,” Vanessa replied, and she let the remnants of her torn dress fall to the museum floor, revealing her body in the same state of undress that Samantha had been in moments before.

Lucas moved toward her, and they kissed with the passion their characters demanded. But something felt different to Mark as he watched through the monitor. The chemistry was there, professional and convincing, but it lacked the electricity he’d witnessed between Lucas and Samantha. This was acting, skilled, committed acting, but it was still just performance.

“Cut!” Mark called. “Perfect. That’s a wrap on the museum sequence.”

As the crew began breaking down equipment, Mark found himself thinking about the difference between what he’d just watched and what he’d seen earlier. Vanessa and Lucas were consummate professionals, but when Lucas had been with Samantha, something real had been happening beneath the surface of their performance.

***

Six hours later, Mark sat in a director’s chair at the foot of their bed, a glass of wine in his hand. He was still in his work clothes—button-down shirt, dark jeans—but he’d loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. The apartment felt different tonight, charged with anticipation and possibility.

Samantha emerged from the bathroom wearing a silk robe, her hair down and makeup refreshed. She moved around the room lighting candles, creating an atmosphere that was both intimate and ceremonial. There was something deliberate about her movements, a recognition that what was about to happen would change everything between them.

A soft knock came at the door.

Samantha looked at Mark, who nodded. She walked to the door and opened it to find Lucas standing in the hallway, holding a small bouquet of flowers. He’d changed from his filming clothes into dark slacks and a simple button-down shirt, looking relaxed but respectful.

“These are for you,” Lucas said, offering the flowers with an easy smile.

Samantha accepted them with a warm smile of her own, leaning forward to kiss his cheek in greeting. “Thank you. They’re beautiful.” She looked back at Mark, who was watching from his chair with an expression of nervous anticipation.

“Come in,” she said, stepping aside to let Lucas enter.

Lucas crossed the threshold, taking in the scene—the candles, Mark in his director’s chair, the obvious intentionality of the evening. He removed his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair, moving with the same easy confidence he brought to everything else.

Lucas looked at Mark then at Samantha. “Are we sure about this?”

“I am,” Samantha said simply, her fingers moving to the belt of her silk robe. “We both are.”

She looked at Mark with an expression that was both vulnerable and excited. “I wanna make you proud.”

Mark felt a surge of arousal at her words, at the way she was looking at him. “Then start making our guest feel welcome.”

Samantha smiled and let the robe fall to the floor.

She stood before them both, beautiful and unashamed, her body illuminated by the flickering candlelight. Mark felt his breathing become shallow as he watched Lucas’s eyes take her in, appreciating every curve, every line of her form.

Samantha moved toward Lucas with the same confident grace she’d shown during filming, but this time there were no cameras, no crew, no script to follow. She reached for his shirt, her fingers working the buttons with deliberate slowness while maintaining eye contact with him.

Lucas stood still, letting her undress him, but Mark could see the barely contained desire in his expression. When Samantha’s hands moved to his belt, Lucas’s breathing became audibly deeper.

“Look at me while she does that,” Mark said, his voice rougher than he’d intended.

Lucas’s eyes met his over Samantha’s head, and something passed between them—an understanding, an acknowledgment of the dynamic they were creating together. Mark was directing this scene just as he’d directed the ones on set, but this time the stakes were infinitely more personal.

Samantha pushed Lucas’s shirt off his shoulders, her hands exploring the muscled contours of his chest and arms. Mark watched, transfixed, as his wife touched another man with obvious desire and appreciation.

Samantha lowered herself to her knees in front of Lucas, her palms trailing down his chest, her breath warm against his skin. She reached for the waistband of his pants, fingers working slowly, deliberately, tugging the button free and drawing down the zipper. As she eased his pants and briefs over his hips, his cock sprang free—already hard, dark, and heavy, bobbing toward her face with the tension of anticipation. She paused for just a second, eyes flicking up to meet Mark’s, as if asking permission.

Mark gave the faintest nod.

Samantha leaned forward and pressed a soft, reverent kiss to the base of Lucas’s shaft. Her hands cradled him, fingers spreading over his hips and thighs as she moved up, letting her lips trace the length of him with unhurried devotion. She paused at the tip, letting her tongue flick across the crown, teasing, tasting. Lucas let out a low exhale, his eyes briefly fluttering closed as she finally took him into her mouth, inch by inch, her lips stretching, her breath controlled, her hands guiding and anchoring him. The sight of her like that—her lips wrapped around another man’s cock while looking up at Mark—sent a pulse of heat through Mark’s entire body.

