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Synopsis



Book 2 of The Director's Harem.

The clock is ticking, and the action is rising. Sylvia has claimed Ajax, and now Clover is demanding her turn with the rising director. Ajax must balance his dizzying romantic adventures with the unrelenting demands of staging an ambitious play.

But Sylvia's powerful father is determined to thwart this production. As Ajax and his growing cast sprint to opening night, can they overcome the interference from one of the most powerful men in Hollywood?


Chapter 1



Marie and I sat with Sylvia beside her pool. The water glowed against the darkness, underwater lights casting rippling patterns across the patio stones.

Strings of fairy lights hung overhead, creating a canopy of warm light that attracted dozens of pale moths. They fluttered and danced around the bulbs, their wings catching the glow like tiny paper lanterns.

It should have been magical, a perfect Seattle summer night, the three of us gathered around a glass table with lemonade and the sound of water lapping gently against the pool's edge.

But Sylvia's face told a different story. She sat rigid in her chair, green eyes darting between Marie and me, her fingers wrapped tight around her glass, knuckles white.

"Tell me," she said. "Tell me everything that happened."

Marie glanced at me. I gave her a small nod.

"Your father came to the theatre this afternoon," Marie said. "He was on his way to Vancouver, but wanted to meet with us."

"He diverted his jet to Seattle?" Sylvia's voice was flat, controlled. "Of course he did. So, what did you think of my Daddy dearest?"

"He was... charming at first," Marie said. "Complimented my script. Said nice things about Ajax's directing."

"That's how he operates." Sylvia took a long drink of lemonade. "He softens you up before the knife goes in. What did he want?"

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. There was no need to sugarcoat this.

Sylvia knew who her father was.

"He wants us to quit the play," I said. "Both of us. Your father offered to reimburse whatever you're paying us, plus help us get jobs in the film industry."

Sylvia laughed. It was a bitter, hollow sound.

"The carrot. There's always a carrot first. What was the stick?"

Marie and I exchanged another look. A moth landed on the table between us, wings folding and unfolding.

"He said if we continue with the play, he would be... displeased," Marie said carefully. "He implied that his displeasure would have consequences for our careers."

The glass in Sylvia's hand trembled. Her jaw tightened.

"He threatened you." Her voice had dropped to barely a whisper. "He actually threatened to destroy your careers if you didn't abandon this play."

"He didn't use those exact words," I said. "But yes. That was the message."

Sylvia shot to her feet. Her chair scraped against the stone patio with a harsh screech that sent the moth spiraling away into the darkness.

"That controlling, manipulative bastard!" She hurled the words into the night. "He's done this my entire life. Every single time I try to do something on my own, he swoops in and takes over. He can't stand the idea that I might succeed without his help."

She paced along the pool's edge, her reflection rippling in the water below.

Marie watched her with wide eyes. I stayed quiet, giving her space, allowing Sylvia to grapple with her feelings.

"You want to know what kind of father he is?" Sylvia spun to face us. "When I was ten years old, my private school had a talent show. I decided I wanted to learn tap dancing. Not because he suggested it, not because my mother signed me up. I chose it myself."

She pressed her hand to her chest.

"I practiced for months. Every day after school. My feet were covered in blisters. I fell asleep every night with my legs aching. But I kept going because I wanted to be good at something I had chosen."

A moth brushed against her hair. She didn't notice.

"The night of the talent show, I danced my heart out. And I won." Her voice cracked. "I won the red ribbon. First place. I was so proud of myself. I thought, finally, I did something on my own. I earned this."

Marie reached out, but Sylvia had turned away, staring at the dark trees beyond the pool.

"A week later, one of my classmates told me the truth. Her mother was on the school board. She heard them talking about how Bryce Peterson had donated fifty thousand dollars to the school's arts program right before the talent show. How the judges had been strongly encouraged to consider his daughter favorably."

Sylvia's shoulders shook.

"I confronted him. I asked if he paid for my ribbon. You know what he said?" She turned back to us, eyes blazing. "He said I should be grateful that my father cared enough to look out for me. Grateful."

Sylvia spat the last word like it was poison. She wrapped her arms around herself.

"I threw that ribbon in the trash. I never tap danced again. And every achievement since then, every role, every award, I've wondered. Did I earn it? Or did Daddy make a phone call?"

I sat very still, watching her. The director in my brain catalogued every detail. The way she hugged herself like a wounded child, the defiance in her stance even as tears fell. The decades of pain compressed into this single moment.

This was the real Sylvia Laurentis. Not the diva, not the sex symbol. A woman who had spent her entire life wondering if anything she accomplished was truly hers.

Sylvia wiped her face with the back of her hand. When she spoke again, her voice had gone flat, defeated.

"I don't blame either of you for leaving. I know how powerful my father is. He'll do exactly what he threatened. He'll make sure neither of you ever works in Hollywood."

She sank back into her chair, all the fight draining out of her.

"It was a stupid idea anyway," she sighed. "What was I thinking? That I could produce a serious play? That I could act in something meaningful?"

She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

"I should just stay in my lane. Keep relying on my looks and these fucking tits until I age out of the bimbo roles. That's all I'm good for anyway."

"Sylvia..."

"No, it's true." Her voice grew more ragged. "I'm thirty-four years old and I've never proven I can do anything except take my clothes off on camera. My father's right. He's always been right. I should just give up and..."

I reached across the table and took her hand. Her words cut off mid-sentence.

"Stand up."

She blinked at me through wet lashes.

"What?"

"Stand up." I rose, pulling her gently but firmly to her feet. "Straighten your shoulders. Look at me."

She did, confusion mixing with the tears on her face.

"Cut the shit, right now!" I told her sharply. "Stop running yourself down. Stop letting your father's voice live inside your head."

"Ajax, you don't understand..."

"I understand plenty." I kept hold of her hand, my eyes locked on hers. "I've spent time working with you. I've seen what you're capable of. You're not just a pair of tits, Sylvia. You're an artist. A real one. And this play is going to prove it."

"But my father..."

"Your father can go to hell." I squeezed her fingers. "Marie and I aren't leaving. We're staying. We're going to bring this script to life with you playing the leading role, and we're going to show everyone, including Bryce Peterson, exactly what Sylvia Laurentis can do."

Her eyes went wide.

"You're staying? After everything he threatened?"

"We're staying," Marie said from behind me.

I turned to see her standing now too, her glasses reflecting the string of lights.

"Both of us," Marie nodded.

Sylvia's face crumpled. Not with sadness this time, but with something else.

Relief. Gratitude.

Hope.

She threw her arms around me, burying her face against my chest. Her body trembled.

I held her close, one hand on her back. Over her shoulder, I caught Marie's eye and gestured with my free hand.

Marie hesitated for just a moment. Then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around both of us.

The three of us stood there in the warm night, holding each other tight. Sylvia's ragged breath was hot against my neck. Marie's glasses pressed against my shoulder.

Moths circled the lights above us, and beyond them, stars scattered across the clear sky like diamonds on black velvet.

I breathed in the moment. Two brilliant, beautiful women in my arms. A playwright who had poured her soul into a script. An actress fighting to prove her worth. Both of them trusting me to guide them through whatever came next.

It felt right. It felt like exactly where I was supposed to be.

Finally, Marie pulled back slightly. Her expression had shifted. The vulnerability from moments ago had hardened into something more determined.

"This isn't enough," she said.

Sylvia lifted her head from my chest, wiping at her eyes.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"Staying with the play, supporting each other, that's all good." Marie's jaw was set. "But it's not enough. We need to do more. We need to be proactive."

"What are you thinking?" I asked.

Marie's blue eyes glittered behind her glasses.

"Come with me. Both of you. I'll show you."


Chapter 2



An hour later, we were at The Old Cannery Theatre.

Marie flicked on the work lights. The bare bulbs cast harsh shadows across the empty stage, turning the black box theatre into something stark and skeletal.

The space felt different at night. Smaller somehow, more intimate.

"A performance space is sacred," Marie said, her voice echoing off the painted brick walls. "It's more than just architecture, more than just black painted bricks and metal lighting battens. A theatre holds energy. Every rehearsal, every performance, every moment of truth that happens on that stage leaves something behind."

Sylvia stood beside me, her arms crossed over her chest. She stared at Marie intently, absorbing every word from the Latina playwright.

"Your father was here today," Marie continued. "He brought his poison into this space. His threats. His manipulation. His need to control."

She turned to face us, her glasses catching the light.

"That energy is still here. I can feel it. Can't you?"

I looked around the empty theatre. The ninety-nine seats sat in darkness beyond the stage. The lighting grid hung overhead like a metal skeleton.

And yes, there was something. A heaviness in the air that hadn't been there before.

"How do we fix it?" Sylvia asked.

Marie reached into her bag and produced a paper sack. From it, she pulled out a smaller bag filled with coarse crystals that caught the light.

"Sal grosso," she said. "Rock salt. When I was a little girl in Brazil, before my family came to America, there was an old woman in our village, Dona Cecilia. She knew things. Old things. She taught me that salt is a spiritual disinfectant. It absorbs negativity and cleanses spaces that have been contaminated by bad energy."

She opened the bag and poured some of the coarse salt into her palm.

"Follow me."

Marie led us to the theatre's entrance, the heavy front doors where Bryce had walked in that afternoon. She kneeled down and began spreading salt across the threshold in a thick line.

"This is where he entered. This is where he brought his darkness."

Her hand moved in deliberate strokes, creating a barrier of white crystals against the concrete floor.

"And this is where we seal him out."

She moved to the exit door on the opposite side of the space and repeated the process. Sylvia and I watched in silence as she worked, her movements precise and ritualistic.

When she finished, Marie straightened and brushed the salt from her palms.

"That protects the boundaries. But more needs to be done. The heart of this space, the stage, that's where we rehearse. Where we create, where we'll perform. That's what truly needs cleansing."

She led us back to the stage. The work lights hummed overhead as Marie began pouring salt in a wide circle around the three of us. The crystals glittered against the black-painted floor, creating a white ring perhaps ten feet in diameter.

"Stay inside," she said. "Don't break the line."

Sylvia and I moved to the center of the circle. Marie joined us, the bag of salt still in her hands.

"Take a handful," she instructed. "Both of you."

I reached into the bag and grabbed a fistful of the coarse crystals. They felt rough and cool against my palm.

Beside me, Sylvia did the same.

"Now throw it over your left shoulder. Hard. The salt will blind the envy of anyone who wishes us harm. It will blind your father's jealousy, Sylvia. Blind his need to see you fail so he can swoop in and rescue you again."

Marie threw first. The salt scattered behind her with a soft hiss.

This is a hell of a ritual.

I thought about the power of what we were doing. Theatre itself was ritual. The Greeks understood this when they first wrote about the transformative nature of performance.

Dionysus demanding sacrifice.

The chorus channeling a collective emotion.

The catharsis that purged audiences of fear and pity.

Every culture knew it, going back to its ancient roots. Performance was never just entertainment. It was a communion with something larger than ourselves.

I threw my salt over my left shoulder.

Sylvia hesitated for just a moment, her green eyes meeting mine. Then she threw her handful with surprising force, the crystals scattering across the stage behind her.

"Good," Marie said. "The space is cleansed."

She reached into her bag again and produced a bottle wrapped in brown paper. She unwrapped it slowly, revealing a clear liquid that sloshed against the glass.

"Cachaça," she said. "Brazilian alcohol. Made from sugarcane. My people have been drinking this for five hundred years."

She held up the bottle, the liquid catching the harsh work lights.

"The salt has removed the bad energy. Now we must replace it with something powerful."

"What kind of powerful?" Sylvia asked.

Marie's eyes moved between us.

"A binding. The three of us. Sylvia, the producer who fights for this play despite everything her father throws at her. Ajax, the director who shapes our vision. And me, the playwright who gave birth to this story."

She unscrewed the cap. The sharp tang of alcohol drifted through the still air.

"We must bind ourselves to each other. Become one purpose. One will."

Sylvia leaned forward, utterly fascinated.

"How?"

Marie tilted the bottle and poured a small amount of Cachaça onto the stage floor. The liquid splashed against the black paint, releasing more of that sharp, sweet smell.

"O Santo," she murmured. "For the Saint. We give first before we take."

She straightened and held up the bottle again.

"Now we must share the same spirit. Ingest a common blood."

A smile played on Marie's lips.

"Don't worry. We're not savages who will use actual blood. The Cachaça will serve as substitute." She paused, her smile widening. "Unless you'd prefer real blood?"

"I'll pass," I said.

"Hard pass," Sylvia agreed.

Marie laughed, the sound bright against the theatre's darkness. Then she raised the bottle to her lips and took a long drink.

She didn't swallow. Instead, she swished the Cachaça around her mouth, her cheeks bulging slightly with the liquid.

She stepped toward Sylvia.

The taller woman's eyes went wide as Marie reached up and pulled her head down. Their mouths met. I watched Marie's throat work as she pushed the Cachaça from her mouth into Sylvia's.

Sylvia made a small sound of surprise. Some of the liquid escaped, dribbling down her chin in a clear stream.

When Sylvia's mouth was full, Marie pulled back.

"Swallow," she commanded.

Sylvia's throat bobbed as she swallowed. Her face contorted, and she shook her head violently.

"Jesus Christ, that's strong!" she gasped.

"It's supposed to be."

When Sylvia had recovered, Marie pulled her close again. This time their kiss was different. Slower. Deliberate.

I watched their tongues caress, their mouths moving together in something that had nothing to do with ritual and everything to do with lust.

They separated, both breathing harder.

"Now you," Marie said to Sylvia. "Pass it to Ajax."

Sylvia took the bottle from Marie's hand. Her green eyes locked onto mine as she raised it to her lips and filled her mouth.

She swished the liquid around, her cheeks hollowing and puffing as she worked it between her teeth.

Then she crooked her finger at me.

I stepped closer. She grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me to her. Her lips pressed against mine, hot and insistent.

The Cachaça flooded my mouth like liquid fire. It burned against my tongue, scorched the inside of my cheeks, searing a path down my throat as I swallowed.

I gasped when she finally let me breathe.

Sylvia didn't let go. Her tongue pushed into my mouth, licking and probing, tasting the remnants of alcohol on my lips. Her hand slid around to grab my ass and squeeze hard.

"I'm definitely going to need a good fucking from you tonight," she whispered against my ear, her teeth grazing my earlobe. "No excuses."

She pulled back, a wicked smile on her face. Then she turned to Marie.

"Your turn."

Sylvia pressed the bottle into my hand.

Marie stood in the center of the salt circle, watching me. Her expression was complicated. Hesitation warred with something else. Something that looked very much like desire.

I thought about earlier today. How close we had come to kissing before Bryce's message interrupted us. The tension that had been building between us for days.

Marie had started this ritual. She had brought us here. She had designed every step of this ceremony.

Marie wanted this. All of it.

Including what came next.

I raised the bottle and filled my mouth with Cachaça. The burn was familiar now, almost pleasant. I swished it around, letting it coat every surface of my tongue and cheeks.

Marie tilted her head back as I approached. Her eyes fluttered shut. Her lips parted.

I cupped her face in my hands, gently angling her jaw upward. Then I pressed my mouth to hers and slowly let the Cachaça flow from my lips to hers.

She gasped at the heat of it, choking slightly as the liquid hit the back of her throat. But she swallowed eagerly, her throat working to take everything I gave her.

When my mouth was empty, I didn't pull away.

I kissed her.

Her response was immediate and fierce. Her tongue met mine and they wrestled, sliding and pressing and fighting for dominance. Her hands came up to grip my shoulders, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.

I tasted Cachaça and something else. Something that was purely Marie.

When we finally separated, she looked up at me with glassy eyes. Her glasses had fogged slightly. Her lips were swollen and wet.

She had the expression of someone who had just been struck by a thunderbolt and wasn't sure if she wanted it to stop.

Sylvia appeared beside us. She wrapped her long arms around both of us, pulling the three of us into a tight embrace.

"Well," she said, her voice low and teasing. "We should probably all fuck now, right? Right here on the stage? The two of us sharing Ajax's fat cock?"

Marie laughed, the sound muffled against my chest.

"I prefer women," she said.

"Sure you do," Sylvia purred.

Then she kissed Marie again. This kiss was slower, more sensual. I watched their lips move together, watched Marie's hesitation melt into something softer.

Sylvia's hand came up to cup the back of Marie's head, fingers threading through her perpetually messy hair.

I stood with my arms around both of them, feeling the warmth of their bodies, the electric charge of the moment.

The salt circle gleamed white around us. The work lights hummed their steady chorus. The empty seats waited in darkness for the audience that would come.

This play was going to happen. No matter what Bryce Peterson threw at us.

The three of us, bound together by ritual and desire and shared purpose, would not be stopped.


Chapter 3



I lay on a lounger beside the pool, enjoying the afternoon sun pressing down on me. I had meant to review the blocking notes for Act Two, but the script lay forgotten on my chest, rising and falling with each breath.

The pool burbled somewhere to my left. Birds chirped in the trees surrounding Sylvia's property. It was a perfect lazy summer day to nap in the shade.

I drifted in and out of sleep until someone took my hand. Soft fingers laced through mine and squeezed gently.

I squeezed back without opening my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips.

"Fair warning," I murmured, voice drowsy. "You might have to do all the work tonight, Sylvia. You wore me out pretty good this morning. I think my dick is chafed."

A giggle, high and bright, followed by a familiar snort.

Definitely not Sylvia's laugh.

"I told you that you would be fucking Sylvia in a couple of days!"

My eyes snapped open. I jerked upright, sending the script tumbling over the side.

Clover kneeled beside my chaise, her small hand still wrapped around mine. She grinned up at me, blue eyes glittering in the sunshine.

"Clover?"

"Sup."

Her blonde hair was pulled into twin pigtails that made her look even younger than her twenty-two years. A tiny red bikini top barely contained her breasts, and her cutoff denim shorts rode low on her hips, frayed edges brushing against tan thighs.

"Goddamn," I said, pressing a hand to my chest. "You scared the hell out of me."

Clover snorted again, that piglet sound that always caught me off guard.

"Your face right now, A to the J. Priceless. Absolutely priceless." She squeezed my hand. "I knew it wouldn't be long before you were all up in Sylvia's guts."

"You have such a way with words," I grimaced. "Ever consider becoming a writer?"

She made a face like I had suggested she eat a live spider.

"Hell naw! Everyone knows writers are insane, AJ. Like, clinically. All of them."

I pulled my sunglasses off and rubbed my eyes, trying to shake off the disorientation of waking up to the wrong woman.

"When did you get back?"

"Just now," she said, stretching her back like a cat.

"How was your hiking trip?"

Clover's face lit up. She released my hand and plopped down on the concrete beside my chaise, crossing her legs beneath her.

"Dude. Duuuude." She drew the word out for emphasis. "The Skyline Trail? In Paradise? Literally the most fire thing I've ever experienced in my entire life, no cap."

"Paradise?"

"It's this area in Mount Rainier National Park. Like, the mountain is right there." She held her hand up, palm flat, inches from her face. "So close you can see the actual crevasses in the ice. The Nisqually Glacier just hanging there above you, all blue and white and ancient and shit. I felt like I was on another planet."

She pulled out her phone and started swiping through photos.

"And the wildflowers, AJ. Oh my god, the wildflowers. Fields of them everywhere. Purple lupines and red paintbrush and these yellow things that looked like little suns. The whole meadow was just vibing with colors."

She showed me a photo of herself standing before a waterfall, the massive snow-capped peak of Mount Rainier perfectly framed behind the cascading water.

"Myrtle Falls," she said reverently. "I literally cried. Like, actual tears streaming down my face. It was giving main character energy times a thousand."

"Wow. That must have been a goddamn spiritual experience."

Clover nodded solemnly.

"Profound, AJ. Truly profound."

A beat of silence, then her serious expression cracked into a grin.

"And after that I spent the rest of the time getting high with my friends on the most bomb weed ever, dude!"

"Of course you did," I laughed. "Tell me about it."

"So my girl Windsong owns like three dispensaries up there. We spent every day trying new strains."

Clover's hands started moving as she talked, animated and excited.

"One called Purple Rocket had me bouncing off the walls," she enthused. "Like, I reorganized her entire pantry alphabetically and then did jumping jacks for an hour. Couldn't sit still to save my life."

"And let me guess. The next one put you on the couch for six hours."

"Yup. Northern Lights. I became one with the cushions, AJ. Windsong had to check my pulse at one point because I hadn't moved in so long." She giggled. "Getting high and walking through the woods around her yurt was amazing. Everything looked so green and alive and connected."

"She lives in a yurt?"

"Obviously. She's that kind of person."

"With a name like Windsong, she must be like that."

"Her name is actually Karen, but obviously she's not going to go by that."

"I understand. I feel bad for women who are named Karen, actually. Must make life difficult."

"For real." Clover leaned closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "Okay, so I have to tell you about the most unhinged thing that happened."

I settled back into the chaise.

"I'm listening."

"So Windsong has this strain she created herself. Called it Gaia's Breath." Clover rolled her eyes. "She insisted that to get the full effect, we had to absorb solar energy through our root chakras."

"I don't know what that means."

"Neither did I. But apparently it means going skyclad and lying on your back in a meadow with your legs in the air."

"Skyclad?"

"Naked, AJ. Buck naked in a field."

"Oh no."

"Oh yes."

Clover covered her face with her hands, but she was laughing.

"So there I am," she continued. "Completely nude. On my back in this meadow behind her yurt. Ankles grabbed, legs spread, pussy and butthole exposed to the sky. Smoking a joint and coughing because it hit different."

I was already starting to laugh.

"Please tell me where this is going."

"The sun is warm on my... you know. My whole situation down there. And Windsong is chanting something about feminine energy and the earth mother. And I'm lying there thinking maybe this is actually kind of nice? Like, weird but nice?"

She paused for dramatic effect.

"And then I hear this buzzing sound."

"Bees?"

"Worse. A drone, AJ. A fucking drone buzzes directly over us. I can see the little sunlight reflecting on its camera. Motherfucking drone, bitch!"

I lost it, wracked by full-body laughter that made my ribs ache.

"Windsong starts screaming that the drone is stealing our womb energy. She picks up a rock and just hurls it at this thing. Meanwhile, I'm trying to army-crawl into a bush with my bare ass in the air, completely convinced the footage is going to end up on TMZ."

Tears streamed down my face.

"Did she hit it?" I gasped.

"No, of course not! She missed by like a hundred feet or whatever. The drone just hovered there for another few seconds, probably getting the best angle, and then flew away."

Clover shuddered, gripping her phone.

"I've been checking every gossip site on the internet," she whispered. "Nothing so far, but I'm still paranoid. Imma sue if I end up on the Hub."

"Put it on OnlyFans," I wheezed. "I'll subscribe."

"Biiiitch!" Clover laughed.

She slapped my thigh as she dissolved into giggles, her piggy snorts just making us laugh harder until my stomach hurt.

Clover wiped her eyes, her pigtails bouncing as she shook her head at the memory.

"Okay, your turn," she said, composing herself. "What have you been up to while I was exposing my chakras to surveillance equipment?"

I gestured vaguely at the script on my chest.

"Rehearsals mostly. Just finished a long session at The Old Cannery Theatre with Sylvia and Dennis. Blocking, character work, running scenes."

"Where's Sylvia now?"

"Meeting with her real estate attorney in Seattle. Some property thing. Dennis went home." I rubbed my face. "I've been pulling long nights. Came back here to work on the script revisions, but apparently my body had other ideas."

Clover studied me for a moment. A gleam appeared in her blue eyes.

"AJ, you need to unwind," she said slowly. "All this stress from directing? Not good for you."

"Yeah, I know. But there's no time to rest. We got less than three weeks until opening night."

"You have to make time to unwind, dude. I can help."

I raised an eyebrow, remembering her late-night handjob, how expertly she milked my cock.

"What did you have in mind?"

She stood up, brushing off her denim shorts. The movement made her bikini top shift in fascinating ways.

"I know just the thing to help you." She extended her hand toward me. "Trust me."


Chapter 4



The mannequin's head caved in with a satisfying crunch. Fiberglass shattered beneath the rebar club, spraying white fragments across my safety goggles.

I swung again, catching the tuxedo-clad torso dead center. The impact traveled up my arms, through my shoulders, into my chest.

Fucking beautiful.

Red strobe lights pulsed in time with the industrial metal blasting from speakers mounted in the concrete ceiling. The bass vibrated through the floor, up through my steel-toed boots, rattling my teeth.

Sweat dripped down my face. The air tasted like ozone and dust and something chemical I couldn't identify.

"FUCK HIM UP, AJ!"

Clover's voice cut through the noise. She stood behind the safety barrier, fist pumping, pigtails bouncing as she jumped up and down. Her eyes were wild, reflecting the crimson strobes.

I brought the rebar down on the mannequin's shoulder. The arm snapped off, spinning across the destruction pit to join the broken televisions, shattered bottles, and demolished printer that had preceded it.

This is insane.

This whole place was insane. A warehouse in industrial Seattle converted into what Clover called a "smash club." Rooms full of things to destroy.

She'd driven me here, chattering the whole way about stress relief and primal therapy and some TikTok trend about rage rooms.

I hadn't expected to love it this much.

The mannequin toppled backward. I stood over it, chest heaving, rebar raised. In my mind, the faceless dummy wore Bryce's smug expression. Wore the dismissive looks of every producer who'd rejected my work. Wore the sneering faces of critics who called my productions "ambitious but under-funded."

"FINISH HIM!"

I drove the rebar straight through its chest. The fiberglass split open, revealing hollow emptiness inside.

My arms burned. My lungs ached.

And I felt fucking amazing.

Clover ducked under the barrier and grabbed my arm, tugging me toward a door marked "MIRROR HALL" in spray-painted letters.

"Come on! You're gonna love this part!"

The corridor stretched before us, walls lined with cheap full-length mirrors. A bucket of steel ball bearings sat at the entrance.

The industrial music continued pumping through hidden speakers, the bass making the mirrors vibrate slightly in their frames.

Clover scooped up a handful of ball bearings and pressed some into my palm. They were cold and heavy.

She wound up like a baseball pitcher and hurled one at her reflection.

The mirror exploded. Glass rained down in a glittering cascade.

"YES!" she screamed. "Take that, you fake bitch!"

I threw mine. The ball bearing punched through the glass, leaving a spiderweb of cracks before the whole thing collapsed.

Seven years' bad luck.

I grabbed another and threw again.

Clover was destroying mirrors faster than I could count, laughing and screaming as each one shattered. Fragments of her reflection multiplied and disappeared over and over.

"Look at me!" she shouted, gesturing at the broken glass scattered across the floor. "In a million pieces! Just like my good girl reputation!"

She threw another ball bearing, her voice rising to a shriek.

"I LIKE ANAL CREAMPIES!"

Glass exploded.

"I FIST DUDES UP THE ASS!"

Another mirror disintegrated.

"I LIKE GETTING GANGBANGED!"

The final mirror in the corridor burst apart. Clover stood in the wreckage, chest heaving, grinning like a maniac. Glass crunched under her boots as she spun to face me.

"Your turn, AJ! Scream something!"

I thought about it for half a second.

"I SHOULD HAVE BEEN ON BROADWAY BY NOW!"

The words ripped out of me. I threw a ball bearing so hard my shoulder popped. The mirror didn't just break, it seemed to detonate.

Clover grabbed my hand and pulled me through the debris toward another door.

The room beyond was staged to look like a 1950s kitchen. Checkered floor. Pastel appliances. A table set with ceramic plates and teacups. Everything pristine and domestic and suffocating.

Two sledgehammers leaned against the wall.

Clover handed me one. The weight felt right in my hands. She hefted the other, testing its balance.

"On three?"

I nodded.

"One. Two. THREE!"

We swung together. The refrigerator crumpled inward, mint-green metal folding like paper.

We found a rhythm after that. She took the cabinets while I demolished the stove. We met in the middle at the table, alternating swings until ceramic shards covered every surface. The teacups got turned to powder. The plates became jagged splinters.

Clover whooped as she brought her sledgehammer down on the sink. Water sprayed from a broken pipe, mixing with the dust and debris.

I smashed through a wall of decorative plates, each one bearing some bullshit inspirational phrase.

"Home Sweet Home" became shrapnel.

"Bless This Mess" became a prediction.

We worked in tandem, destroying faster than I could think. Communication through demolition, understanding through shared violence. Every swing released something I'd been carrying for too long.

When the kitchen was unrecognizable, we finally stopped.

We stood among the ruins, breathing hard, covered in dust and sweat. The music pounded on.

My muscles trembled with exhaustion. And beneath the fatigue, something else stirred. Adrenaline and endorphins flooding my system, a different kind of hunger.

Clover's eyes met mine. Her pupils were blown wide, her lips parted. Sweat glistening on her chest above that tiny red bikini top.

I dropped the sledgehammer. Crossed the distance between us in two steps. I pulled off my safety goggles and then hers. My hands found her hips and pulled her against me.

Our mouths collided. Teeth clashing, tongues fighting, she bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood.

I grabbed her pigtails and pulled her head back, attacking her throat with my mouth. She moaned against me, fingers clawing at my back through my shirt.

When we broke apart, both gasping, she grabbed my hand again.

"One more room."

She led me through a heavy plastic curtain into a space that looked like a serial killer's fever dream.

Clear plastic sheeting covered every surface. And against the far wall, a rack of pressurized canisters filled with neon body paint. Yellows and pinks and greens and blues, all glowing under black lights mounted in the ceiling.

Fresh sledgehammers waited by the entrance.

"The paint room," Clover breathed. "Best part of the whole place. Get naked, bitch!"

She was already stripping. Bikini top first, tossed aside without ceremony. Her breasts bounced free, nipples hard in the cool air. Then she was shoving down her shorts, kicking off her boots, standing before me in nothing but a tiny thong.

"I don't care about paint on my pussy!" she shouted. "No excuse for you. Clothes off, AJ!"

I pulled my shirt over my head. Unbuckled my belt. Kicked off my boots and jeans and underwear until I stood naked in the plastic-wrapped room. The air conditioning raised goosebumps across my sweaty skin.

Clover slid her thong down her legs and stepped out of it. Her trimmed blonde landing strip caught the black light, practically glowing.

She picked up a sledgehammer, muscles flexing in her small frame.

"Ready?"

I grabbed my hammer.

"Do it," I nodded.

We swung together.

The first canister exploded in a geyser of electric pink. Cold paint sprayed across my chest, my arms, my face.

I gasped at the shock of it against my overheated skin. Clover shrieked with delight as she hit another, covering herself in streaks of neon green.

We kept swinging. Yellow burst across my thighs. Blue splattered Clover's breasts and stomach. Orange coated both of us as we demolished canister after canister.

The paint was cold and slick and everywhere. Dripping down my body, pooling on the plastic floor, coating us both in psychedelic color.

Clover's body was like some crazy abstract painting. Pink across her cheeks. Green streaking down her torso. Blue splashed across her ass. She looked like a hallucination, like something impossible and beautiful and utterly insane.

The last canister exploded in a shower of purple. Paint dripped from the ceiling, ran down the walls, covering every inch of exposed skin.

Clover laughed at me, her arms spread wide.

I dropped my hammer and crossed the paint-slicked floor in two strides.

I grabbed Clover by her hips and slammed her against the plastic-covered wall.

She wrapped her legs around me, paint squelching between our bodies, her back sliding against the slick surface.

"You're hard," she panted, eyeing my rigid cock.

"Fuck yeah, I am. I'm worked up and amped up."

"It's a damn nice cock. Sylvia must be happy."

"She is happy," I said. "You want to get happy, Clover?"

With a feral look in her eyes, Clover dropped to her knees in front of me.

Clover's paint-smeared fingers wrapped around my shaft. Pink and blue swirled together on her knuckles as she stroked me, spreading the slick residue across my cock.

"God, I've been thinking about this dick since that night in your room." Her tongue flicked out, licking a stripe up the underside. "Couldn't stop thinking about you."

"How's that edible paint taste?"

"Okay. Cock tastes better. Cum best of all."

"Good girl. Suck it and get your reward."

She took the head into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the crown. Warm and wet and eager. Her blue eyes looked up at me through streaks of neon paint.

I groaned as she took me deeper, her cheeks hollowing with suction. She bobbed her head slowly at first, getting used to my length. Spit gathered at the corners of her mouth.

She pulled off with a pop, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock.

"Face fuck me, AJ."

"Yeah?"

"Fuck yeah. I want you to use my throat. Hard." She opened her mouth wide, tongue extended. "Don't hold back."

I grabbed her pigtails, one in each fist. The paint made them slippery, but I got a good grip. She moaned as I pulled her head forward.

My cock slid across her tongue, pushing deeper. She gagged when I hit the back of her throat.

I pulled back, then thrust forward again. Harder this time.

"That's it," she gasped between strokes. "Fucking wreck me."

I gave her what she asked for.

My hips snapped forward, driving my cock into her throat.

Her eyes watered. Spit flew from her mouth. Wet choking sounds echoed off the plastic walls as I pounded her face without mercy.

"Take it," I growled. "Take every fucking inch."

She couldn't answer, could only gurgle around my shaft as I used her mouth like my personal fuckhole.

Tears streamed down her painted cheeks, cutting tracks through the neon colors. Drool ran down her chin, dripping onto her tits.

I thrust deep. Her body convulsed. She pulled back and retched, a stream of spit and bile splattering onto the paint-slicked floor between her knees.

"Shit, sorry, I--"

She grabbed my hips and yanked me back toward her.

"Did I tell you to stop?" Her voice was raw and hungry. "More."

I tangled my fingers tighter in her pigtails and slammed back into her throat.

If anything, she was more eager now. She grabbed my ass, pulling me deeper with each thrust. Gagging and choking and loving every second of it. Her nose pressed against my pelvis as she swallowed around me.

The pressure built at the base of my spine. My balls tightened.

"Gonna cum," I warned her. "You ready?"

She moaned around my cock, the vibration pushing me over the edge.

I buried myself to the hilt and exploded down her throat. Pulse after pulse of cum pumping into her.

She swallowed greedily, throat muscles milking every drop from my shaft.

My balls emptied with a final spasm. I pulled out slowly. A final rope of cum landed across her extended tongue. She showed it to me before swallowing with happy satisfaction.

I stepped back, chest heaving, and looked at her.

Paint everywhere, smeared across her face, her tits, her stomach.

Tears had carved channels through the neon colors, mascara running in black rivers down her cheeks.

Spit and bile and cum glistened on her chin.

Her pigtails were a tangled mess, half-undone and sticky with paint.

She was a fucking disaster.

"Do I look pretty?" Clover asked, voice hoarse from getting throat fucked.

I cupped her painted face in my hands, tilting it up toward the black light.

"You've never been prettier," I told her.


Chapter 5



The video call connected, and Jiyoo's face filled my laptop screen. Her pink hair was pulled back in a high ponytail today. She wore a baggy white t-shirt that made her look even younger than her nineteen years.

She waved enthusiastically at the camera.

"AJ! I'm so happy to see you!"

"Hey, Jiyoo. How's the tour going?"

"Exhausting but amazing. We just finished our show in Phoenix last night. Three more cities and then I'm done!"

She bounced slightly in her seat. I could see a bland hotel room behind her.

"I've memorized all my lines," she continued. "Every single one. I've been practicing in my room every night after our performances."

"That's fantastic. The whole team here is excited to get you to Seattle."

"I cannot wait to rehearse with Sylvia and Dennis. They're such amazing actors." Her eyes went wide. "Sylvia Laurentis! I've seen all her movies. And Dennis was in that TV show my mom used to watch."

"They're both really looking forward to working with you too."

"Oh!" Jiyoo clapped her hands together. "It will be so helpful when you meet me in Los Angeles in a few days. We can go over the role and the script together before I fly to Seattle."

"It will be fantastic to meet you in person, Jiyoo. Video calls are great, but there's nothing like being in the same room."

She smiled at that, and I found myself studying her face through my director's lens.

The bright pink hair aside, everything about Jiyoo radiated youth and innocence. Wide brown eyes, smooth skin, a charming smile that came easily and often.

Perfect casting for Cheong.

The character needed exactly this quality, that genuine sweetness Jiyoo had shown at the table read. If she could bring even half of that natural warmth to the stage, audiences would fall in love with her.

But Jiyoo's smile faltered. She looked down at her hands, picking at her nails.

"AJ, can I tell you something?"

"Of course."

"I'm worried." Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. "About this role. About acting."

"That's completely normal. Every actor gets nervous before a new production. Especially with our accelerated schedule."

"It's not the short rehearsal time." She shook her head. "I'm used to working under pressure. With GenZed23, we learn new choreography in days sometimes. Memorizing lines and blocking will be easy compared to what we do for our comeback stages."

"Then what's worrying you?"

She was quiet for a moment, still not meeting my eyes. I waited, letting her find the words.

As a director, I needed to understand what was happening inside her head. Her fears, her motivations, the things that drove her.