Samantha worked him deeper, her lips forming a tight seal as she bobbed steadily, her pace unhurried but purposeful. Mark couldn’t tear his eyes away. The soft golden glow of candlelight painted the scene like a tableau—his pale wife kneeling, her pink lips stretched around Lucas’s deep brown cock, her delicate fingers wrapped around the base in counterpoint to the smooth, dark shaft disappearing between them. The contrast was stark, almost painterly—the juxtaposition of tones heightening the eroticism, turning something primal into something perversely beautiful.

Lucas reached down and gently stroked Samantha’s hair, brushing it back from her cheek so he could see more of her face. She responded with a deeper pull, her throat flexing subtly as she took him further. Her moan vibrated through him, making Lucas hiss between his teeth and brace himself against the edge of the nearby dresser. Mark’s cock throbbed inside his pants, aching with the need to be involved, to touch, to own. But he didn’t move. Not yet. He needed to see this, all of it, to burn it into memory.

Lucas’s fingers tightened slightly in Samantha’s hair, not to guide her, but to steady himself. Her lips glistened with spit as she pulled back just enough to let her tongue swirl around the head, teasing him, before sliding down again.

Mark’s voice broke the silence—low, rough, filled with heat. “She can take it all,” he said, almost to himself. Then he said louder, “You’ll do that for me, right, Sam? Take his whole cock.”

Samantha looked up at him, eyes shining with arousal and mischief. She nodded slightly, lips still wrapped around Lucas. Then, without breaking eye contact, she inhaled deep and took Lucas to the root, her nose pressing against his pelvis, her throat relaxing with practiced control.

Lucas let out a groan, one hand gripping the edge of the dresser behind him, the other still in her hair. “Fuck …” he breathed, watching her hold him there, her throat flexing around him.

Mark’s breath caught. Seeing her like this—obedient, eager, powerful in her submission—was almost more than he could handle.

After another long, slow suck, Samantha pulled back, saliva glistening on her lips. Then, without a word, she dipped lower, letting her mouth trail along the underside of his shaft, her tongue dragging slowly down until it reached his balls. She nuzzled them, licked them, then let her mouth roam even lower.

From Mark’s angle, all he could see now was her hand working Lucas’s cock and the cascade of her blonde hair disappearing into the curve of his muscular thighs. Her face was hidden, buried between his legs, and the only sound was the wet flick of her tongue and Lucas’s soft, involuntary moans.

The sight—his wife worshiping another man with such focused, joyful attention—nearly undid him.

Lucas let out a low groan, one hand resting on Samantha’s shoulder, the other threading gently into her hair. “Goddamn, baby … that tongue …” he murmured, voice thick with pleasure.

Mark watched, mesmerized, his grip tightening around the arms of his chair. He could see the flex of Lucas’s thighs as Samantha’s tongue danced lower still, her lips brushing that sensitive spot just behind his balls. She was taking her time, lavishing attention on every inch of him, as if she were memorizing him with her mouth.

Lucas’s abs tensed, and his breathing grew ragged. “You’re gonna make me blow if you keep that up.”

Samantha didn’t stop. She let her fingers slide up, curling around the base of his shaft to hold him steady as she sucked one of his balls into her mouth, rolling it gently with her tongue while stroking him with the kind of practiced, affectionate rhythm only a deeply attentive lover could offer.

Mark’s heart pounded in his chest, a mix of awe, arousal, and disbelief flooding him. His wife was between another man’s legs, utterly immersed in pleasuring him—and she was loving it. He could see it in every motion, every sensual curve of her body as she moved.

But before Lucas could say anything more, Mark’s voice cut through the room—low, controlled, commanding.

“That’s enough.”

Samantha froze, still bent over Lucas’s thighs, her hand gently stroking his slick, hard cock. She looked back at her husband, lips parted, a question in her eyes.

Mark sat forward in the director’s chair, his knuckles white around the arms. His voice was rough with restraint. “Stop. I want to see you get fucked.”

Samantha’s pupils dilated. Lucas inhaled through his nose, visibly holding himself back.

“Get on the bed,” Mark said, his eyes locked on his wife’s. “I want to see you take every inch of him.”

She rose slowly, her cheeks flushed, lips glistening. She kissed Lucas once on the chest as she passed, then climbed onto the bed and laid back, parting her legs deliberately, waiting.

Mark didn’t blink.

“Go on,” he said to Lucas. “She can take it all. You’ll do that for me, right Sam? Take his whole cock?”

She gave the smallest nod, then smiled. “Of course.”

Then she looked up at Lucas and added, “Let’s make him proud.”

Lucas moved over her, his body poised between her legs. He braced himself on one arm and guided his thick shaft with the other, lining up slowly, deliberately, as if savoring the anticipation. Samantha lay on her back beneath him, thighs parted, her breath catching in her throat as she felt the broad tip press against her.

Mark moved closer, circling the bed, drawn like gravity toward the moment of penetration.

Lucas pushed in, just the head at first, making Samantha gasp as her body stretched to accommodate him. He gave her a moment, then eased in deeper, inch by inch, until he was fully inside her. She let out a long, low sound, part moan and part exhale, as her hands gripped the sheets.

Mark stood by the side of the bed, watching his wife be filled.

“Fuck, Sam …” he whispered. “You look so beautiful like this.”

Lucas began to move. He started with slow, deep thrusts that rocked her body in gentle waves. Samantha’s hands slid up her own torso, cupping her breasts, pinching her nipples as her hips tilted up to meet his rhythm. Her moans were breathy, increasingly urgent.

Mark reached out, took her hand in his, and knelt beside the bed. “That’s it,” he murmured. “Let me see how much you can take.”

Lucas’s thrusts deepened, building gradually in speed and intensity. The wet sound of their bodies meeting filled the room, punctuated by Samantha’s rising cries of pleasure. Her free hand grasped at the sheets, her body writhing beneath Lucas as the tension in her core began to coil tighter.

Mark leaned in, his voice a breath in her ear. “You’re doing so fucking good, baby. Just like that … You’re taking his cock like you were made for it.”

Samantha whimpered, her hips pushing up into Lucas’s strokes. “Oh my god … it’s so deep …”

Lucas shifted slightly, angling himself to grind against her in just the right way, his thrusts now harder, faster, precise. Samantha’s legs lifted, wrapping around his back, drawing him deeper.

Mark brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, his eyes locked on her flushed, beautiful face.

“I’m close,” she gasped, her voice breaking. “Mark … can I come?”

Mark’s chest was heaving. He brought his lips to her ear and said, “Yes. Let go. I want to watch you come for him.”

That was all she needed.

Her body tensed beneath Lucas, thighs trembling, back arching. She cried out as the orgasm rolled through her, loud and raw and unrestrained, her grip on Mark’s hand like a vice. Lucas kept fucking her through it, his own breathing sharp and uneven, riding the waves of her release.

Mark couldn’t look away.

As the tremors of Samantha’s orgasm faded, Lucas slowed his movements, giving her a moment to breathe. Her chest rose and fell with each deep gasp, her skin glistening, her body pliant and glowing. Mark brushed a hand over her cheek, kissed her temple, and whispered, “Samantha. Turn over. I want to see you take him from behind.”

She nodded, dazed but eager. Lucas pulled out slowly, and she shifted onto her hands and knees, arching her back with practiced elegance. Her ass lifted high, her thighs parting just enough to give Mark the perfect view of her glistening, used pussy.

Lucas positioned himself behind her, hands gripping her hips firmly as he guided himself back in with one smooth thrust. Samantha let out a startled moan, the new angle hitting deeper, rougher. Her fingers clenched the sheets.

“Fuck …” Mark breathed, his arousal pulsing as he watched his wife rocked forward with each thrust.

He moved to the front of the bed, crouching down so their faces were level. Her eyes fluttered open, meeting his gaze through the haze of sensation. Mark leaned in and kissed her deeply and possessively, while Lucas fucked her from behind, each stroke pushing her mouth harder against his.

The rhythm quickened. Lucas’s hips slapped against her ass, her body jolting forward into Mark’s mouth with every thrust. The contrast of their skin—Lucas’s deep brown hands gripping Samantha’s pale waist—was as beautiful as it was filthy.

Mark pulled back from the kiss, his hand caressing her jaw. “You’re so fucking sexy like this. Letting him use you. Letting me watch.”