"I don't think I can pull this off," she finally said. "Acting, I mean. Real acting."

Echoes of Sylvia.

"Why do you feel that way?"

Jiyoo looked up at the laptop camera. It was like she was staring directly at me.

"My life has been so sheltered, AJ. So focused on one thing. I moved from Tacoma to Seoul when I was eleven. I've been training under my agency ever since."

"I've heard how rigorous the trainee life is."

"It's incredibly difficult." A small, tired laugh escaped her. "Every morning I woke up at five for exercise and skin care. Then dance class for hours. Voice lessons. Language tutoring. School work late into the night. Every meal was planned for us. Every minute of our day was scheduled."

She spoke without bitterness, just stating facts. But I could hear the weight of those years in her voice.

"Everything was strictly controlled. Our diet, our beauty routines, who we could talk to, what we could post online. Everyone has always told me what to do and how to do it."

She paused, and a shadow crossed her face. I could see her wrestling with her inner doubts.

"When my tour ends and I come to Seattle, this will be the first time I'm pursuing something on my own. Without my managers. Without my members. Just me."

I leaned closer to the screen.

"Jiyoo, listen to me. You will not be on your own."

"But--"

"I promise you," I assured her. "I will guide you through every step of your first theatre experience. Sylvia and Dennis too. When you get here, you'll be our complete focus. We'll make sure you succeed."

The tension in her shoulders eased. A tentative smile spread across her face, and I watched the worry drain from her features.

"Thank you, AJ. That means so much to me."

"We're a team now. That's how theatre works."

She nodded, her smile growing wider, more genuine.

In that moment, with relief brightening her eyes and gratitude softening her expression, Jiyoo looked impossibly sweet. Pretty in a way that had nothing to do with the careful grooming of K-pop and everything to do with the person underneath.

This girl is going to be something special on stage. I can feel it.

"I'll see you soon in LA," I told her. "Annyeonghi gaseyo!"

"Heck, yes! Annyeonghi gaseyo!"
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Le Bistro occupied a prime spot on Elliott Bay, its floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic view of the water and the distant Olympic Mountains.

The restaurant attracted Seattle's elite with its French-inspired cuisine and impeccable service. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over white tablecloths and fresh flowers. The soft murmur of conversation mixed with the clink of silverware against fine china.

"Tell me more about this exercise you did with Sylvia," Dennis said.

I set down my glass of sparkling water. Dennis had offered wine, but I needed a clear head. I still had work to do tonight after this dinner.

"For the exercise, I took her downtown in disguise," I told him. "Old clothes, no makeup. Had her ask strangers for spare change."

"Rough, especially for someone like Sylvia."

"It got worse. I sent her into Thornwood & Salt, her favorite restaurant. She asked for a glass of water and to use their bathroom. They treated her like garbage."

"She stayed in character?"

"Yes."

"How did she handle their reaction?"

"Sylvia struggled hard. But something shifted after that. She started accessing her emotions on a deeper level."

"In persona exercises." Dennis leaned back in his chair. "You utilize method acting?"

"I use whatever works. Gorst University requires its Directors to learn all approaches. I felt Sylvia would benefit from in persona."

"I remember doing those when I was just starting out," Dennis mused. "My acting teacher was besotted with method. He had me spend a week living as a homeless veteran. Slept on the streets. Ate at soup kitchens. Insanity! But by the end, I wasn't playing the character anymore. I was the character."

"That's exactly what happened with Sylvia."

"These are foundational techniques." Dennis took a thoughtful sip of wine. "Acting 101 stuff that most of us learn in our first year of training. But Sylvia never had to go through that process because of her father."

I nodded. Bryce Peterson's connections meant his daughter could skip straight to leading roles without earning them. She'd been handed opportunities that other actors spent years chasing, and nobody had ever bothered to teach her the fundamentals.

The disgust flared hot in my chest, but I swallowed it down. Dennis didn't need to hear me rant about Bryce's opinion of his daughter's artistic development.

"How are you feeling about our rehearsals?" I asked instead.

Dennis considered the question, gathering his thoughts.

"You did a remarkable job streamlining Marie's script."

"I had to make some tough cuts."

"Smart cuts. Young playwrights often overwrite. They don't trust actors to convey meaning through their performance. They think every emotion needs to be spelled out in dialogue."

He shook his head ruefully. I could see his years of experience in the exasperated smile on his face.

"Sometimes a gesture or a look communicates more than a ten-minute monologue," Dennis said. "You understand that."

"Theatre is a collaborative art. The playwright provides the words, but the actors bring them to life."

"Exactly."

Dennis took another sip of his wine, regarding me closely. I could feel him sizing me up. I held his gaze.

"I've noticed how Sylvia's acting has changed," he said casually. "It's becoming more naturalistic and much more subtle. She's not pushing so hard anymore."

"She's doing the work."

"She's doing the work because you're teaching her how."

Dennis fixed me with a probing look. I was eager to hear what he had to say. After working with him, I'd quickly come to respect the critiques from this veteran actor.

"I've been in this business for many years, AJ. I've worked with a lot of directors. Most of them are traffic cops, just making sure everyone hits their marks. What you're doing with Sylvia is different. You're actually developing her as an artist."

"That means a lot coming from someone with your experience, Dennis."

Before Dennis could respond, a young couple appeared at our table. The woman clutched her boyfriend's arm, her face flushed with nervous excitement.

"I'm so sorry to interrupt your dinner." She bit her lip. "But we just love you on Shadow Diviser. Would it be possible to get a picture?"

Dennis smiled warmly and set down his napkin.

"Of course."

He stood, and the couple flanked him on either side. The boyfriend handed me his phone. I snapped several shots while they beamed at the camera, then returned the phone.

"Thank you so much," the woman gushed. "We really appreciate it."

"My pleasure. Enjoy your evening."

They hurried back to their table, heads bent together over the phone screen. Dennis settled back into his seat and picked up his wineglass.

"Does that happen often?" I asked.

"Not as much here as in LA." He swirled the wine in his glass contemplatively. "People in Los Angeles are bold about approaching celebrities. They're used to seeing actors everywhere. Coffee shops, grocery stores, the gym. But Seattle folks are more reserved. They're not accustomed to spotting famous faces around town. It's one of the charms of this city. I always enjoy visiting."

"Do you ever get tired of the attention?"

"Not at all. I'm grateful for every moment of it. I know that one day the attention will stop. The roles will dry up. People will stop recognizing me on the street. I'll just be another old man eating dinner."

Dennis paused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

"I'm not afraid of that day coming," he said quietly. "I've had an incredible run. More success than I ever dreamed of when I was a kid doing community theatre in Omaha. How could I complain?"

Movement caught my eye. A woman approached our table with confident strides. I thought she might be coming for a picture with Dennis.

But then I saw her.

Blonde hair swept back from a face I knew instantly. Blue eyes that had haunted my teenage fantasies. A body that still turned heads despite the passing years.

Lyria Becker.

My fork clattered against my plate. Lyria played the sexy mom from my favorite teen sitcom, Suburbia Splendor. The actress whose poster had hung on my bedroom wall as a teen. The woman I'd spent countless adolescent hours imagining in scenarios that were still fresh in my mind.

She looked even better in person. A fitted black dress hugged her curves. Diamond studs sparkled in her ears. The years had been kind to her, adding an elegant maturity to features that remained striking.

Lyria caught my expression and a knowing smile curved her lips. She winked at me, blue eyes glittering with amusement.

"Lyria! What a lovely surprise."

"Dennis, darling."

She air-kissed his cheeks. Her gaze slid back to me.

"And who is your handsome dining companion? I must know immediately."


Chapter 6



"Lyria, allow me to introduce Ajax Covington. He's directing a play I'm appearing in." Dennis gestured toward me. "AJ, this is Lyria Becker. We worked together years ago on a TV movie."

"A pleasure to meet you." I stood and offered my hand, trying to keep my voice steady. "Please, call me AJ."

Lyria took my hand but didn't shake it. Instead, she held it between both of hers, studying my face with undisguised interest.

"The pleasure is entirely mine, AJ."

Her touch lingered longer than necessary before she released me. She turned to Dennis with an arched eyebrow.

"Dennis, darling. Does Harold know you're having dinner with such an attractive young man? Should I be concerned about the state of your relationship?"

Dennis laughed, dabbing his napkin at the corner of his mouth.

"Harold has nothing to worry about. AJ is straight." He paused, a mischievous glint in his eye. "You are straight, right AJ?"

"Uh, yes. Straight. Definitely straight."

"Wonderful." Lyria's smile sharpened with approval. "I do appreciate a man who knows what he wants."

"Your sitcom was my favorite show growing up," I blurted out, the words tumbling free before I could stop them. "I watched every episode of Suburbia Splendor. Multiple times."

"How sweet." Lyria tilted her head, amusement dancing in her blue eyes. "Tell me, AJ. Did you have my bikini poster hanging in your bedroom? The one from the magazine centerfold?"

Heat flooded my face. I could feel it burning across my cheeks and up to my ears.

"I, uh... I did have that poster. But my mother wouldn't let me put it up on my wall." The confession came out halting, embarrassed. "So I kept it rolled up in my closet."

Lyria's delighted laugh rang through the restaurant.

"Oh, that's precious! So many young men had that poster. You have no idea how many times I've heard similar stories." She patted my arm. "Your mother sounds like a sensible woman."

"Please, join us, Lyria." Dennis pulled out an empty chair. "We were just about to order another course."

"I'd love to."

Lyria settled into the seat with practiced grace. I sat back down, trying not to stare at her.

"My husband is away on business again, and I simply cannot bear dining alone," Lyria said. "It's so depressing, don't you think? Sitting by yourself while couples and groups chatter all around you."

A server materialized to take her drink order. Lyria requested a glass of champagne without consulting the menu.

Lyria turned her full attention on me.

"So, AJ. Dennis mentioned you're directing a play. Tell me everything."

"It's a new work called 52 Acres. Sylvia Laurentis is our lead."

"Sylvia!" Lyria's face lit up. "I adore her. And I'm quite close with her father, Bryce. We run in the same circles in Los Angeles."

A cold weight settled in my stomach at this. I hoped Lyria or Dennis wouldn't notice my sudden discomfort.

"Oh, I must tell you this story, Dennis." Lyria leaned forward conspiratorially. "Last year at the Critics Selection, I was chatting with Bryce near the bar. This A-list actor, absolutely hammered, stumbled over and started hitting on me right in front of Bryce. Slurring his words, getting handsy. A complete disaster."

"What happened?" Dennis asked.

"Bryce didn't raise his voice, didn't make a scene. He simply leaned in and told this man, very quietly, that one phone call would end his career by morning." Lyria's eyes sparkled with the memory. "You should have seen how fast he scampered away! Nearly tripped over his own feet. It was hilarious."

She laughed again, bright and musical. Dennis chuckled along with her.

I managed a weak smile, but my stomach churned. The story was meant to be amusing, but all I could think about was that same power turned against our production. Against Sylvia's dreams.

Bryce Peterson could crush us just as easily as he'd threatened that actor.

"Enough about Hollywood gossip." Lyria waved her hand dismissively. "Dennis, how is Harold doing? I haven't seen him since that charity gala last spring."

"He's wonderful. Busier than ever with the company."

Dennis launched into a story about Harold's latest venture, something involving artificial intelligence and healthcare.

As Dennis talked, I felt something brush against my ankle.

I froze when I realized what it was.

Lyria's foot slid up my calf, slow and deliberate. She maintained perfect eye contact with Dennis, nodding along to his story, her expression one of polite interest. Nothing in her face betrayed what was happening beneath the tablecloth.

Lyria must have slipped her shoe off because I could feel her stockinged toes tracing along my shin. Up and down, gentle pressure that sent electricity shooting through my nervous system.

My cock stirred in my pants. The woman from my teenage fantasies was playing footsie with me in a fancy restaurant while carrying on a perfectly normal conversation.

"That sounds fascinating," Lyria said to Dennis. "Harold always was brilliant with technology."

Her foot climbed higher, brushing against my knee.

I grabbed my water glass and drained it.

The meal continued. Courses arrived and departed. Lyria proved to be an entertaining dinner companion, full of witty observations and Hollywood anecdotes.

She asked me questions about theatre, about my background, about how I'd gotten into directing. Her interest seemed genuine, her laugh infectious.

And through all of it, her foot never stopped moving against my leg. Sometimes gentle, sometimes more insistent. A constant reminder of her presence, her interest, her intentions.

By the time the server cleared our main course, I was half-hard and struggling to form coherent sentences.

"Would anyone care for dessert this evening?"

Dennis checked his watch and shook his head.

"I'm afraid I need to get going. Harold is expecting me."

"What a shame." Lyria pouted prettily. "But before you run off, AJ, I'd love to show you some photographs of The Old Cannery Theatre. I have some wonderful shots from before the renovation. It might be useful for your production."

"That sounds great."

Dennis air-kissed Lyria again.

"Lovely to see you again, Lyria. Good night, AJ."

"Rehearsal tomorrow at ten," I reminded him.

"I'll be there."

I shook Dennis's hand, feeling him press something into my palm. Dennis leaned close, his lips near my ear.

"Use protection," he whispered.

He pulled back with a sly smile and walked away, leaving me standing there with a condom hidden in my fist and confusion written across my face.

Lyria linked her arm through mine.

"This way, darling."

She guided me through the restaurant, past the bar and the kitchen entrance, down a narrow hallway. The sounds of the dining room faded behind us.

"My husband owns a stake in Le Bistro," Lyria explained. "They keep a private room for special occasions."

She opened an unmarked door and ushered me inside. The room was small and windowless, dominated by a plush leather sofa. Soft lighting cast everything in warm amber tones.

The door clicked shut behind us.

"Are the photographs here?" I asked.

Lyria's laugh was low and rich.

"Oh, AJ. There are no photographs." She moved closer, her perfume enveloping me. "That was just an excuse to get you alone."

"To get me alone? Why?"

She reached up and straightened my collar, her fingers trailing along my jaw.

"Because I wanted to give you a gift."

"A gift?"

Lyria smiled, and years of youthful fantasy crystallized in her blue eyes.

"A chance to fuck your favorite sitcom mother," she whispered.

Lyria stepped back, her fingers finding the zipper at the side of her dress. The black fabric parted and slid down her body, pooling at her feet like spilled ink.

She stood before me in nothing but sheer black panties and those diamond studs.

My breath caught. My sitcom daydreams had suddenly been made flesh.

The years had softened her here and there. Fine lines traced the corners of her eyes. Her stomach showed a gentle curve that hadn't been there in her sitcom days.

But her breasts defied gravity in a way that spoke of excellent surgical work, round and firm and impossibly perky for a woman in her forties.

"Well?" Lyria ran her hands down her sides. "Does the real thing live up to what was underneath that bikini poster?"

"I love what I see," I managed. "You're incredible."

She closed the distance between us and pressed her palm against the front of my pants. Her fingers traced the outline of my erection through the fabric.

"Mmm." A satisfied smile curved her lips. "I can tell you're not lying."

Lyria sank gracefully to her knees. Her manicured nails made quick work of my belt and zipper. She freed my cock and wrapped her fingers around the shaft, stroking slowly.

"Oh my." Her eyes widened with appreciation. "You're so thick, AJ. What a treat."

She leaned forward and took me into her mouth, warm and wet and perfect. Her tongue twisted around my cockhead before she slid lower, taking more of me with each bob of her blonde head.

I looked down at her. Lyria Becker, the woman from my dreams, on her knees with my cock between her lips.

Her blue eyes gazed up at me as she worked, watching my reactions, gauging my pleasure. Mascara smudged slightly at the corners. Spit glistened on her chin.

She pulled back with a wet pop.

"Are you ready to fuck me, AJ?"

"God, yes."

Lyria produced a condom from somewhere. With practiced ease, she tore the wrapper with her teeth and positioned the latex at the tip of my cock. Then she leaned forward and rolled it down my length using only her mouth, her lips stretched around me as she pushed lower.

Dennis knew. He fucking knew.

The condom he'd slipped me sat forgotten in my pocket. He'd seen what was coming before I had. He knew what Lyria Becker wanted.

Lyria rose and moved to the leather couch. She peeled off her panties and reclined against the cushions, spreading her legs wide.

Her fingers found her pussy, stroking through the trimmed blonde hair, parting her pink folds.

"Come here," she breathed. "Come fuck your favorite actress."

I kneeled between her thighs. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance. She was already wet, her arousal coating my latex-covered shaft as I pushed inside.

"Oh fuck yes." Lyria's head fell back. "That thick cock feels so good."

I began to thrust, slowly at first, finding our rhythm. Her inner walls gripped me tight with each thrust.

"Harder." Her hand dropped to her clit, fingers rubbing in fast circles. "Pound me, AJ. I want to feel every inch."

I gave her what she wanted. My hips slammed forward, driving deep. The obscene sound of flesh meeting flesh filled the small room. Lyria moaned beneath me, loud and unashamed.

"Yes! Just like that!" Her free hand clutched my shoulder. "Fuck me! Fuck your favorite TV mom!"

The pressure built in my aching balls. Lyria's pussy clenched around me as her own orgasm approached, her fingers working frantically at her clit.

"Cum for me," she gasped. "Cum for me, AJ."

"Hell yeah," I grunted. "Take that fucking cock."

I buried myself to the hilt and let go. Pleasure crashed through me in waves as I spilled into the condom. My arms gave out and I collapsed against her, both of us panting, skin slick with sweat.

Lyria's fingers traced across my back.

"That was wonderful." Her voice was soft now, almost tender. "You fucked me so good, AJ. Such a handsome young man with such a nice cock."

She paused. When she spoke again, something vulnerable had crept into her tone.

"Did I live up to your fantasies?"

I lifted my head and looked at her. Beneath the confident exterior, I saw it clearly now. The need. The longing.

This woman had traded her identity as an actress for life as a venture capitalist's trophy wife, and the exchange had left her starving for the attention she once commanded.

I was a director. I knew actors, I understood what she was aching for.

I kissed her gently, my lips soft against hers.

"Lyria, you fulfilled my lifelong fantasy." I brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face. "I can't tell you how many times I jerked off to that poster. Hundreds, probably. And now I finally got the chance to fuck the gorgeous Lyria Becker. I will never forget this moment. I will never forget you."

Her eyes shimmered. She soaked in my words like a sponge absorbing water, her whole body relaxing beneath me.

"You're so sweet."

She pulled me down for another kiss, deeper this time. When we parted, she smiled.

"I'll fulfill your fantasy again anytime, anywhere," she promised. "Just call me."