Samantha whimpered, her eyes fluttering shut, her breath stuttering as Lucas’s thrusts grew harder, deeper, more erratic.

“God …” Lucas groaned. “I’m gonna come …”

He pulled out abruptly, grabbing his shaft as the first hot spurt landed across Samantha’s lower back. Another followed, then another—thick streaks across her ass, glistening on her flushed skin.

Samantha gasped at the sudden warmth, her body still trembling, her breath catching as she felt the full weight of it. His cum, their gaze, everything.

Mark stared, pulse pounding, nearly overwhelmed. The image was seared into his mind: his wife, marked, used, radiant.

Lucas was still panting, his chest rising and falling as he tried to catch his breath. He stepped back, one hand on the edge of the bed to steady himself. Mark stayed silent, eyes locked on Samantha, on the way she looked lying there, flushed and panting, the curves of her ass streaked with another man’s cum.

She didn’t move. She just looked up at him, still on her knees, her body trembling with aftershocks, her lips parted, waiting.

Lucas finally said, “I’m gonna hit the bathroom.”

Mark gave a small nod, not taking his eyes off his wife. He stepped closer as Lucas disappeared down the hallway.

His fingers went to his belt.

“I need to remind you that you’re mine.”




Chapter 13: Director’s Cut

Mark stepped closer to her, silent at first, just looking. Samantha was still on her hands and knees, her back slick with Lucas’s release, her breathing uneven. Mark knelt behind her and ran both hands up her thighs, over her hips, then to her breasts, cupping them roughly.

“You’re soaked,” he murmured, voice low, gravel-thick. His fingers slid between her legs, gathering the slick evidence of her arousal and the remnants of Lucas’s cum. “You liked that … being filled by someone else.”

Samantha shivered, but didn’t move. Her breath caught when his fingers slipped inside her, two at once, and he curved them just right, curling into her with purpose. “You’re dripping for me now,” he whispered. “And you’re going to show me exactly what you did for him.”

She turned her head slightly, her hair sticking to her cheek. “Mark …”

He didn’t stop. “On your knees. I want to see it.”

Samantha obeyed, slowly shifting her body and sitting back on her heels before rising to her knees. Her eyes met his. Not pleading, not apologetic. Waiting.

Mark stood in front of her and undid his pants, pulling them down just enough to free his cock: hard and already leaking. “Do it like you did for him,” he said. “Let me see what I missed.”

Samantha leaned forward and took him into her mouth, slow and deliberate. Her lips wrapped around the head first, tongue flicking against the sensitive underside as she gradually slid deeper. Mark’s hand came to rest on the back of her head, just holding. Her pace was unhurried, worshipful, her eyes locked on his.

He grunted softly as her mouth moved over him, her cheeks hollowing on the pullback, her tongue tracing along every vein and ridge. “Fuck … yeah,” he muttered, hips twitching forward. “That’s it. Just like that.”

She moaned around him, the vibrations shooting up his spine, and he let her keep going, letting her decide how much to give, how far to take him in. When her eyes began to water slightly, he gently pulled back.

“Get on the bed,” he said, voice tight with need. “Head over the side. I want to be all the way inside you.”

Without hesitation, Samantha turned and climbed onto the mattress, positioning herself so her head hung off the edge, throat exposed, mouth open and waiting. Mark stepped around, lining himself up. He slid his cock between her lips and into her throat in a single, smooth thrust.

Her hands clutched the sheets, muffled noises escaping her as he held her there. He reached forward, grabbing her breasts and squeezing them, thumbs brushing her stiff nipples. “God, you feel perfect,” he groaned. “Every inch of you.”

Her throat flexed again and again as he moved in her mouth, savoring the depth, the angle, the control. The sight of her—bent backward, hair spilling onto the floor, lips stretched wide around him—made his hips stutter.

Samantha climbed onto all fours, still catching her breath, her face flushed and slick with tears and spit. Her mascara had run in streaks down her cheeks, and her lips were swollen from the stretch of him. Mark took a moment just to look at her. He took in the curve of her back, the way her thighs parted naturally, how ready she still was for more.

He moved behind her, running one hand down her spine and over her ass before slipping two fingers between her legs. She was soaked—a hot, slick mess—and he groaned softly at the feel of her.

“God, Sam,” he said, sliding his fingers deeper. “Still dripping … You loved every second of it, didn’t you?”

She moaned in response, pressing her hips back against his hand. “Yes,” she breathed. “I loved it.”

Mark pulled his fingers free and gripped her hips, positioning himself. He guided the head of his cock to her entrance and pushed in slowly, savoring the way she opened up around him. She gasped, her body arching in response.

“Jesus,” he hissed, bottoming out. “So tight … so fucking good.”

From the bathroom, the faint sound of running water drifted through the apartment. Mark smiled to himself, the absurdity and arousal of the moment colliding in his chest.

The man was just inside my wife, he thought. Using my shower isn’t that big a leap.

He began to move, long, deep strokes that filled her completely each time. Samantha moaned louder now, her voice raw and open, pushing back to meet every thrust.

He began to move, long, deep strokes that filled her completely each time. Samantha moaned louder now, her voice raw and open, pushing back to meet every thrust.

Mark gripped her hips tighter, watching the way her back arched with every impact, the soft give of her ass meeting his thighs again and again. Her skin was flushed, marked slightly from where Lucas had held her earlier. That only spurred him on.

“Look at you,” he muttered, not sure if he was talking to her or himself. “Getting fucked all day and still this hungry for it.”

Samantha moaned in response, the sound nearly a purr. She dropped to her elbows, ass still high, letting him get deeper. He adjusted his angle, and she gasped, sharp and loud, when he hit the spot that made her clench tight around him.

“That’s it,” Mark said, one hand sliding up her back, over her shoulder, tangling in her hair. He gave it a light tug, just enough to arch her neck back and keep her open.

“Mark …” she breathed, voice trembling. “Harder …”

He didn’t need to be told twice. His rhythm deepened, his thrusts quickening, the wet slap of skin on skin filling the apartment. Samantha braced herself harder against the mattress, meeting every movement with her own.

She was his again, completely, utterly his, and he wanted to remind her of it with every stroke.

Mark slowed his thrusts, then pulled out, chest heaving. “Turn over,” he said, voice low and urgent.

Samantha looked up at him, eyes hazy and lips parted, and nodded. She lay back on the bed, hair splayed across the pillow, legs already falling open to welcome him. He crawled over her, positioning himself between her thighs, lining himself up again. Her hands rose to his shoulders as he entered her, both of them exhaling at the same moment.

This position was different. It was raw and intimate—face to face, skin to skin. Their eyes locked as he began to move inside her, slow and deep.

Samantha moaned, lifting her hips to meet him, her thighs tightening around his waist. “Mark,” she whispered, fingers digging into his back. “This … this is you.”

He kissed her. Not just a kiss of lust, but something deeper, a reclaiming—his mouth slanting over hers, swallowing her moans as he drove into her with rising urgency.

“You’re mine,” he said against her lips. “No matter who touches you. No matter what we do. You’re mine.”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Always.”

Their rhythm built together, breath hitching, bodies moving as one. Mark reached down and circled her clit with his thumb, never breaking eye contact. Samantha cried out, her body shuddering beneath him. He didn’t stop. Grinding deeper, harder until her climax tore through her, legs shaking, nails raking down his back.

Her pleasure triggered his own. With a groan, he buried himself in her one final time, holding her tight as he came, pulse after pulse flooding into her, forehead pressed to hers.

For a long moment, they stayed like that—panting, tangled, and spent.

Mark collapsed beside her, one arm wrapping around her waist as they caught their breath together. Samantha turned toward him, resting her head on his chest, her hand tracing idle circles across his ribs.

The room was quiet now, save for the low hum of the bathroom fan and the occasional drip of water. Lucas was still there, somewhere beyond the door. But for this moment, it didn’t matter.

Samantha let out a soft, satisfied sigh. “Well,” she said, her voice slightly hoarse but teasing, “that was … intense.”

Mark kissed her forehead, still tasting her sweat and his own on her skin. “Yeah,” he murmured. “That was everything.”

Neither of them said more. They didn’t need to. Wrapped around each other, the heat still lingering on their skin, they lay in silence, letting the weight of the night settle around them like a second blanket.




Chapter 14: That’s a Wrap

The final day of filming had arrived with the kind of crisp Prague morning that made everything feel cinematic. The museum was once again closed to the public, but this time the crew was wrapping up the last few pickup shots and closeups that would complete Ebony Protocol.