A small laugh escaped her.

"God knows I have nothing better to do these days."

The confession hung between us. I felt a pang of empathy for her loneliness, for the faded fame she clearly mourned.

But I buried those feelings and hid my pity, giving Lyria what she needed at that moment.

I looked at her with the worshipful gaze she craved, letting my admiration show plainly on my face.

Lyria beamed, the years falling away as she smiled up at me.

We kissed again, slow and sweet, and I held her close on that leather couch in the private room of Le Bistro.


Chapter 7



"Will you dance with me, Kenneth?"

I started the song on my phone, Jiyoo's soulful voice filling the space of the theatre. I watched from the front row as Sylvia and Dennis ran through the first dance scene in the play.

Dennis held Sylvia close, their cheeks pressed together in the way I had shown to Marie. The two rotated slowly, speaking their lines as they swayed to the music.

It was a beautiful scene... but there were glaring issues with the performance. I let the scene play out, taking down some notes on my phone.

"I need to get back to my wife," Dennis said, just after Sylvia tried to kiss him.

Dennis gently disentangled himself from Sylvia's arms and exited stage right. Sylvia stood alone in the center of the stage, gazing wistfully into the sky.

Slowly, she wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes, swaying to music only she could hear.

"And BLACKOUT," I called, bringing the scene to an end.

Sylvia made her way backstage, practicing her exit for the real performance. I rose from my seat and called for them to return.

"Great job," I told Dennis and Sylvia. "Let's go over some notes."

Dennis and Sylvia returned to center stage, standing side by side as they waited for my feedback.

I took a moment to gather my thoughts, scrolling through the notes on my phone.

"First thing we need to address is audibility," I said, looking up at them. "Sylvia, you're using your movie voice."

She tilted her head, a flicker of irritation crossing her features.

"What do you mean?"

"You're speaking like there's a boom mic a few inches above your head, catching every whisper. Like you're doing a close-up shot." I gestured toward the back of the house. "The people in the last row need to hear you just as clearly as the front."

"But you told me to pull back on my emoting," Sylvia said, crossing her arms. "To be more intimate for the theatre space. Now you want me louder?"

"Those aren't contradictory things." I stood and walked toward the stage. "Modulating your voice for stage work is about breath technique, not just volume. In movies, you can mumble and the sound team fixes it in post. Here, you have to project from your diaphragm while still keeping that intimate quality. And it's especially tricky while you're moving through the dance."

"He's right," Dennis nodded. "I was struggling with the same thing. Breath control and projection while dancing is a beast. Haven't done proper stage work in ages, and my lungs were quite jittery."

I shot Dennis a grateful look. Having an actor of his caliber validate my direction made everything easier. He could have been defensive or dismissive, but instead he was modeling the kind of humility that made rehearsals productive.

"The other issue," I continued, "is your head position during the dance. You need to angle it differently to keep your vocal projection clear."

Sylvia's brow furrowed in confusion.

"I don't understand what you mean."

"Let me show you." I turned to Dennis. "Mind if I run through the dance with you?"

Dennis grinned, spreading his arms wide.

"Be my guest, handsome."

We stepped back to center stage. Bending my knees slightly to match Sylvia's height, which wasn't difficult given she stood at five feet ten, I pressed my body against his and nestled my cheek against his stubbled jaw.

As Sylvia watched, I angled my head just slightly away from Dennis, creating a small pocket of space between my mouth and his ear.

"See this angle?" I said, my voice carrying easily through the empty theatre. "When you speak your lines, you're not projecting directly into his ear canal. The sound goes out to the house. Let's try it."

I began to sway with Dennis, and he followed my lead with the easy grace of someone who'd done a thousand stage dances. We moved through the choreography, speaking the lines as we rotated slowly.

Sylvia circled us, observing how I was angling my head and speaking at a low but audible volume.

We continued through the scene, my body pressed against Dennis's solid frame. When we reached the moment where Janet tries to kiss Kenneth, I leaned in.

Dennis was supposed to pull away, but instead he turned his head and let me plant a loud, smacking kiss on his cheek.

The sound echoed through the theatre like a gunshot.

I burst out laughing, stepping back from him.

"Ah, that's nice!" Dennis said, arching an eyebrow. "You sure you're straight?"

"Ask your dear friend Lyria Becker about that."

Dennis threw his head back and laughed.

"Oh, I'm sure she has stories to tell."

"You could have warned me," I scolded him.

"Was the condom not warning enough?"

I shook my head, still chuckling. I gestured for Sylvia to take my place.

"Your turn. Run the scene with the head angle I showed you."

They reset to their starting positions. I settled back into my seat in the front row, pulling up the music on my phone once more.

"Will you dance with me, Kenneth?"

Jiyoo's voice filled the theatre again as Sylvia stepped into Dennis's arms. This time, I watched her head position carefully. She'd adjusted perfectly, her cheek pressed to his but angled just enough to project outward.

The difference was immediate. I could hear every word without straining, yet Sylvia maintained that intimate, vulnerable quality the scene demanded.

Pride swelled in my chest as I watched her move through the choreography, her voice never faltering even as she swayed and turned.

They reached the attempted kiss, Dennis's gentle rejection, his exit stage right. Sylvia stood alone, wrapping her arms around herself, eyes closed as she swayed to her private music.

"And BLACKOUT."

Dennis and Sylvia returned to center stage, waiting for my notes. I stood, clapping my hands together.

"Excellent work on the projection, Sylvia. That's exactly what I needed to hear. You can keep refining the breath timing with the dance movements, but you've got the foundation now."

She allowed herself a small smile.

"I want to run it one more time," I said. "With different approaches from both of you."

They exchanged a glance but said nothing, waiting for my direction.

"You two are friends in real life," I noted, pacing the stage. "And that comfort shows in how you dance together. The problem is, that's wrong for this scene."

I stopped, collecting my thoughts. Dennis and Sylvia patiently waited.

"This is the first time Janet and Kenneth have ever danced," I said. "Kenneth is married. He shouldn't be here. And Janet is terrified. She's been building up the courage to ask him, and now she's pressed against his body, feeling his heartbeat, knowing she's about to do something that could destroy everything."

I pointed at Dennis.

"Kenneth is attracted to her. He knows he shouldn't be. Every second of this dance, he's fighting himself. He wants to pull her closer and push her away at the same time."

I turned to Sylvia.

"Janet's emotions are in chaos. Hope, fear, desire, shame. All of it swirling together. When you go for that kiss, it should feel dangerous. Like she's jumping off a cliff. And when he rejects her, it should gut the audience."

I walked across the stage, my voice dropping as I paced the spot where they danced.

"When you're alone at the end, hugging yourself, swaying in the fading light, I need to feel the aftermath of that rejection," I told Sylvia. "The vulnerability of a woman who just exposed her heart and had it handed back to her."

Sylvia's eyes had gone slightly distant. I recognized that look. She was already building the emotional architecture, preparing to inhabit Janet's pain.

"Let's go again," I said.

They reset. I returned to my seat.

"Will you dance with me, Kenneth?"

The music started, and immediately I could feel the difference. There was a hesitation in Dennis's movement as he took Sylvia into his arms, a stiffness that spoke of internal conflict. And Sylvia, her body trembling almost imperceptibly as she pressed against him.

They moved through the dance, but now every rotation felt loaded with tension. Two people who wanted to be closer but knew they shouldn't. Two people fighting an emotional gravity.

The kiss attempt came. Sylvia leaned in, her lips parting, and for a heartbeat I saw genuine hope flash across her face.

Then Dennis turned away, gently but firmly, and the devastation that crumpled Sylvia's features was so authentic I felt my chest tighten.

"I need to get back to my wife."

Dennis exited, and Sylvia stood alone. She wrapped her arms around herself slowly, like she was trying to hold her pieces together. Her eyes closed. She began to sway, and there was something so achingly lonely about the movement that the empty theatre seemed to press in around her.

I felt emotional electricity crackling in the air. The authenticity of the moment was palpable, alive.

This was what theatre was supposed to be. Raw human emotion, distilled into an offering to the audience.

"And BLACKOUT," I said quietly.


Chapter 8



The hot dog slices sizzled in the pan, their edges curling and browning as I pushed them around with a wooden spatula.

Beside me, Sylvia stood at the stove stirring a pot of macaroni, her eyes narrowed in concentration as she watched the noodles bob in the boiling water.

"This is what my mom used to make all the time," I said, flipping a few slices that had started to char. "The hot dogs came from the outlet store. You know, the ones that are about to expire so they sell them dirt cheap. And the mac and cheese was store brand. Two boxes for a dollar. The secret is in the preparation."

Sylvia peered into the pot of cheese sauce I'd mixed up earlier, the powdered packet dissolved into milk and butter.

"I had no idea cheese could be powdered." She wrinkled her nose. "It's certainly... bright orange."

"That's all the chemicals they add. Gives it that radioactive glow."

She laughed, a genuine sound that I'd come to recognize and enjoy.

I found myself watching her as she stirred, taking in how different she looked from the glamorous movie star I'd first met.

No makeup. Hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Gray sweatpants that hung low on her hips and a white tank top that clung to her curves.

The casual clothes somehow made her famous figure even more alluring. There was something about seeing Sylvia Laurentis barefoot in a kitchen, stirring mac and cheese, that felt more intimate than any red carpet photo or magazine spread.

She caught me looking and arched an eyebrow.

"Are you trying to peek down my shirt, Ajax?"

"Nope." I set down the spatula and turned to face her fully. "I'm just looking at how beautiful you are."

Color rose to her cheeks. I understood her blushing. Sylvia was used to flattery, but not to a genuine compliment.

"I'm a mess right now," she protested.

"I like you messy."

I closed the distance between us and kissed her. Her lips were soft and yielding. Her free hand came up to rest on my chest, fingers curling into the fabric of my shirt.

We pulled apart slowly, her green eyes searching my face.

"The pasta's going to overcook," she murmured.

"Then we'd better eat."

I drained the noodles and mixed in the cheese sauce while Sylvia stirred in the fried hot dog slices.

We assembled our plates at the small kitchen table, the fluorescent light humming overhead as we sat down across from each other.

Sylvia took her first bite, chewing thoughtfully.

"It's not as bad as I thought it would be."

"High praise," I grinned, shoveling a forkful into my mouth.

The familiar taste transported me back to a cramped apartment in a bad neighborhood, my mother working double shifts while I heated up dinner for myself.

"This kind of comfort food was actually a struggle meal for people like me growing up."

"Struggle meal?"

"What poor people eat when money's tight. Cheap, filling, keeps you alive."

I chased a slice of hot dog around my plate. The grease gleamed on the seared meat.

"I actually still have to eat struggle meals pretty often," I said. "I can show you at least ten different ways to prepare ramen. Some of them are actually pretty good."

Sylvia set down her fork, studying me with those piercing eyes.

"Do you really think eating this food will help me understand Janet more?"

"I hope so," I shrugged, taking another bite. "Also, I just wanted a taste of home instead of another fancy dinner at Le Bistro."

At the mention of the restaurant, Sylvia's expression shifted. Curiosity mixed with something sharper.

"Speaking of Le Bistro... What did you mean earlier when you teased Dennis about his dear friend?"

I chewed slowly, considering my answer. There was no reason to hide anything from Sylvia. We were adults. We'd been honest with each other about what this was between us.

"Dennis introduced me to Lyria Becker," I said. "She joined us for dinner. It was pretty cool, actually. I used to watch her sitcom all the time as a teenager. Had a massive crush on her."

"Lyria." Sylvia nodded slowly. "Her husband owns part of Le Bistro."

"She mentioned that."

"She's well known around Seattle. Former actress who gave up her career to marry one of the biggest venture capitalists in the tech world."

Sylvia picked up her wineglass, swirling the contents. Her voice dropped.

"Did you fuck her?"

The question was direct. So was my answer.

"Yes. I fucked her. In a small room at the back of Le Bistro."

Sylvia's face remained neutral.

"Did you use protection?"

"She had condoms."

"Good." Sylvia took a long sip of wine. "Lyria is known to sleep around."

The silence stretched. I watched her carefully, trying to read the emotions beneath her composed surface.

"Does it bother you?" I asked gently. "That I had sex with her?"

Sylvia set down her glass with deliberate care.

"I don't own you, Ajax. You're free to live your life, as I'm free to live mine." Her tone was measured, rehearsed almost. "I also know you're having sex with Clover. That's not a problem for me either. We're not dating. We're just enjoying each other while we create art together. Nothing more."

The words sounded right, reasonable and mature.

But I saw the tightening at the corners of her mouth. The way her gaze slid away from mine for just a moment. The slight tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there before.

Sylvia had stronger feelings for me than she wanted to admit. Maybe stronger than she wanted to have.

I didn't push. Instead, I took another bite of mac and cheese, letting the moment settle.

"You know," I said finally, "sex with Lyria was kind of a fantasy come true. But in the end, it was a bittersweet experience."

Sylvia looked up, curiosity breaking through her careful mask.

"What do you mean?"

I gathered my thoughts, searching for the right words.

"She's sad," I said slowly. "Lonely. This woman who has everything. Money, mansions, a powerful husband. But she felt... empty. Desperate for the kind of adoration she used to get as an actress. Like she was trying to fill some void inside her with attention from men."

I pushed a macaroni around my plate.

"She has all the luxury a person could ever want. But she still needs to find strangers to worship her just so she can feel something. It made me sad, honestly. By the end of it, when she was lying there naked, totally exposed and so desperate for praise? Looking at her so needy, I just felt... sad."

The kitchen was quiet. Outside, I could hear the distant sound of the pool pump. Sylvia stared at her plate, her fork forgotten beside it.

"I know what you mean," she said quietly.

She looked up, and there was something raw in her eyes.

"I've known Lyria for years. We run in the same circles." Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "She's everything I'm afraid of becoming."

I stayed silent, letting her speak.

"A rich, pampered woman in a golden cage. Married to a man who sees her as a trophy. Using young men to feel desired because that's all she has left."

Sylvia's hands curled into fists on the table. I could see her nails biting into her palms.

"I'm terrified I'll end up like her," she said. "Prowling for attention even as my beauty fades. Searching my face every morning for a new wrinkle, getting injections and surgeries, doing everything I can to keep these fucking tits of mine from sagging. Clinging to whatever scraps of worship I can find because I have nothing else."

Her green eyes glittered.

"That's why I'm so desperate to prove myself in this play. Because if I can show people I'm more than just a body, more than just a face, then maybe..."

She trailed off, swallowing hard. I reached across the table and took her hand. Her fingers were cold and trembling slightly.

"Your life won't be like Lyria's," I said firmly.

She looked at me, a question in her eyes.

"I'll make sure of it." I squeezed her hand. "We're going to write a different ending to your story, Sylvia."


Chapter 9



The engine of Sylvia's Range Rover Sport SV ticked as it cooled, both of us too tired to move just yet. We sat in the driveway, the evening light painting everything in shades of amber and gold.

What a day. This rehearsal schedule is wearing me out.

I yawned and stretched. My back ached from standing all day, and my throat was raw from giving notes and calling out cues.

"That moment in Act Two," Sylvia said, her head resting against the seat. "When Janet finally confronts Kenneth about the affair. I felt it, Ajax. Really felt it."

"I saw."

"The fury just... rose up in me."

She turned to look at me, her green eyes bright with the memory.

"I could feel Janet's rage at how Kenneth was treating her," she said. "All those years of being taken for granted, of being invisible in her own life. It just poured out of me."

"It came through." I reached over and squeezed her knee. "Dennis felt it too. You could see him leaning back from you."

"Good," she said, a satisfied smile crossing her lips.

"But." I held up a finger. "You need to control it. Channel it. What you felt today was raw and real, but in performance you can't let it overwhelm the audience. They need to experience Janet's fury, not be drowned by it."

"I know. The auditorium loves big emotions, but the black box theatre..."

She trailed off, searching for words.

"Theatre requires distillation," I offered. "You take everything you're feeling and compress it down until every gesture, every word carries the weight of that emotion without spilling over."

"Distillation." She tested the word. "I like that. Like making whiskey from grain. Taking something raw and refining it into something potent."

"Exactly."

Sylvia leaned across the center console and kissed me softly, lingering.

When she pulled back, there was a shy quality to her expression that seemed at odds with the confident movie star I'd come to know.

"Can I come visit you tonight?" she asked quietly.

I brushed a strand of red hair from her face.

"Hell, yes. I'd love nothing more."

She kissed me again, deeper this time, her hand finding the back of my neck. Then she pulled away with obvious reluctance.

"I should go in. Shower. Rest a bit."

We climbed out of the Range Rover, the evening air warm against my skin after the AC in the car. Sylvia headed toward the main house while I made my way around the side toward the guest house.

The pool glittered under the strings of lights that criss-crossed above the water. I was almost past it when a voice made me jump.

"A to the J!"

I spun around, heart hammering. Clover's blonde head bobbed in the water near the far edge, her grin visible even in the dim light.

"Goddamn, Clover." I pressed a hand to my chest. "You scared the shit out of me."

"Sorry, not sorry." She swam toward me with lazy strokes. "It's hella warm out tonight. Gotta enjoy this before Seattle goes back to being all cold and wet, you know?"

I walked to the edge of the pool and kneeled down close to where she'd stopped.

"You've got a point. I should make time for a swim."

Clover placed her hands on the pool's edge and pushed herself up, water cascading off her slight frame as she sat on the tile with her legs still dangling in the water.

She was completely naked, droplets catching the light and making her skin glitter. Her wet blonde hair was slicked back from her face. Her perky breasts rose and fell with each breath.

She kicked her feet gently, sending ripples across the surface.

"So how'd rehearsal go?"

"Good. Really good, actually. We're about halfway through Act Two now."

"That's the big confrontation scene, right? The one Sylvia was stressing about?"

"That's the one."

I sat down on the pool's edge beside her, keeping my shoes dry.

"Dennis was incredible today," I said. "The man just grounds every scene he's in. Kenneth could easily come across as the villain, but Dennis brings this wounded quality to him that makes the audience understand why he did what he did. He's the emotional rock of the whole story."

"He seems super chill. Like, wise or whatever."

"I got lucky having him in the cast. Really lucky."

"What about your third person?" Clover tilted her head. "The K-pop girl?"

"Jiyoo. I'm flying down to LA in two days to work with her."

"Oh, sick! She's doing a concert there or something?"

"Concert and fan fest. She'll be in one place for a few days, which is rare for her." I rubbed my tired eyes. "I want to go over her character while I have the chance. Get her ready so she can hit the ground running when she arrives in Seattle."

Clover's brow furrowed.