Mark stood behind the monitors, watching Vanessa deliver her final lines to camera. Despite everything that had happened over the past weeks, she looked every inch the movie star: professional, committed, hitting her marks with the precision that had made her famous. Her back injury seemed completely healed, though Mark noticed she moved with slightly more caution than before.

“David’s gone,” Vanessa said to the camera, her voice carrying the perfect note of loss and determination. “But Elena Volkov doesn’t quit. She finishes what she starts.”

Lucas stood just out of frame, having completed his final scene an hour earlier. The last shot between David and Elena had been a simple dialogue exchange—no stunts, no intimacy, just two characters saying goodbye. Professional. Clean. Nothing like the electricity that had crackled between Lucas and Samantha during their scenes.

“Cut!” Mark called. “And that’s a wrap on Vanessa Vale!”

The small crew erupted in applause. Vanessa broke character immediately, grinning as she accepted hugs and congratulations from the camera operator, the boom operator, and the few other essential crew members who’d been part of this complicated production.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mark announced, his voice carrying across the museum’s marble floors, “Ebony Protocol is officially in the can!”

More applause. Adelaide looked up from her clipboard with visible relief, the exhaustion of managing such an unusual shoot finally showing on her face. She’d been the keeper of secrets, the coordinator of impossible logistics, and somehow she’d made it all work.

Samantha stood slightly apart from the main group, having watched most of the final day’s filming from the sidelines. She’d been present for every day of shooting, but today felt different, like she was observing the end of something that had changed her life in ways she was still processing.

As the crew began breaking down equipment for the final time, Lucas approached Mark. They stood together for a moment, watching the organized chaos of a film wrap.

“Nice job,” Lucas said quietly. “On and off the set.”

Mark felt a strange mix of gratitude and uncertainty. “Thanks. You, too.”

“I’ll never forget this film,” Lucas continued then paused. “Call me when you two are back in L.A.”

The invitation hung in the air between them, casual enough to be dismissed, serious enough to be real. Mark nodded, not trusting himself to say more.

Across the set, Vanessa was accepting final congratulations from Adelaide and the camera crew. When she caught sight of Mark, she walked over with the kind of purposeful stride that suggested she had something specific to say.

“I don’t know how hard Monty has to squeeze people,” she said, “but I feel like I might even deserve an Oscar for this. I’d share it with Sam if I could.”

Mark looked at her with surprise. Throughout the shoot, Vanessa had been professional but distant, focused on her own performance. This acknowledgment of Samantha’s contribution felt unexpectedly generous.

“This has been one of the most intense shoots of my life,” Mark replied honestly.

Samantha joined them, having finished saying goodbye to some of the crew members. “Everything okay over here?”

“I was just telling Mark that I’m glad we did this without hating each other,” Vanessa said, turning to Samantha.

Samantha laughed. “That would have been the more obvious result, right?”

“Definitely,” Vanessa agreed. “Women sharing things without getting jealous and possessive? Revolutionary concept.”

"Dodged a bullet there!" Samantha said with faux-intensity.

“Oh,” Vanessa said with a mischievous grin, “so I can sleep with Mark?”

The question caught both Mark and Vanessa off guard. Vanessa raised an eyebrow, studying Samantha’s face for signs of seriousness.

“Only if I get to direct the scene,” Samantha added with a wink.

All three of them burst out laughing, but then the laughter faded into an awkward silence as they looked at each other. The joke had hit a little too close to something real, and none of them were entirely sure how serious the others were being.

“Well,” Vanessa said finally, “that’s certainly one way to cap off an unusual production.”

“Speaking of unusual,” Mark said, grateful for the change of subject, “has anyone heard from Monty lately? He’s been suspiciously quiet.”

“Radio silence since the space station,” Vanessa confirmed. “Which probably means he’s planning something spectacular for the wrap party.”

“There’s a wrap party?” Samantha asked.

“There’s always a wrap party,” Adelaide called out from across the set, not looking up from her final equipment checklist. “Question is whether it’ll be underwater, underground, or in some other ridiculous location.”

As if summoned by their conversation, Mark’s phone buzzed with a text. He read it and shook his head with a mixture of amusement and exasperation.

“Speak of the devil,” he announced. “Monty wants everyone at the Astronomical Clock in Old Town Square at sunset. He’s apparently arranged for ‘a celebration worthy of our artistic triumph.’” Mark looked up from his phone. “He also says to dress warm.”

“Dress warm for a celebration at sunset?” Mark asked. “In July?”

“With Monty, that could mean anything,” Lucas said. “Remember, this is the man who conducted a business meeting from the International Space Station.”

The crew finished packing up their equipment as the afternoon sunlight streamed through the museum’s tall windows. There was something bittersweet about watching the organized dismantling of a film set. All that careful preparation and intense work was reduced to equipment cases and rolled-up cables.

“You know,” Vanessa said to Mark as they walked toward the museum’s exit, “whatever Monty’s planning for tonight, I have a feeling this movie is going to be remembered for more than just the action sequences.”

Mark glanced back at Samantha, who was saying final goodbyes to the boom operator and camera crew. “Yeah,” he said. “I think you’re right.”

As they stepped out into the Prague afternoon, Mark felt the weight of what they’d accomplished and what they’d discovered about themselves in the process. Ebony Protocol was finished, but whatever had begun during its production was just getting started.

“See you at sunset,” Vanessa said, heading toward her car.

“See you at sunset,” Mark replied, taking Samantha’s hand as they walked toward their own car.

The filming was over, but somehow, Mark knew this wasn’t really an ending at all.

Epilogue: The Oscars

Eight months later, Mark sat in the Dolby Theatre holding his Oscar for Best Director, his arm wrapped around Samantha as they watched the ceremony unfold. The golden statue felt heavier than he’d expected, both physically and emotionally. After years of struggling to get projects off the ground, he was now an Academy Award winning for what Montague Sinclair Beaumont III had described as “the most marvelous and transcendental masterpiece ever committed to film.”

Samantha looked stunning in a midnight blue gown that made her look like she belonged among Hollywood’s elite. Which, Mark reflected, she now did in her own way.

The ceremony had followed its typical rhythm. The technical awards early, major categories building toward the end. Mark had won Best Director a few minutes ago, delivering a speech that thanked his cast, crew, and “my wife, who taught me that the best performances come from the heart.” The cameras had cut to Samantha wiping tears from her eyes.

Now they were approaching the final awards of the evening. Best Actress was traditionally announced just before Best Picture, and everyone in the industry knew Vanessa Vale was the presumptive winner for her tour de force performance in Ebony Protocol.

“And the Oscar goes to …” Emma Stone paused dramatically, opening the envelope. “Vanessa Vale, Ebony Protocol!”

The theatre erupted in applause as Vanessa rose from her seat three rows ahead of Mark and Samantha. She looked radiant in a silver gown that caught the stage lights perfectly, every inch the movie star she’d always been. As she made her way to the stage, Mark felt Samantha squeeze his hand.

“She deserves it,” Samantha whispered.

Vanessa accepted the golden statue with practiced grace, kissing Emma Stone on both cheeks before approaching the microphone. The applause gradually died down as she prepared to speak.

“Thank you so much,” Vanessa began, her voice carrying clearly through the theatre. “This is truly an honor. I want to thank the Academy, my fellow nominees, and everyone who worked on Ebony Protocol. Mark Waters, our brilliant director, who saw something in this project that the rest of us didn’t even know was there.”

The camera cut to Mark, who nodded appreciatively from his seat.

“I also want to thank my amazing co-star Lucas Reid,who brought such depth and humanity to David Thorne.” Viewers at home could see Lucas smiling ear-to-ear in his seat, on his right was an enthusiastic half-Italian, half-Jewish woman from Brooklyn. “And our incredible producer, Montague Sinclair-Beaumont, who … well, who is unlike anyone else in this business.”

Laughter rippled through the audience. Everyone in Hollywood had heard stories about Montague’s eccentric methods.

Vanessa paused, looking down at her Oscar, then back up at the audience. Something in her expression shifted, becoming more serious, more personal.

“I know that I get billed as a woman who does all of her own stunts, and that has always been true … until Ebony Protocol. I injured my back on the first day of filming, and for the first time in my life, a stunt performer filled in for me on some shots.”

Mark felt Samantha’s grip on his hand tighten. This wasn’t part of any rehearsed speech.

“I want everyone in the world to know that Samantha Waters is an amazing stunt performer and a good friend. You’d be lucky to have her on your crew. And, honestly” Vanessa looked directly into the camera, her smile self-deprecating, “I’m not twenty-one anymore, and I’ve got a lot less to prove.” Vanessa glanced down at her Oscar. “I’ll be having Sam as my double in the future, if she’s into it.”