"Wait, how the hell are you gonna get her rehearsed in like, two weeks before opening night? That's lowkey insane."

"It won't be easy," I admitted. "But once she's here, Sylvia, Dennis, and I will work intensively with her. Morning, noon, and night if we have to. Jiyoo's dedicated. She'll put in the work."

"Damn, AJ." Clover bumped my shoulder with hers. "You've really got this whole thing on lock. Like, you're so in control of everything. It's kinda hot, not gonna lie."

"Doesn't feel that way from the inside," I laughed.

"Well, it looks like it from out here. But for real, you need to unwind sometimes. You're gonna stress yourself into an early grave."

"I'm not up for another night of smashing shit with sledgehammers, if that's what you're suggesting."

Clover giggled, that little piglet snort escaping.

"No, dummy. I'm saying you need to go for a swim. Right now."

I looked at the water, tempted.

"Is it warm?"

Instead of answering, Clover scooped up a handful of water and splashed it directly in my face.

"Don't be a pussy."

I sputtered, wiping my eyes.

"Oh, you're going to pay for that," I warned her.

"Promises, promises." She grinned wickedly. "Go put your stuff away and get your ass back here."

I stood, shaking water droplets from my hair.

"Fine. Give me a few minutes."

As I walked toward the guest house, Clover called after me.

"Hey! You better be naked when you come back. I'm so over being the only one without clothes every time you're around."

I raised a hand in acknowledgment without turning around.

Inside the guest house, I moved quickly. Script on the desk. Phone plugged in to charge. I kicked off my shoes and stripped out of my clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor. In the bathroom, I grabbed a thick towel from the rack.

I started to wrap it around my waist, then stopped. Clover's words echoed in my head.

With a grin, I threw the towel over my shoulder and headed back outside, letting my dick swing free in the warm evening air.

I rounded the corner toward the pool and stopped short.

Three women stood by the water's edge. Clover, still naked and dripping. Sylvia in her rehearsal clothes. And Edwina, fully dressed in her usual elegant blouse and slacks.

All three heads turned toward me.

All three pairs of eyes traveled down my body with undisguised interest.

I fought the urge to cover myself, feeling suddenly like a piece of meat laid out for inspection at a butcher's counter. My hands twitched at my sides, but I forced them to stay where they were.

Edwina let out a low whistle.

"Madonna mia, che pezzo d'uomo."

I had no idea what the words meant, but her tone made the meaning clear enough.

Forcing my legs to move, I continued toward the pool with as much dignity as I could muster.

"Evening, ladies."

Sylvia's eyes sparkled with amusement.

"Edwina told me there was a nighttime pool party happening. I couldn't miss that."

Edwina's gaze was still fixed somewhere below my waist.

"The summer, she does not last long here. We should enjoy while we can, yes?" Edwina gestured toward the small table near the pool chairs. "I brought the sandwiches. And lemonade. Fresh made."

"That's very thoughtful of you, Edwina. Thank you."

"Is nothing."

Edwina finally dragged her eyes up to meet mine, an impressed smile on her lips.

Sylvia stretched and crossed her arms, reaching for the hem of her shirt.

"I have this beautiful pool and I never use it. What's the point of having nice things if you don't enjoy them?"

"That's what I've been saying!" Clover threw her hands up. "I've been trying to get you out here for weeks. I mean, who wouldn't want to see Sylvia Laurentis naked and wet?"

Sylvia pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a lacy black bra that struggled to contain her breasts. She unhooked it and let it fall, then shimmied out of her pants and underwear in one smooth motion.

Naked, she struck a pose. Hip cocked, one hand on her waist, her red hair tumbling over her shoulders. The string lights above cast warm shadows across her curves, highlighting the swell of her breasts and the flare of her hips.

Clover let out a low whistle, mimicking Edwina from moments before. She walked over to Sylvia and cupped those massive breasts in her small hands, lifting and jiggling them playfully.

"See, if I had these at my height of four foot eleven, I'd topple over every time I tried to walk." Clover looked over her shoulder at me. "AJ, come feel these. They're insane."

I walked over, hyper-aware of my nakedness.

"I've already held those tits in my hands." I looked at Clover and smirked. "Just like I've held yours. Though I only need one hand for you."

Clover's jaw dropped and she slapped at my arm.

"Rude!"

I laughed and turned to Sylvia. She closed her eyes and tilted her head, clearly expecting a kiss. I leaned in close, my lips almost brushing hers.

"Are you ready?" I whispered.

"Ready for what?"

Her voice was breathy, anticipating. I leaned closer still.

Then, instead of kissing her, I bent down, wrapped my arms around her thighs, and hoisted her over my shoulder in one smooth motion.

Sylvia squealed, her fists pounding against my back.

"Ajax! What are you doing?"

I carried her toward the pool's edge, her weight solid and warm against my shoulder.

"You said you wanted to use your pool more."

"Put me down!" She shrieked, squirming. "Ajax, I swear to God, put me down right now!"

"If you insist."

I threw her into the pool.

She hit the water with an enormous splash, disappearing beneath the surface. When she came up, sputtering and pushing wet hair from her face, her expression was pure outrage.

"You bastard!"

I grinned at her, then took three running steps and launched myself into the air.

"Cannonball!"

I tucked my knees to my chest and hit the water right beside her, sending a massive wave crashing over her head.


Chapter 10



The water was perfect, warm from a day of summer sun. I surfaced to find Sylvia glaring at me.

"You arrogant, rude man! When I tell you to--"

I cut Sylvia off with a hard kiss, pulling her body close to mine. She struggled a bit, then gave in, relaxing into my arms, her warm tongue meeting mine.

Water splashed over the two of us, making us splutter. Clover was in the pool next to us, treading water, her feet unable to reach the bottom.

"This is so not fair," Clover whined, her arms windmilling as she struggled to keep her head above water. "You two can just stand there like normal people and I'm over here drowning."

"Maybe if you grew a little more as a kid," I teased.

"Shut up, dude! I'm not short, I'm fun-sized."

I took a breath and ducked beneath the surface, swimming toward her kicking legs. The water was clear enough that I could see her tanned thighs churning. I positioned myself between them and rose up, her legs sliding over my shoulders as I stood.

Clover squealed as she emerged from the water on my shoulders, her hands grabbing fistfuls of my hair for balance.

"Oh my God!"

"There you go. Problem solved."

She giggled, that adorable piglet snort punctuating her laughter.

"You're like my own personal lifeguard tower."

"You're so tiny I barely notice you up there. Like a parrot on a pirate's shoulder."

"Okay, first of all, rude AGAIN." She shifted her weight, her thighs pressing against my ears. "Second of all, I know you just wanted to feel my pussy against the back of your neck. Creeper! Don't even try to deny it."

"Guilty as charged."

I bent my knees suddenly, plunging us both underwater. Clover's muffled shriek turned to bubbles around my head. I straightened my legs and we shot back up.

"AJ!" She clung to my skull with both hands. "Stop!"

I dunked her again. And again.

"Please!" She was laughing so hard she could barely breathe between submersions. "I'm gonna die!"

Sylvia floated nearby, watching us with an amused smile, her red hair fanning out around her in the water.

"You're doing it wrong, sweetie," Sylvia called. "Clover should be facing the other way."

"You know what? You're absolutely right."

I ducked under again, spinning Clover around on my shoulders. She screamed as I lifted her back up, my face now pressed against her stomach, her legs dangling down my back.

"Show off how strong you are," Sylvia called out. "Hoist her up high."

I grabbed Clover's ass with both hands and pushed upward. She used my head as leverage, climbing until her pussy hovered directly in front of my mouth.

I planted a big, loud kiss right on her wet lips.

"Ohhhhh," Clover moaned dramatically, throwing her head back. "Don't stop, AJ. Lick it! Keep going."

I let go.

Clover toppled backward with a splash and a shriek.

"No pussy is worth throwing out my back for," I said as she surfaced, sputtering. "Sorry, girl."

We all swam back to the edge of the pool, Clover cursing me out the entire way. Glasses of lemonade had been left poolside, within easy reach. I noticed Edwina had discreetly returned to the main house.

I grabbed one of the lemonade glasses and took a long sip. The tartness hit my tongue first, followed by just enough sweetness to balance it out. Cold and refreshing after all that splashing around.

"Damn, Edwina makes good lemonade," I said, leaning back against the pool wall.

Sylvia settled in on my left side, her shoulder brushing mine beneath the water. Clover waded over to my right.

"So." Clover nudged my ribs with her elbow. "You gonna admit you want to eat my pussy or what?"

I gestured toward the patio table where Edwina had left a fruit platter alongside the sandwiches.

"What I want to eat is that fresh fruit over there."

Clover snorted, that piglet sound escaping.

"Please. My pussy tastes way sweeter than some basic-ass strawberries."

"Speaking of eating pussy," Sylvia said, her tone casual as she swirled her fingers through the water. "Did Clover ever tell you how we met?"

I glanced between the two of them.

"I've been wondering about that, actually."

Clover perked up, clearly eager to tell the story.

"Okay so like, this was a few years ago? I was nineteen, right before I booked my sitcom. I had this small part in Sylvia's spy movie. Barely any lines, but I was in like every other scene as background. Lots of party scenes, office scenes, that kind of thing."

"She was perky blonde eye candy," Sylvia added.

"Facts." Clover nodded vigorously. "That was like literally my job description. But yeah, it was my first real movie role and the main thing I learned was that making a film is basically just waiting around forever."

"Sounds boring. What did you do to pass the time?"

"Well, I had my own trailer, which was lowkey amazing for someone with like ten lines total. So I'd just hang out there when they didn't need me on set." She pushed wet hair from her face. "I started playing cards with whoever was free. Other actors, crew people, even the catering folks. But the most surprising player was this one."

She jerked her thumb toward Sylvia.

"I get bored on set too," Sylvia said. "Most of the time, my lighting double is standing in while they set up shots. I just wait around in my trailer until they need me."

Clover leaned closer to me, lowering her voice conspiratorially.

"Word of advice, AJ. Never play poker with Sylvia."

"Is she that good?"

Clover laughed.

"No. She cheats."

I looked at Sylvia, who simply shrugged, completely unrepentant.

"Like my father always told me, if you're not cheating, you're not trying."

"So one day," Clover continued, "we're like super late in the shoot. I'm alone in my trailer, just scrolling on my phone or whatever. And Sylvia comes charging in like her ass is on fire."

"What happened?"

Clover glanced at Sylvia, who took over the story.

"An actor I'd been dating had just sold his story to a tabloid. All about his 'conquest' of Sylvia Laurentis." Her jaw tightened at the memory. "Complete with photos he'd taken without my knowledge. I was furious. Wound up. Another man had betrayed me."

"I asked if she needed a massage or something," Clover said. "You know, trying to help."

Sylvia let out a bitter laugh.

"I told her what I really needed was a good hard fuck to relax. Then I made some joke about how it was just my luck that the leading man in this movie was gay."

Clover's grin turned wicked.

"That's when I told her that I might not have a cock, but I was pretty confident I could make her cum."

I raised my eyebrows.

"Bold move," I said.

"Right? And Sylvia gets this look in her eye." Clover mimicked an appraising stare. "She's studying me like I'm a puzzle she's trying to figure out. And she goes, 'Are you serious?'"

"And you said?"

"I said, 'Bet.'"

Sylvia smiled at the memory.

"And that was that."

The water lapped gently against the pool's edge as I processed this information. Two women I'd been intimate with, who'd apparently been intimate with each other years before I ever entered the picture.

"So." I looked at Sylvia. "Did she make you cum?"

Sylvia laughed, a genuine sound of amusement.

"Clover made me cum harder than that stupid actor ever did."

I glanced over at Clover. She held up two fingers in a V shape in front of her mouth and flicked her tongue between them, her eyes crossed.

"Goddamn," I laughed.

"She really can do magic with that mouth," Sylvia purred, a sly grin on her face.

"It's easy with you, Miss Laurentis. Best tits in Hollywood."

"And all natural."

"Fuck yeah."

The two women went to each other, Sylvia bending over the much smaller Clover. My heart hammered in my chest as I watched them kiss, their tongues daintily caressing as they fixed their eyes on me.

"You like what you see, sweetie?"

"Of course he does," Clover grinned. "I bet his dick is getting hard right now."

"He does have a fat cock," Sylvia said.

"For sure. Fills you up good. How did you know he was packing?"

"I just have a sense for these things," Sylvia shrugged. "But I hired him for artistic reasons. His cock was a delightful bonus."

Okay, enough is enough, I told myself. Time to give these two some direction.

"If the both of you are done gossiping, maybe we could get out of this pool."

"Are we scaring you?" Sylvia teased. "Want to run away?"

"I want some of that fruit," I said nonchalantly. "And maybe another glass of Edwina's amazing lemonade. Then I'm going to spread my towel in the grass."

"You planning on taking a nap?" Clover asked.

"Naw. Just need a nice soft place to fuck the two of you."

I didn't wait for their reply, just got out of the pool and returned to the table. I popped a piece of watermelon into my mouth and chewed slowly as I refilled my lemonade glass.

I could hear Sylvia and Clover coming close, but I didn't bother to look at them. A good director doesn't need to check for collaboration, he just expects it to be freely given.

I grabbed my towel and spread it over a soft patch of grass. The air was cooling and the stars were out in the clear night sky.

I took a deep breath, savoring the moment, anticipation making my dick tingle.

Then I turned around.

Sylvia and Clover were standing there, holding each other.

Waiting for my direction.

I lay down on the towel, staring up at the stars.

"Sylvia, come and suck my cock," I said. "Clover, you'll be straddling my face. I want to enjoy that sweet little pussy of yours."

The two women eagerly moved to follow my direction. I grinned as they took their positions, like actors hitting their marks.

Sylvia kneeled between my legs on the towel, her green eyes locked on mine as she wrapped her full lips around the head of my cock. She sucked hard, her tongue lapping over the tip, tasting the salty pre-cum that leaked out.

The wet slurping sounds filled the night air, mixing with the distant chirping of crickets. Her mouth was hot and slick, sliding down my shaft inch by inch until her nose pressed into my pubic hair.

She bobbed her head, cheeks hollowing, the scent of chlorine from the pool clinging to her skin. Then she popped off my dick with a gasp, then dipped lower, suckling my balls into her mouth one at a time.

Her tongue rolled them around, the soft suction pulling a groan from my throat. A jolt of pleasure hit me as she licked further down, her tongue tracing my taint with flat, eager strokes, sending shocks through my body.

Clover watched Sylvia intently. I snapped my fingers, getting her attention.

"Climb on my face," I told her.

Clover swung her leg over my head, her small frame hovering as she started to straddle my face, facing away.

"Turn around," I ordered. "Face Sylvia. I want you watching each other."

She giggled and spun, her wet blonde hair dripping cool water onto my chest. I patted her firm ass cheeks, feeling the smooth, taut skin under my palms as she repositioned.

Then she lowered her pussy right onto my mouth, her trimmed blonde pubes tickling my chin.

Her folds were slick and tangy, like ripe fruit mixed with the faint salt of pool water. I lapped at her clit, tasting her sweetness as my tongue dove in.

Getting my dick sucked while I ate Clover's pussy felt like heaven. Sylvia's mouth worked my cock in deep, rhythmic pulls, her saliva dripping down to my balls.

Clover moaned loudly, grinding her hips, her juices flooding my tongue.

"Oh fuck, AJ, stick that thumb up my ass," she begged, her voice breathy and needy.

I slicked my thumb with her wetness and pushed it into her tight asshole, feeling the ring clench around me. She moaned harder, her pussy getting even wetter, soaking my chin as she bucked.

"Can I climb on your dick now, sweetie?" Sylvia asked, her voice husky.

"Yeah, do it," I mumbled into Clover's slit.

I couldn't see her, but I felt Sylvia straddle my hips, her hand guiding my cock to her entrance. She lowered herself, her tight, hot pussy engulfing me inch by inch, walls gripping.

The two women leaned in, their moans mingling as they kissed, tongues tangling. Sylvia rode my cock slow and deep, Clover grinding on my face, their breath coming in hot gasps.

Clover came first, her small body shaking like a leaf in the wind. I kept licking her swollen clit, rotating my thumb in her asshole, which made her shudder violently and cum again, her juices squirting onto my tongue in sharp bursts.

Sylvia ground hard on my cock, her pussy clenching as she orgasmed, whimpering soft and desperate. I could hear her big tits smacking together with each bounce.

I felt smothered in wet pussy, Clover's ass pressing down, her scent overwhelming. I smacked her ass hard, the slap echoing.

"Get off."

Clover climbed off my face, gasping. I sat up, cock still throbbing.

"Both of you, on your knees."

Sylvia slid off my dick, and they kneeled side by side, skin glistening under the stars.

I stood on wobbly knees, looking down at them gazing up, both so eager.

"Get ready to take my load."

They opened their mouths wide, like baby birds hungry for food, tongues out. I grabbed my cock, still slick with Sylvia's creamy pussy juices, the smell of her thick on it.

A few strokes were all I needed. Hot cum pumped out, thick ropes painting their faces, splattering cheeks and lips, filling their mouths with salty spurts. They sighed in bliss, eyes fluttering.

Finally empty, I smacked my cock on their mouths and tongues, the wet thwacks satisfying.

"You two look so pretty like that, covered in my sperm. Now... clean the cum off each other's faces."

Chest heaving, I watched with deep satisfaction as Sylvia and Clover licked the sticky ropes from each other's cheeks and chins, tongues lapping up every drop.

They kissed, swapping my load mouth to mouth in a messy swirl, then swallowed it down with greedy gulps.

They looked to me for approval. I stroked their wet hair.

"You two gave virtuoso performances."

"Thanks for the guidance," Clover said.

"We both love taking your direction," Sylvia added.

I leaned down and kissed them both, tasting myself on their lips.

"And BLACKOUT," I whispered.


Chapter 11



The remnants of Pad Thai and green curry sat between us, plates pushed aside to make room for the scattered pages of our scripts.

The little Thai place near the Cannery had become our unofficial war room over the past two weeks. It was cheap and close and open late and the food was stellar.

"Frankie cornered me before I left today," I said, flipping to Act Two. "We need to adjust two of Jiyoo's entrances. The lighting change isn't working with the current blocking."

Marie nodded, her pen already moving across her copy.

"Janet and Kenneth's dialogue in those scenes," she said. "We can extend their exchange by a few beats, give the crew time to shift the cues."

"That's exactly what I was thinking."

She looked up and smiled, a rare unguarded moment.

"Great minds."

"Absolutely," I grinned.