The camera found Mark and Samantha in the audience. A single tear crawled down Samantha’s cheek as Mark’s arm tightened around her shoulders. His Best Director Oscar gleamed in his lap as he leaned over to kiss her temple.

“Thank you again,” Vanessa concluded. “This has been the most transformative experience of my career.”

More thunderous applause as Vanessa exited the stage, clutching her Oscar.

Ryan Gosling and Margot Robbie took the stage to present the final award of the evening. “Best Picture,” Margot announced, “goes to one of these five outstanding films.”

The nominees flashed on screen: The Last Symphony, Midnight in Morocco, Revolution Road, The Quantum Garden, and Ebony Protocol.

“And the Oscar for Best Picture goes to …” Ryan opened the envelope with theatrical suspense. “Ebony Protocol!”

The Dolby Theatre exploded in applause and cheers. Mark felt like he was floating as he and Samantha stood with the rest of the audience. But instead of a producer or cast member taking the stage, a massive hologram flickered to life above the stage, towering over the presenters and audience alike. The figure of Montague Sinclair-Beaumont III materialized, wearing what appeared to be a silver thermal suit and standing in what looked like a crystalline cavern.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Monty's amplified voice boomed through the theatre, “I’m afraid I can’t be with you in person tonight!”

A sleek humanoid robot walked onto the stage and took the Best Picture statue from Margot Robbie. She and Ryan Gosling stood there confused as the robot kissed both of their cheeks.

“I’m currently broadcasting from the Earth’s core,” Monty continued with manic enthusiasm, “on a very important geological expedition with Jeff and Richard! We’re studying the planet’s magnetic field for my next project: a romantic comedy set entirely in molten rock!”

The audience laughed, though many seemed genuinely confused about whether he was serious.

“But I couldn’t miss this moment!” Monty's hologram gestured grandly. “Ebony Protocol represents everything beautiful about our industry: artistic vision, creative risk-taking, and the kind of collaborative magic that happens when talented people push boundaries together!”

Mark noticed that several audience members were pulling out their phones to record this surreal moment.

“I’m particularly thrilled that our brilliant Vanessa acknowledged her stunt double tonight. This is a perfect example of what Hollywood is all about: integrity and transparency! We succeed together, or we don’t succeed at all!”

The robot on stage raised the Oscar in perfect sync with Montague’s raised fist.

“This film pushed all of us beyond our comfort zones, and the result speaks for itself. Art requires courage, my friends! Art requires truth! And sometimes art requires a very good insurance policy and several NDAs!”

More laughter from the audience, though the jokes were hitting a little too close to reality for Mark’s comfort.

“In closing,” his voice rose to its characteristic crescendo, “I want to announce that we’re already in pre-production on the sequel! Get ready for Ebony Protocol II: You Can’t Take It Black! Marky boy” the hologram pointed directly at Mark in the audience, “don’t disappoint me!”

The hologram flickered and vanished, leaving the robot standing alone on stage holding the Oscar. After a moment of stunned silence, the orchestra began playing the exit music.

As the credits rolled and the audience began filing out, Mark and Samantha returned to their seats, processing everything that had just happened.

“So,” Samantha said finally, “we’re doing a sequel?”

Mark looked at his Best Director Oscar, then at his wife’s radiant face. “Apparently, we are.”

“Think Vanessa was serious about the backup stunt work?”

“With Vanessa? Probably.” Mark grinned. “Think Lucas will be available for the sequel?”

Samantha’s smile was answer enough.

Outside the Dolby Theatre, as photographers captured their exit, Mark reflected on how much their lives had changed since that first day in Prague. He was an Oscar-winning director, Samantha was apparently Hollywood’s newest sought-after stunt performer, and they had discovered depths to their relationship they had never known existed.

“What are you thinking about?” Samantha asked as their car pulled away from the curb.

Mark looked at the Oscar in his lap then at the woman who had made all of this possible in ways she probably didn’t even realize.

“I’m thinking,” he said, “that Monty was right about one thing. Sometimes art does require courage.”

“And truth,” Samantha added, settling into his arms.

“And truth,” Mark agreed.

As their car disappeared into the Los Angeles night, the last thing visible through the rear window was the gleam of Oscar gold catching the streetlights and two people who had learned that sometimes the most important discoveries happen when you’re brave enough to stop acting and start living.
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