I watched her scribble notes in the margins, her handwriting a chaotic mix of English and Portuguese shorthand.

Working with Marie had become one of the unexpected pleasures of this production. Her mind moved fast, cutting through problems with precision. Every suggestion I made, she received with genuine consideration. Every pushback she offered came with solid reasoning.

Marie was a formidable writer. More than that, she was a formidable artist.

And tonight, I noticed again that she was formidably attractive.

Blue eyes behind those black frames. Full lips that pressed together when she concentrated. Hair that tumbled past her shoulders in dark waves she never seemed to bother styling.

But tonight something had shifted. She'd traded her usual oversized jackets and baggy pants for a simple white tank top and fitted jeans.

The change was striking. Marie was curvy, plump in all the right places. Her breasts strained against the thin cotton, full and heavy. Her thighs filled out the stretchy denim.

And when she'd gotten up earlier to use the restroom, I'd caught a glimpse of an ass that demanded attention, round and generous and impossible to ignore.

I found myself wondering why she usually hid all of this under layers of shapeless fabric. What made Marie Almeida want to disappear inside her clothes?

And why had she chosen tonight, of all nights, to dress differently around me? The summer heat was a convenient excuse. But Seattle summers weren't that demanding.

"I'll make the changes tonight," I said, pulling my attention back to the work. "Upload them to the shared drive. Should be ready for you by morning."

Marie stretched her arms above her head, the tank top riding up to reveal a strip of soft belly.

"I'll look for it. Not exactly thrilled about the drive home, though. Eighty minutes feels like forever after a day like this."

"You could crash at the guest house." The words came out casual and easy. "Plenty of room on my sofa."

Her pen stopped moving. Color rose in her cheeks, and for a moment she looked almost flustered. A rare sight on Marie Almeida.

"I... that's sweet of you to offer." She fumbled with her script pages, not meeting my eyes. "But Belinha. My dog. She needs to be let out and fed. I should really get home."

"Of course."

We looked at each other across the table. The air between us thickened, charged with something neither of us seemed ready to acknowledge. Her blue eyes held mine, searching.

I cleared my throat, breaking the tension.

"Let me go settle up."

"Yes." Marie grabbed her purse with obvious relief. "I'll wait outside. That curry is still making me sweat. I need the night air."

She was out the door before I could respond.

I paid the bill at the counter, leaving a generous tip for the server who'd let us camp out for three hours nursing Thai iced teas.

Through the glass windows, I could see Marie standing on the sidewalk, arms crossed.

She wasn't alone.

A young man had positioned himself in front of her, leaning in with the aggressive posture of someone who thought persistence was charming.

Marie's body language screamed discomfort. Stiff shoulders, a tight frown, the kind of guarded stance women learned young.

I pushed through the door fast.

Marie's eyes found mine immediately, clouded with tension.

"Everything okay here?"

"Everything's fine." Her voice came out clipped, controlled. "We should head to our cars now."

She moved to walk past the guy, but he stepped into her path, blocking her. He said something in Portuguese, the words flowing quick and insistent. Marie replied curtly, shaking her head.

"Step aside," I said.

The guy turned to me, sizing me up with the casual arrogance of someone who'd never been seriously challenged.

He was younger than me, maybe twenty-two, with the lean build that came from genetics rather than discipline.

"Mind your business, man. I'm just trying to get this fine Brazilian girl's number. I'm from Rio, we got a connection."

Marie's jaw tightened.

"I'm not interested."

"Come on, gatinha." He smiled at her like she'd said something cute. "I'm not letting you go until you give me those digits."

"She gave you her answer." I kept my voice level. "Respect the lady's wishes."

He got in my face then, close enough that I could smell the beer on his breath. A stream of Portuguese curses hit my ears, the meaning clear even without translation.

I didn't move. Didn't blink. Just held my ground.

"Leave the lady alone," I repeated.

"Wanderlei! Yo!"

Rough voices called out from down the block. The guy glanced over his shoulder at two other men waving him over.

He turned back to me, his smile cold.

"You're lucky tonight, cuzão."

Then he looked at Marie and said something in Portuguese that made her eyes flash. She snapped back at him, her words sharp as broken glass. He just laughed, walking away to join his friends.

I watched them disappear around the corner before turning to Marie.

"You okay?"

"I didn't need you to jump in like that!"

The anger in her voice caught me off guard.

"I was just trying to keep you safe."

"Safe?" she laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I grew up a stone's throw from the favelas, AJ. You think I don't know how to handle guys like this Wanderlei? I've been dealing with men like him since I was twelve years old. I don't need you playing macho hero, saving me like some damsel in distress. And I'm not your lady!"

The fury in her blue eyes burned bright. I knew instantly that it came from somewhere deeper than this one incident.

I kept my voice calm.

"I was only doing what I thought was right."

"You're not my father. You're not my brother." She jabbed a finger at my chest. "I don't need a man to protect me."

She turned and stalked toward the parking lot, her heels clicking sharply against the pavement.

I followed.

Marie stopped and spun around.

"I just told you I don't need your protection!"

"And I'm walking you to your car to make sure you get in safe." I met her glare without flinching. "Whether you like it or not."

Something flickered across her face. Surprise, maybe. Or something else, something she quickly hid.

She made a frustrated sound and resumed her march toward her car, moving faster now. I trailed behind, trying to make sense of her reaction.

This wasn't just about that punk. This was about something deeper, something that had been building between us since our first tense meeting.

Character and motivation. Figure it out.

I tried not to stare at Marie's ass as she walked ahead of me, those jeans doing absolutely nothing to hide its generous curve. I failed.

My cock throbbed against my zipper, inconvenient and undeniable. Seeing Marie angry had done something to me. The fire in her eyes. The flush on her cheeks. The way her chest heaved with each furious breath.

I wanted her.

The realization hit me with the force of a spotlight snapping on in a dark theatre.

Marie got into her car. The engine roared to life. The driver's side window rolled down.

"There, I'm in my car. You can fuck off now!"

"Okay," I said quietly. "Drive safe. Goodnight."

Marie snarled something in Portuguese, but there was something else in her eyes, something more than just anger.

There was fear.

Not fear of me, but fear of what Marie was feeling toward me.

I watched her pull onto the city street and drive away, wondering what was going through that brilliant but complicated mind of hers.


Chapter 12



Steam still clung to my skin as I stepped out of the bathroom, towel slung over my shoulder. The hot water had loosened the tension in my muscles, washing away the strange encounter with Marie and that Brazilian creep. I was looking forward to a quiet night, maybe some reading before bed.

I stopped short in the bathroom doorway, caught off guard.

Sylvia sat at my kitchen table.

She looked stunning, draped in an emerald evening gown that plunged deep between her breasts. Her red hair was swept up in an elegant style, and her makeup was flawless, lips painted a vivid crimson. A wine glass dangled from her fingers, half-empty.

"Sylvia? When did you get back from Dennis's place?" I asked.

"Just a few minutes ago."

Her voice was quiet and flat.

Something was wrong.

Sylvia's eyes moved over my naked body without reaction, without the playful comment she would normally make. No teasing about putting on a show for her. No suggestive remark about what she could do with my cock. Just that distant, hollow stare.

I pulled out the chair across from her and sat down, not bothering to cover myself.

"What's going on?"

She swirled the wine in her glass, watching the liquid catch the light.

"Do you think I'm a serious actor? Or are you just humoring me? Just going through the motions to collect a paycheck from a rich celebrity?"

The question hit me like a slap. I felt heat rise in my chest, anger flaring fast.

"Are you kidding me right now?" My voice came out hard. "I turned down your father. I literally defied one of the most powerful men in Hollywood to keep directing this play. You know damn well why I did that. You know what I think of you as an actor."

Sylvia flinched but didn't look away.

"Unless you think I'm a liar." I leaned forward, holding her gaze. "Is that what you think, Sylvia? That I've been lying to you this whole time?"

She dropped her eyes to the table.

"No."

The anger drained out of me as quickly as it had come. What remained was concern. Something had happened tonight, something that had shaken Sylvia to her core.

I softened my voice and leaned back, easing the tension between us.

"Tell me what's going on."

Sylvia took a long sip of wine, gathering herself.

"Dennis invited me to Harold's house tonight." She set the glass down carefully. "You should see this place, Ajax. Massive modernist thing right on Lake Washington. Floor-to-ceiling windows, an art collection that probably costs more than most people make in a lifetime. Exactly what you'd expect from a Seattle tech CEO."

I waited, giving her space.

"It was a small party. Very exclusive. Some serious power players in tech and entertainment." A bitter smile twisted her lips. "I get invited to these things a lot. Sometimes because people want to get close to my father. Sometimes because they want to meet Sylvia Laurentis in person. You know... ogle the famous tits face-to-face instead of on a screen."

The cynicism in her tone made my heart ache.

"I know what's expected of me at these events." She gestured at her plunging neckline. "Why do you think I wore this dress? Give the people what they came to see, right?"

"Sylvia..."

"Harold wanted to introduce me to someone," she cut me off, pressing forward. "The head of some new startup he's backing. A guy named Grigory. Middle-aged, slight Russian accent, very enthusiastic. And very interested in my body. I honestly couldn't tell half the time if he was talking to me or having a private conversation with my tits. Even Harold noticed. He kept rolling his eyes at how shamelessly this Grigory was staring."

"What did he want?"

Sylvia lifted her wineglass and drained it.

"Me."

She set the empty glass down with a soft click. I stayed silent as she refilled the glass to the brim, watching the emotions play across her face as she poured the wine. There was sadness, confusion, something that looked almost like horror.

"He started telling me how acting is a dying art. How it's going to be eliminated in favor of AI avatars. The future of entertainment is digital performers."

She spoke the words like they tasted bad. She sipped her wine to wash the taste of them away.

"His company is buying the likenesses of actors," she said. "Scanning them, synthesizing their voices and bodies and expressions. Recreating them digitally."

My stomach turned.

"Goddamn," I muttered.

"He was so excited about it."

Sylvia's voice grew distant, reciting what she'd heard.

"They can make these digital personas young or old, fat or thin. Make them capable of things the legacy analog actors could never do."

She laughed humorlessly.

"That's what he called us," she said. "Legacy analog actors. Like we're outdated technology."

"These fucking people."

"Right? He said they've done so many famous actors already. They just can't use the digital personas until they're old or dead." She shook her head slowly. "I kept my face pleasant the whole time. Smiled and nodded while this horrible man talked about replacing human beings with bundles of code."

I reached across the table and touched her hand. She didn't pull away, her fingers curling around mine.

"Then it got worse. He asked me to consider letting myself be scanned. Licensing my likeness while I'm still young and active. He laid out this whole scenario where people could buy my likeness and put me in movies, video games, or any media they wanted. I could be one of the first current analog actors to offer my likeness to the public. I'd advocate for this wonderful new technology and then just sit back collecting royalty payments forever."

"Why you?" The question came out sharper than I intended. "Why approach you instead of more established actors?"

Sylvia's smile was razor-thin.

"Sex."

She pulled her hand back, wrapping her arms around herself.

"He said that was the simple answer. Sex has always driven new technology. Porn made VCRs popular. Porn DVDs. Porn streaming online, driving the rise of the internet. Sex sells, and who is more associated with sex than Sylvia Laurentis?"

Her voice cracked on her own name.

"He told me that I would attract so much attention," Sylvia said. "I'd generate so much interest in this revolutionary technology. Sex sells. He emphasized that. My first thought was that he wanted to turn me into a digital fuck toy, a porn-bot."

"Did he mention porn specifically?"

"I asked him." She met my eyes. "I asked if producers could use my digital persona to make pornography. He rushed to assure me I would retain all control of my likeness. But then he added that porn is a very profitable business."

The implications were clear, ugly and obvious.

"I was quiet for a long time after that. Just standing there, digesting everything he'd said."

Sylvia drained her glass and wiped her lips with the back of her hand, smearing her lipstick.

"Finally I told him I would think it over," she continued. "Made an excuse about having a long rehearsal day and needing an early night."

"Then you came home?"

"No." She set the empty bottle down. "I drove. Back and forth along the waterfront, just driving. Thinking about what Grigory offered me. What it meant. What it said about how the world sees me."

She looked around the small guest house kitchen, her eyes finally coming back to rest on me.

"I couldn't bear to go to bed. So I came here. To you."

"I'm glad you did."

Sylvia was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was barely above a whisper.

"Do you agree with him? That my primary value is as a sex object." Her green eyes glistened in the low light. "Is that all I am, Ajax? Is that all I'll ever be?"

"Damn it, you know that's not what I think of you."

"I know." She nodded slowly. "But maybe you're wrong. Maybe I really am just a doll that men want to fuck. A body to be scanned and sold and used however they want. Maybe that's all I was ever meant to be."

I stood and moved around the table, taking her hand in mine.

"Stop it."

She looked up at me, tears threatening to spill.

"After everything we've worked on together. Everything you've discovered in rehearsals." I squeezed her fingers gently. "You know you have talents that go beyond your looks. You've felt it. You've accessed places inside yourself that have nothing to do with your body or your face or the size of your breasts."

"I want to believe that, but I don't know if I can."

"Then I'll believe it for both of us." I pulled her to her feet. "Until you're ready to believe it yourself."

Sylvia leaned into me, her forehead resting against my bare chest. I felt her shudder once, twice, fighting to hold herself together.

"Can I sleep with you tonight?" Her voice was muffled against my skin. "I don't want to be alone."

"Of course." I wrapped my arm around her waist, pulling her close. "It's your house anyway."

She laughed softly at that, a fragile but genuine sound.

I led her toward the bedroom, her evening gown rustling as she moved. At the doorway, she paused and looked up at me.

"Thank you, AJ."

"For what?"

"For seeing me." She reached up and touched my face. "For seeing something more."

I didn't reply, just kissed her forehead and guided her inside to my bed.


Chapter 13



The Korean security agent was waiting for me in the hotel lobby. He was my height and obviously jacked, his business suit accentuating his powerful physique.

"Mr. Ajax Covington?" he asked in slightly accented English.

"That's me."

I reached for my I.D. but he waved me off.

"No need, I recognize you from your online profile," he said. "Thank you for being punctual. I'll take you upstairs. Please follow."

We rode the elevator to the 22nd floor.

"I saw you have a black belt in taekwondo," he said, making conversation as we ascended. "And you teach it as well?"

"I teach little kids," I shrugged. "I mostly learned taekwondo because it looks so good in stage combat. I'm not a real fighter."

"Ah, I see."

The disappointment in his voice made me grin. My taekwondo instructor had felt the same way when I turned down the chance to compete at the higher levels. I was fine with never adding any stripes to my black belt.

"Kim Jiyoo is in Room 2204," he said as we walked down the hallway. "She's waiting for your arrival. It's lunch time. Our idols dine in their room to avoid public encounters, so please feel free to order from room service."

"Thanks. I appreciate that."

The security agent gave me a polite nod, then knocked on the door of Room 2204. I was surprised when he pulled out a room card and opened the door himself.

The suite was impressive. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of downtown Los Angeles, the afternoon sun casting long shadows across the sleek modern furniture. A sitting area with plush couches opened into a dining space, and beyond that I could see the doors to what must be the bedroom and bathroom.

"Mr. Covington is here," the security agent announced.

Jiyoo emerged from the bedroom, her face lighting up with a bright smile. She wore an oversized gray hoodie and black sweatpants, her pink hair pulled up in a high ponytail that swayed as she walked toward me.

I had thought she was pretty on our video calls. In person, she was gorgeous. Her skin seemed to glow, smooth and dewy in the afternoon sunshine.

There was a freshness about Jiyoo that made her look impossibly young. But there was poise there, too. She was just nineteen, but carried herself with the poise of someone who'd already spent years in the spotlight.

"AJ! It's so nice to finally meet you in person!"

"Great to meet you too, Jiyoo."

The security agent cleared his throat.

"Mr. Covington, please contact me if you need anything during your visit." He turned to Jiyoo. "Remember, we need to leave for hair and makeup in five hours. Neuj-eumyeon an dwae. Sajangnim-i hwanaesil geoya."

"I know, I know," Jiyoo said, waving him off with a playful roll of her eyes. "I'll be ready."

He gave a curt nod and left, closing the door behind him.

"Please, sit down," Jiyoo said, gesturing toward the dining table. "How was your flight?"

"Incredible, actually. First time I've ever flown first class. Sylvia insisted on booking it."

"She's so generous." Jiyoo clasped her hands together. "I can't wait to meet her in person."

"You haven't met her yet?"

"No, we've only talked over video call. Same as you and me before today."

That surprised me. Sylvia had cast Jiyoo in a major role without ever meeting her face-to-face? Then again, Sylvia had done the same with me.

"I just ordered lunch," Jiyoo said. "Would you like anything? This hotel is famous for its BLT sandwich and salad."

"That sounds great."

She pulled out her phone and tapped through an app.

"Done. It should be here soon." She pointed toward a small refrigerator tucked beneath the wet bar. "Help yourself to any drink you want from the mini fridge."

I grabbed a bottle of water and joined her at the table.

"So how's the tour going?"

Jiyoo let out a small sigh, though the smile never left her face.

"We have two concerts here in Los Angeles, and honestly I'm glad to be finally staying in one place for a few days. Our schedule is so hectic. The agency maximizes every moment of our time while we're on tour. Radio interviews, fan meets, photo shoots, rehearsals."

She ticked each item off on her fingers. I noticed her nails were artfully styled in different shades of neon pink.

"I'm really grateful I have this block of free time to meet with you," Jiyoo continued. "The other members are all relaxing or going shopping right now."

"I appreciate you making time for me. I know how packed your schedule is."

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table.

"I plan to make the most of this afternoon," I told Jiyoo. "We'll get all your blocking recorded on video so you can study it back in your hotel room, like learning new choreography for a performance."

"Oh, that's perfect!" Her eyes widened with excitement. "I'm really good at learning from videos."

"I figured you would be." I took a sip of water. "I'm curious though. How did Sylvia end up casting you? She never told me the full story."

Jiyoo's expression softened, something almost dreamlike passing across her features.

"Did she tell you about the song?"

"What song?"

"In one of Sylvia's first films, maybe fifteen years ago, she sang a song called Touch Me Now and Then. The movie wasn't very successful, but my parents had the DVD. I must have watched it a hundred times growing up. I fell in love with that song."

She paused, tucking a strand of pink hair behind her ear.

"When I was eleven, I moved to Seoul to become a K-Pop idol. For my audition at the recording agency, I sang that song. Sylvia's song. And I got accepted as a trainee."

"No kidding."

"About three months ago, I recorded myself singing an acoustic version of it. Just me and a guitar in my hotel room. I posted it online, but not many people saw it."

Jiyoo laughed softly, shaking her head in disbelief.

"Except Sylvia did. She contacted me through my agency and we had a video call. She told me how much she loved my version of the song."

Jiyoo sighed and smiled, as if she still couldn't quite believe it.

"It was surreal. I had watched her so closely on that DVD, studying every breath and movement to learn the song perfectly. And there she was, talking to me, telling me I had talent. She said if I ever wanted to try something new, she had a role in a play that would be perfect for me."

"And you said yes."

"I've always wanted to try acting. The rehearsal schedule is tight, but my tour ends just in time. So I took a chance."

A knock at the door interrupted us.

"Room service," Jiyoo said.

I got up and opened the door. A hotel employee wheeled in a cart. She set two covered trays on the table and left with a polite nod.

I sat back down and lifted the silver dome off my tray. The BLT was a work of art. Thick slices of crispy bacon, fresh tomatoes, and crisp lettuce stacked between perfectly toasted sourdough. The salad beside it was bright with mixed greens and cherry tomatoes.

"This looks wonderful. I'm starving."

"It does look yummy."

Jiyoo's voice carried a wistful note as she gazed at my plate.

I glanced at her tray. She had removed the cover to reveal several thin slices of cold tofu and a handful of celery stalks. Nothing else.

"You want some of my sandwich?" I offered playfully, holding it up.

She let out a small laugh.

"I wish I could. But today is a weigh-in day."

"A what?"

"The agency checks our weight to make sure we haven't put on any extra pounds."

She said it matter-of-factly, like she was describing the weather. I stared at her in disbelief.

"They actually weigh you?"

"It's part of the K-Pop idol business model. The other members of my group are Korean-born. They're used to it. But I'm American. I grew up eating American food." She picked up a celery stalk and bit into it with a crunch. "Sometimes I really miss cheeseburgers."

"That seems like a pretty stifling way to live."

"It can be grueling," she admitted. "Which is why I'm looking forward to doing this role. It's something new. Something that will challenge me in a different way. It's also a chance to spend time in my home state. Washington, I mean. I grew up in Tacoma. This play is a chance to use my time for myself instead of the group. To enjoy some freedom I don't get as an idol in Korea."

I listened to her carefully, the way a director listens, trying to understand her character and her motivations.

Jiyoo was so young and talented, but I could sense the weight of expectation pressing down on her.

Had the dream she'd chased since childhood ultimately become a gilded cage? Maybe.

This play was her chance to step outside her carefully managed world and grow as an artist.

"I'm a little worried though," she continued, setting down her celery. "Two weeks of rehearsal before opening night. That's not very long."

"You've already memorized your lines. That's half the battle right there."

I set down my sandwich and gave her my full attention.

"Once you get to Seattle, Sylvia and Dennis will work with you intensively," I said. "They're both experienced actors who know how to bring out the best in their scene partners."

Jiyoo nodded, but I could still see the uncertainty in her eyes.

"Most importantly, you have me. As your director, I'm going to guide you through this entire experience. I'll make sure you succeed in your first role. That's a promise."

Her smile returned, brighter than before.

"I can't wait to get started," she said.


Chapter 14



Jiyoo tapped her phone screen and set it on the dining table, angling it to capture the cleared space we'd created by pushing the furniture aside.

After checking the video framing, she walked over to join me, her movements slightly slower than they'd been hours ago when we started.

"Okay," I said, addressing the camera. "This is Act Two, Scene Three."

I grabbed a bundle of towels I'd tied together earlier and handed them to Jiyoo.

"This will be your bushel of windfall apples. Cheong has been gathering them from the orchard."

She cradled the makeshift prop against her chest, adjusting her grip until it looked natural.

I placed my hands on her shoulders and gently turned her to face stage left.

"You'll be alone on stage for about fifteen seconds here. Your gaze should be unfocused, sweeping across the distance. Cheong is lost in thought, remembering something painful."

Jiyoo nodded, her expression already shifting into something more contemplative.

I crossed to the back of the cleared space.

"LIGHTS UP." I counted aloud, "One, two, three, four..."

Jiyoo stood perfectly still, her eyes drifting across an imaginary horizon. Her shoulders carried a weight that had nothing to do with the towels in her arms.

"...thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. ENTER KENNETH."

I walked across the space and positioned myself slightly behind her, just off her right shoulder. She didn't turn, didn't acknowledge me at all. But something in her posture changed. A tension crept into her neck.

"Good. Cheong knows Kenneth is there but refuses to acknowledge his presence. She's still angry about their last conversation."

Jiyoo gave an almost imperceptible nod, staying in character.

"After a few beats, Dennis will move to stand beside you. Close enough that your shoulders are almost brushing."

I stepped forward until I was right next to her. The space between us was barely an inch.

Jiyoo's breath caught, just slightly. A subtle reaction that most people would miss. But I noticed it immediately. The way her fingers tightened on the bundle of towels. The slight lift of her chin. It was completely natural, completely authentic.

This girl had instincts that couldn't be taught.

Sylvia had made an inspired choice in casting her. If the movie career ever dried up completely, Sylvia might consider becoming a casting director. She clearly had an eye for talent.

I delivered Kenneth's lines.

"Windfall apples make the best cider. Sometimes a little rot makes things even sweeter."

Jiyoo turned to face me, her brown eyes flashing with something that looked remarkably like genuine hurt.

She set down the bundle of towels at her feet. Then her hand came up and connected with my cheek in a perfect stage slap. The sound was convincing, but the contact was light.

I nodded approval.

She wound up to slap me again, but I caught her wrist mid-swing.

"One is all you get."

I held the position for a moment, letting the tension build.

"Good. Now this next part is a physical bit. You're going to twist to the left and stumble, falling backward into Dennis's arms."

I released her wrist and stepped back.

"Let me walk you through it. The twist happens on your left foot. You pivot here."

I demonstrated the movement slowly, going step by step while Jiyoo watched closely.

"Keep your weight centered on that foot. When you feel yourself starting to fall, let out a yelp. Something sharp and surprised. Dennis will be right there to catch you."

Jiyoo nodded and mimicked my footwork.

"Let's try it slow."

I stood behind her and to the side, ready to catch her. She pivoted on her left foot, wobbling slightly.

"That's it. Now let the fall happen."

She let out a small yelp as she tipped backward. I caught her under the arms, her back pressing against my chest. I lowered her into a supported position, one arm beneath her shoulders, the other at her waist.

Our eyes met.

Something passed between us, a charge that had nothing to do with Kenneth and Cheong.

Jiyoo's pink hair had come loose from its ponytail, a few strands falling across her face. Her lips were slightly parted. I could almost feel her heart racing through the thin fabric of her hoodie.

Nope, I told myself. No way. Not going to happen.

I gave Jiyoo an encouraging but professional smile and helped her back to her feet.

"I saved this physical moment for last because we'll focus on it most when you get to Seattle. You and Dennis will work on it extensively during rehearsals."

Jiyoo smoothed down her hoodie, a faint flush coloring her cheeks.

"Dennis is a consummate professional," I continued. "You two will nail this moment. I guarantee it."

"I'm confident we will." She glanced at her phone, still recording on the table. "But could we do it a couple more times? I want to see it clearly on the recording."

"Of course."

We reset to the slap position. Jiyoo's hand came up, I caught her wrist, and she twisted away on her left foot. The yelp came naturally this time, and she fell backward into my waiting arms.

I held her again. Our eyes locked again.

The afternoon light through the windows caught the gold flecks in her brown irises. She was so close I could smell her shampoo and the light scent of her clean skin.

I helped her stand.

"One more time?" she asked. "I want to make sure I have the footwork right."

"Sure."

Slap. Catch. Twist.

This time, instead of a yelp, Jiyoo let out a sharp gasp. Her body went rigid for a split second, then completely limp.

I lurched forward, catching her before she hit the ground. Her full weight collapsed against me, far too suddenly to be acting.

"Jiyoo? Are you okay?"

I lowered her gently, cradling her head. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. Her chest rose and fell in shallow, rapid breaths.

"Dizzy," she mumbled. "Everything's spinning."

"Do you need me to call 911?"

"No." She grabbed my arm weakly. "No, please. This has happened before. It's the weigh-in. When I don't eat enough..."

Blood sugar. Of course.

I scooped her up, surprised by how light she was. She couldn't weigh more than a hundred pounds. I carried her to the sofa and laid her down gently, propping a throw pillow beneath her head.

"Stay here."

I crossed to the mini-fridge and grabbed a bottle of orange juice. I twisted off the cap and returned to the sofa, sitting on the edge beside her.

I slipped my hand beneath Jiyoo's head, lifting it slightly, and brought the bottle to her lips.

"Small sips."

She drank, her throat working slowly. Some of the juice dribbled down her chin and I wiped it away with my thumb.

The gesture felt strangely intimate. Caring for her like this, in the quiet of the hotel suite, with the afternoon light growing golden around us.

Jiyoo's eyes fluttered closed as she swallowed.

"I needed that," she sighed. "How did you know?"

"I recognized what was happening. My college girlfriend had the same issue. Her blood sugar would crash and she'd get dizzy if she skipped meals."

"Girlfriend." Jiyoo's voice was groggy, distant. "I've never had a boyfriend. Never even been on a date."

I helped her take another sip.

"My band-mates are older than me," Jiyoo mumbled. "They've never had boyfriends either."

"Why not?"

"We're too busy. And if we got caught with a guy..." She let out a weak sigh. "The Korean tabloids would destroy us. Our reputations would be ruined. The fans would turn on us."

"That sounds like a shitty way to live."

"It's what you have to do to be a K-Pop idol."

She said it without bitterness, just acceptance. This was the life she'd chosen at eleven years old, before she could understand what she was giving up? Now she was nineteen and had missed out on so much.

I gave her more juice and watched the color slowly return to her cheeks. The glassiness faded from her eyes.

"I don't care if it's weigh-in day," I said firmly. "You need to eat something."

"But the agency..."

"You almost fainted. Your health matters more than whatever number shows up on a scale."

I thought back to those late nights in college, my girlfriend trembling after a crash.

"My girlfriend always felt better after eating chocolate. Something about how the sugar and fats hit your system."

A small smile tugged at Jiyoo's lips.

"Chocolate? I haven't had chocolate in such a long time."

"Time to change that."

I went to the snack island beside the mini-fridge. The selection was impressive. Fancy nuts, dried fruit, imported crackers.

And there, on the top shelf, was a bar of Swiss chocolate wrapped in gold foil.

"Fancy Swiss chocolate should make everything better."

I brought it back to the sofa and sat down beside her. Jiyoo reached for the bar, but her hands were still shaking. She fumbled with the gold foil, unable to get her fingers to cooperate.

"Here."

I took the bar from her and carefully unwrapped it. I broke off a square and held it up.

Our eyes met as I brought the chocolate to her lips.

She opened her mouth slightly and I placed the square on her tongue. Her eyes closed as she let it melt, a soft sound of pleasure escaping her throat.

When she opened her eyes again, they were bright and focused.

I fed her another piece, my fingers brushing against her full lips.

"I hope I don't faint again in Seattle," she said with a weak laugh. "That would be embarrassing during rehearsal."

I put on my sternest director's voice.

"As your director, I will make sure you're well fed. No fainting allowed on my stage."

She giggled, and the sound was pure and genuine.

"There's a Thai restaurant near the theatre," I continued. "Best Khao Soi I've ever had. I'm taking you there as soon as you arrive."

"I love Thai food." Her smile widened. "My mom used to buy Pad Thai when I was little. Before I moved to Korea."

"Then it's settled."

I held out my hand, palm up.

"Deal?"

Jiyoo placed her small hand in mine. Her fingers were cool from the orange juice can, but her grip was stronger than before.

"Deal."

We shook once, twice.

But she didn't let go.

Her fingers stayed wrapped around mine, delicate but firm. She looked up at me, her pink hair spread across the pillow, her brown eyes searching my face.

The charge between us was undeniable now.

This beautiful nineteen-year-old K-Pop star who'd never been on a date, never been kissed, holding my hand like it was the most natural thing in the world.

We smiled at each other in the hushed hotel room. Outside, downtown LA lay spread out below us. The afternoon light painted everything gold.


Chapter 15



The security fence was chain-link topped with razor wire, the kind you saw around prisons and construction sites. Floodlights cast harsh white pools across the gravel.

A guard shack sat beside the gate, and the man inside stepped out as we approached.

He was built like a refrigerator, thick arms straining against his uniform. He had the tired eyes of someone pulling a double shift.

"Sup, Mikey!" Clover called.

Clover reached into her oversized bag and pulled out a ping-pong paddle. Not a cheap one from a sporting goods store. This was professional-grade, the kind competitive players used.

The red rubber gleamed under the floodlights, and across its surface Clover had signed her name in silver marker.

Mikey's whole demeanor changed. The exhaustion melted away. He accepted the paddle with both hands, cradling it like a sacred object.

"She's gonna lose her mind," he said, his voice cracking slightly. "This is... Wow. Thank you. Really."

"Of course, Mikey. Tell her I said hi."

He reached into his pocket and produced a heavy steel key on a carabiner. The key looked blocky and industrial.

"One hour." Mikey's voice hardened back to professional. "If the site super rolls by, I'm buzzing the lift. You duck."

"You're literally the best, Mikey. For real for real."

He waved us through the gate, already turning the paddle over in his hands, examining every inch of Clover's signature.

We walked through the site toward the skeletal high-rise rearing up against the Seattle skyline. My boots crunched with each step. The air smelled like dusty concrete and diesel.

"A ping-pong paddle?" I asked. "That's the most random bribe I've ever seen."

"It's not random." Clover hopped over a puddle, somehow managing to keep her sneakers clean. "Mikey's daughter is like my biggest fan. She's twelve, super shy, and doesn't have a lot of friends at school."

"And ping-pong?"

"There's this episode from season two where my character enters a tournament to win rent money. It's called 'Paddle to the Metal.' Kind of a dumb episode honestly, but..." She shrugged. "It's her favorite. Mikey says she watches it whenever she's sad. Says it always makes her smile."

I watched Clover's profile as she talked. The floodlights caught the angles of her face.

"So you got her a signed paddle?"

"Hell no! I got her the actual prop paddle from the episode. Had to call like eight people to track it down." She grinned. "Worth it though. Mikey's been guarding this site for six months. I wanted to do something nice."

She said it casually, like it was nothing. But I understood what had actually happened.

Clover hadn't just bribed a random security guard. She'd listened to him. Some blue-collar guy working nights had mentioned his daughter, and Clover had remembered. She'd cared enough to do something about it.

This girl is full of surprises.

We reached the building's base. The structure loomed above us, twenty-seven stories of concrete and steel reaching toward the clouds. No glass yet, no cladding. Just raw skeleton.

The construction elevator clung to the building's exterior. Yellow mesh walls, steel frame, exposed gears and cables. A sign bolted to the cage read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

"The Makrally lift," Clover said with obvious excitement. "Isn't it beautiful?"

"That's one word for it."

Clover unlocked the control box with Mikey's heavy key. The mechanism inside was simple. Up, down, stop. I pulled the gate closed behind us as Clover hit the button.

The lift lurched, then it began to climb.

Clank-clank-clank.

The gears ground against each other, the sound echoing off the concrete. The smell of grease filled the cage. Wind whipped through the yellow mesh, cool and sharp, carrying the scent from Elliott Bay.

Clover pressed herself against the mesh wall, fingers hooked through the gaps. The city dropped away beneath us. Streets became ribbons of light. Cars became distant fireflies. The Space Needle gleamed in the distance.

"Oh my god, AJ, look!"

She was laughing, her blonde hair streaming behind her, her whole body vibrating with joy. The wind got colder the higher we went. The height should have been terrifying.

But Clover was ecstatic.

I stood in the center of the cage, feet planted wide, watching her. Part of me wanted to pull her back from the edge of the cage. Part of me couldn't look away.

The lift jerked to a stop at twenty-seven.

We stepped out onto raw concrete. The floor was a flat slab. No exterior walls. Just massive concrete pillars rising from the slab, rebar jutting from unfinished edges, and beyond them nothing but the abyss of the night sky.

The wind was louder here. It rumbled through the exposed structure, carrying noise of the city below. I could see the Sound in the distance, black water reflecting scattered lights from distant boats.

I positioned myself between Clover and the nearest drop-off. The edge was maybe thirty feet away, marked only by a flimsy yellow caution tape that snapped and twisted in the wind.

Clover walked across the gray slab like she was touring a finished penthouse.

"Kitchen goes there." She pointed at the space near a concrete pillar. "Open concept, obviously. Island with waterfall countertops."

She moved to another spot, spinning slowly.

"Living room here. Floor-to-ceiling glass on that whole wall. I want to watch the rain coming in from the Sound. Just curl up with a blanket and disappear."

"So this is going to be yours?"

"Already put down the deposit." She grinned over her shoulder. "I fell in love with Seattle because of Sylvia. She kept posting these photos, talking about how real everything felt here compared to LA."

"You sound like you found a home."

"For real. A place to come home to. I fly to Atlanta tomorrow, but I'm already thinking of when I can come back."

She drifted toward the edge, and my heart climbed into my throat.

"I need a sanctuary, AJ. Somewhere I can escape the fake plastic Hollywood bullshit. Just be a person, you know?" Her laugh carried on the wind. "Plus Seattle has an insane kink scene. Like, surprisingly good."

She started dancing, her small body silhouetted against the city lights, her feet inches from where the concrete ended and the void began.

The contrast made my chest tight. This tiny, fragile girl spinning at the edge of a twenty-seven-story drop.

"Why do you do this?"

The words came out harder than I intended. Clover stopped moving.

"Do what?"

"This. The risks. The constant need to dance on the edge of everything."

I expected a joke. A quip about being bored, about needing adrenaline, about YOLO or whatever phrase her generation used to justify recklessness.

Instead, Clover went still.

The wind whipped her hair across her face. She didn't brush it away. The sitcom star vanished. The flirty party girl vanished.

What remained was someone I'd never seen before.

"My mom was a planner."

Her voice was quiet, almost lost to the wind. I had to strain to hear her.

"She had these notebooks," Clover went on. "Like, actual physical notebooks with lists and budgets and itineraries. Someday trips, she called them. Paris in spring. Tokyo during cherry blossom season. Hiking the Alps."

Clover turned to face me. Her eyes were sad.

"She saved every penny. Clipped coupons. Worked doubles. All for this future where she'd finally get to live."

A gust came through and the wind howled between us.

"Mom got sick when I was thirteen. Cancer. The bad kind. She died with those notebooks on her nightstand. Never saw Paris. Never saw Tokyo. Never saw any of it."

Clover's voice cracked, but she kept going.

"I made a promise to that little girl. The one sitting in the hospital room watching her mom disappear. I told her she would never wait for someday. She would seize life by the fucking horns and ride it until the wheels fell off."

She stepped closer to me, away from the edge.

"I live like I'm already dying, AJ. Because I know how fast it can be taken away. I watched it happen."

The wind died for a moment. The city below continued its endless pulse of light and sound, but up here, on this concrete skeleton, everything was still.

I understood now. Clover's wildness wasn't immaturity. It wasn't recklessness or a cry for attention.

It was a trauma response. A desperate, beautiful attempt to outrun her own mortality. To honor a woman who never got the chance to truly live.

Character and motivation.

"Why did you bring me here, Clover?"

"To show you what matters."

"What matters?"

"Nothing but tonight," Clover grinned. "Nothing but this moment."

She took my hand and guided me to a spot near the outer wall. A single metal railing was all that separated us from a dizzying fall.

"Right here, on the edge," Clover whispered.

Her hand rubbing my cock through my pants.

"Fuck me now, dude. Fuck me like there's no tomorrow."


Chapter 16



I grabbed Clover's face and crushed my mouth against hers. Her tongue slid against mine, hungry and demanding, her small hands already clawing at my belt.

We tore at each other's clothes. My jacket hit the concrete. Her shirt flew into the darkness. I yanked my pants down while she wriggled out of her jeans, hopping on one foot, laughing between kisses.

The wind bit into our bare skin. Goosebumps raced across her body. Her nipples were hard pink points on her small breasts.

When she dropped to her knees on the cold concrete, her blue eyes looked up at me with pure animal hunger.

"God, I've been thinking about this cock all night."

She wrapped her lips around my shaft and swallowed me deep. Her mouth was wet heat against the cool air, the contrast almost unbearable. She bobbed her head fast, sloppy, her hand working what her mouth couldn't reach.

It didn't take long to get me hard and throbbing.

I grabbed fistfuls of Clover's blonde hair as I thrust into her throat. She gagged, spit running down her chin, but her eyes never left mine. She took it like a fucking champion, moaning around my cock, her free hand sliding between her own thighs.

"Fuck, Clover..."

She pulled off with a wet pop, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my tip.

"Don't cum yet." Her voice was ragged. "Not until you're inside me."

She stood and turned toward the railing. The metal bar hit her just above the waist. Below her, the city sprawled in a sea of light, twenty-seven stories down. The wind caught her hair, sending it streaming behind her.

My cock twitched at the sight. This tiny girl, naked and vulnerable, leaning against nothing but a thin metal rail and empty sky.

The terror and excitement mixed in my blood until I thought I might explode.

I stepped behind her and brought my palm down hard on her ass. The crack echoed across the concrete.

"Yes! Fuck yes, AJ!"

I lined myself up and drove into her pussy in one brutal stroke. She was soaking wet, practically dripping down her thighs. Her walls gripped me like a fist as I started pounding.

Clover grabbed the railing with both hands. It creaked under her grip, the metal groaning against its bolts. The sound should have stopped me.

Instead it made me fuck her harder.

"Oh god, oh fuck, right there, don't stop..."

Her moans mixed with the wind, carried off into the night. I watched my cock disappear into her pussy again and again, her small body jolted forward with each thrust.

"My ass." She was panting now, barely coherent. "Please, AJ, I need you in my ass. Please?"

"Hell yeah."

I pulled out and dropped to my knees. Her asshole was a tight pink star, clenching with anticipation. I spread her cheeks and buried my tongue in her crack, licking and probing until she whimpered.

I spat directly on her hole, then jabbed my finger inside. Rough, no gentleness. She gasped as I worked my spit into her, stretching her, preparing her.

"Ready?"

"Fucking do it already."

She leaned harder against the railing, reaching back with both hands to spread herself open for me. Her cheeks parted, revealing her slick anus, glistening and ready.

I grabbed her hair with one hand, wrapping the blonde strands around my fist. The grip was my anchor, the only thing keeping her from tipping over the edge.

With my other hand, I guided my cock to her tight hole.

She was so small. Her anus resisted, the ring of muscle fighting against my invasion. I pushed harder. She whined. The railing creaked.

I thrust hard and brutal, forcing myself past her resistance.

Clover screamed. Pain and pleasure tangled in the sound, ripped from her throat and swallowed by the wind. Her ass clamped around me, impossibly tight, squeezing my cock.

"Don't stop, don't fucking stop..."

I fucked her ass while she wailed into the night sky. Her hand flew between her legs, fingers working her clit in frantic circles.

The city lights blurred below us. The wind howled. The railing groaned.

Her breathing changed. Short, sharp gasps. Her whole body tensed.

"I'm gonna... oh fuck, I'm gonna..."

Her anus clamped down so hard I couldn't move. She screamed, and warm liquid violently sprayed across my balls and thighs. Her squirt ran down my legs as she convulsed against me.

The sensation triggered my own release. I buried myself deep and pumped rope after rope of cum into her ass, painting her guts, groaning through clenched teeth.

I pulled her by the hair, dragging her away from the edge. She collapsed to her knees immediately, spinning to face me, her mouth finding my cock. She licked frantically, cleaning every inch, tasting herself and me mixed together.

I held her head gently now, stroking her hair as she worked. My eyes drifted to the Seattle skyline, all those lights stretching to the horizon, the whole city spread beneath us like a blanket of stars.

Nothing but tonight. Nothing but this moment.

[image: ]


"Any room for me?"

The voice came from beside my bed, soft and uncertain. I blinked awake.

The hallway light painted a dim rectangle around Sylvia's silhouette. She stood barefoot in a silk bathrobe, her red hair loose around her shoulders.

I didn't hesitate, just threw back the sheet and shifted to make space.

Sylvia reached for the door and shut it. Darkness swallowed the room.

I heard the whisper of silk sliding off skin, then felt the mattress dip as she climbed in beside me.

Her body wrapped around mine, all warmth and softness. Her lips found my mouth in the dark. The kiss was gentle, unhurried, tasting faintly of wine.

I broke away and buried my face between her breasts, pressing my lips to each one.

"God, these are so soft."

I kissed the curve of her left breast. Another kiss to the right.

Sylvia's fingers threaded through my hair, stroking slowly.

"I was waiting for you to get home."

Her hand paused mid-stroke. I felt her nose brush against my scalp.

"I can smell Clover on you." Her voice carried no accusation, only curiosity. "What were you two up to?"

"We snuck into a high-rise construction site in Seattle. Had sex on the unfinished twenty-seventh floor."

Sylvia's breath caught.

"Twenty-seven floors up?"

"With nothing but concrete and sky. And a railing that definitely wasn't rated for what we did to it."

She laughed, low and throaty.

"I wish I could have been there with you both."

"That would have been fun." I traced circles on her hip. "You'd have loved the view. The entire city spread out below us like one of those old LED light puzzles."

"Mmm." She nestled closer. "You two must be exhausted."

I thought of Clover's wobbly legs as we rode the lift back down. My own had been just as shaky. We'd leaned against each other the whole walk back to the car, neither one willing to admit how thoroughly wrung out we were.

"Dead on our feet," I admitted. "Clover crashed in her room the second we got back. She's got an afternoon flight to Atlanta tomorrow."

"Her show is starting to film again? She's going to be a busy girl. I'm glad she had one last blowout."

"I did my best to give her a proper send-off."

Sylvia made a small sound of acknowledgment, but her body had gone slightly tense against mine.

"What about you?" I asked. "How was your night?"

The sigh that escaped her seemed to carry weight.

"Another phone call with my father."

I frowned in the darkness.

"What did he want?"

"What he always wants." Bitterness crept into her voice. "To convince me not to do the play. He spent forty-five minutes explaining all the ways this production is going to fail."

"Why is he so dead set against it? I mean, I met the man. He asked Marie and me to walk away and abandon you. That's not normal producer behavior, even for protective fathers."

Sylvia stiffened against me. The warmth between us cooled by a few degrees.

"My father has his reasons." Her tone had gone flat. Final. "It's not worth discussing."

Something lingered in that silence, something she wasn't telling me. I could feel the shape of it, this hidden thing that made Bryce Peterson willing to sabotage his own daughter's comeback.

But Sylvia's body language screamed that pressing would get me nowhere. So I filed the question away and let the silence stretch until her muscles gradually relaxed.

"Tell me honestly." Her voice softened again. "What do you think of Jiyoo?"

"I think you have a future as a casting director if you ever want one."

Sylvia lifted her head.

"Really?"

"Seriously. Jiyoo Kim is perfect for Cheong. The innocence, the earnestness, that voice." I shook my head against the pillow. "You nailed it."

"I went purely on instinct with her. Seeing her singing in that video. Just this little acoustic thing, no backing track, no production. And her voice..." Sylvia trailed off. "I knew right then. I probably came on too strong. I tend to do that when I want something."

"She told me how you contacted her. How nervous she was. Was it really a cover of your movie song? You'll have to sing for me sometime."

Sylvia groaned.

"The only thing I'm less confident about than my acting is my singing."

"I don't believe that for a second."

"Believe it." She poked my ribs. "There's a reason I've never done a musical."

"Fine. But I'm holding you to a private performance eventually."

She made a noncommittal sound, but I could feel her smile against my chest.

"I'm nervous about the rehearsal time with Jiyoo," she admitted. "We have so little of it. She flies in, we have maybe two weeks, then opening night."

"Jiyoo's going to be fine." I pulled her closer. "She's diligent. Focused. Enthusiastic as hell."

"You got all that from one afternoon?"

"She's already messaged me four times since I left LA. She's working on the blocking every day. Treats it like choreography for her group's songs."

"That's... actually really smart."

"K-Pop choreo is way harder than stage blocking. If she can nail those dance routines, she can handle moving around a black box theatre."

I pressed a kiss to Sylvia's forehead.

"Between you and Dennis, we'll have her ready. Dennis alone has enough experience to make up for any shortcomings."

"He's been incredible through all this." Sylvia's voice carried genuine affection. "I don't know what I'd do without him."

A yawn escaped me before I could stop it. The night's exertions were catching up fast.

Sylvia kissed my chest, right over my heart.

"Sleep. I'll let you rest."

"Thank you. Hey, can I borrow your SUV tomorrow? I promised to drive Clover to the airport after morning rehearsal."

"Of course. Keys are on the hook by the front door."

"You're the best."

"I'm going to miss having her around." Sylvia settled back against me. "Though I suppose there's a bright side."

"What's that?"

"I won't have to share you anymore." Her leg slid over mine, tangling us together. "I'll have you all to myself."

"Bright side, for real."

I kissed her, slow and sweet, tasting the promise in her words.

Sleep pulled at me. Sylvia's breathing slowed against my chest, her body relaxing into mine.

The last thing I felt before consciousness faded was her heartbeat, steady and strong, keeping time with my own.


Chapter 17



The top level of the parking garage sat empty as always. Nobody wanted to leave their car baking in the Seattle sun when covered spots existed three floors down.

That suited us fine.

Clover pressed against my side, her tiny frame fitting perfectly under my arm as we leaned against the concrete railing.

To the west, a 737 roared down the runway, nose lifting into the summer haze. We watched it climb until it became a silver speck swallowed by clouds.

"My mother used to work here," I said. "Janitorial staff. Graveyard shift mostly, but sometimes weekends too."

Clover tilted her head up at me.

"For real?"

"Yeah. When she couldn't find a sitter, she'd bring me along. Park me at an empty gate with a coloring book and tell me to stay put."

I smiled at the memory, the details still vivid in my mind.

"I never touched the crayons. Just sat there for hours watching planes take off and land."

Another jet taxied to the runway, engines whining.

"All these people rushing through the terminal," I continued. "Businessmen with briefcases. Families dragging screaming kids. Couples holding hands. I'd make up stories about them. Where they were going. Who they were meeting. What secrets they were running from."

Clover's hand found mine on the railing.

"Is that why you became a director? You saw everyone as a character?"

"No. That came later. There was a school trip. Fourth grade. They bused us into Seattle to see some children's theatre thing. Singing, dancing, this big puppet dragon that breathed actual fire."

"That sounds lowkey amazing."

"The other kids thought it was corny. Baby stuff." I shook my head. "But I was gone. Just... transported. This magical place where people could pretend to be anyone they wanted. And strangers would applaud for them, love them for it."

Clover squeezed my hand.

"I wanted to be part of that world," I said quietly. "A place where I could be anyone. Not just some poor kid living in a basement apartment while his mother scrubbed toilets to put ramen on the table."

The words lingered in the noise around us. I'd never told anyone that part before. Not even Sylvia.

"I wanted to be an actor at first. Stand on that stage and become someone else every night." I pulled Clover closer. "But then I realized I'd rather make the magic happen than just be part of it. Shape the whole world instead of just inhabiting a corner of it. So I became a director."

Clover was quiet for a moment. Then she looked up at me with those big blue eyes, studying my face like she was seeing something new.

"AJ, you're for real such a compelling person." Her voice had lost its usual playful edge. "No cap, I totally get why Sylvia's in love with you."

I froze.

The words hit me like ice water. My arm stiffened around her waist before I could stop it.

Clover felt the change instantly. A giggle bubbled up from her chest and she nudged my ribs with her elbow.

"Bruh. Does the L word scare you that much?"

"Sylvia doesn't love me." The denial came out too fast, too defensive. "She's infatuated. That's different."

"Uh huh."

"I'm serious. It's called transference."

I knew I was reaching for academic explanations now, hiding behind terminology. But I couldn't help myself.

"When someone pushes you out of your comfort zone, challenges you in new ways, your brain can misinterpret that intensity as romantic attachment. She's projecting old feelings onto a new situation."

Clover snorted, that piglet sound she made when something genuinely amused her.

"I don't know all that fancy college psych shit. But I do know how much Sylvia talks about you. Like, constantly. 'Ajax said this' and 'Ajax thinks that' and 'Ajax looked at me and I forgot my whole entire line.'"

"That's just the rehearsal process. We're working closely together."

"She praises you so hard it's almost cringe. To me. To Edwina. To literally anyone who will listen." Clover poked my chest. "You should probably get real comfortable with her big feelings, dude. They don't look like they're going anywhere."

I didn't have a response for that. The observation landed too close to something I'd been avoiding examining.

"What about you?" I deflected. "You in love with me too?"

The question was meant as a joke. An escape hatch from the uncomfortable territory we'd wandered into.

Clover's answer came without hesitation.

"I love your cock." She grinned up at me, all mischief and sunshine. "And the man it's attached to is pretty cool too."

I laughed despite myself and pulled her into a kiss. She tasted like the iced coffee she'd been sipping on the drive over. Sweet with a bitter edge.

When we broke apart, I asked, "You looking forward to getting back to your show?"

Clover shrugged. One shoulder. Noncommittal.

"It makes me money. And the fame is fire."

She struck a pose, hand on hip, eyes wide with mock innocence. Her voice shifted into something higher and sweeter.

"Oh, Chad. Already!?"

The catchphrase that had made her famous. The line that launched a thousand TikTok vids.

I burst out laughing.

"That's the dumbest thing I've ever seen."

"Hey!" She slapped my arm. "That dumb thing went mega viral. It's literally paying my bills, my rent, and my emergency plastic surgery fund."

"You don't need plastic surgery."

"Not yet. But Clover May Judy stays ready." She tapped her temple. "Always thinking ahead."

I pulled her back against my side.

"I'm going to miss you."

"I'm gonna miss you too." She bumped her hip against mine. "These past weeks have been peak, A to the J."

"I should call you C-Lover instead of Clover." The joke formed before I could stop it. "Given your documented appreciation for cunt."

Clover's laughter exploded out of her. That full-body, snorting, gasping laugh that made her sound like a cheerful farm animal.

She doubled over against the railing, tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

"C-Lover!" she wheezed. "Oh my god. Oh my god."

"I've seen you work Sylvia over." I kept my tone deadpan. "The name fits. You're a connoisseur of pussy."

"Stop!" She was clutching her stomach now. "I can't breathe!"

"A true appreciator of the art of cunnilingus."

"I hate you so much right now." She wiped her eyes, still giggling. "C-Lover. Jesus Christ."

The laughter faded slowly. We stood there watching another plane descend through the golden afternoon light. Her flight would board in forty minutes.

Then Clover grabbed my hand. The playfulness in her eyes shifted to something hungrier.

"Come on." She tugged me toward the SUV. "Take me back to the SUV."

"What? Why?"

"I wanna suck your dick before my flight."

I glanced at my watch.

"You sure you have time for this?"

"Cummies in my tummy help me sleep on planes." She was already walking, pulling me along. "It's like warm milk but way better."

"That's disgusting."

"That's science, AJ."

Sylvia's Range Rover sat alone in a corner spot, surrounded by empty spaces. The tinted windows would hide us from anyone who wandered up here. Not that anyone would.

Clover had my belt undone almost before I'd fully closed the driver's door. Her small hands worked with practiced efficiency, freeing me from my jeans while I adjusted the seat back.

"Gonna miss this," she murmured, wrapping her fingers around me. "Gonna miss you."

Then her mouth descended and words became unnecessary.

I let my head fall back against the headrest. Through the windshield, I watched a plane climb into the summer sky. Then another. Silver birds carrying strangers to far-off destinations.

Clover's blonde head bobbed in my lap. Her enthusiasm was genuine, almost aggressive. Making a memory to take with her.

I watched the planes and wondered if I'd ever see Clover again. Hollywood had a way of swallowing people. Her show could run for years.

My life was in small theatres and fringe festivals, scraping together budgets and begging for reviews.

Our worlds had intersected by accident. A strange summer that would become a story we'd tell, like Remember that time in Seattle?

Another plane lifted off. Clover moaned around me, the vibration sending sparks up my spine.

"That feels so nice," I said, stroking her silky hair. "You suck dick so good, C-Lover."

Clover snorted, her giggles muffled by my hard cock in her mouth.

"Gonna miss you," I said quietly.


Chapter 18



The Vietnamese coffee sat thick and sweet in my cup, ice cubes long melted. Across the table, Marie had her battered script open to the same page as mine. Both copies bristled with Post-it notes and pencil marks, the margins crowded with scribbled annotations.

"The transition between Scene Five and Scene Six." I tapped the page with my pen. "Simple blackout cue. Three seconds, then lights up on the porch."

Marie nodded, making a note.

"Agreed. I'm grateful Frankie pointed out the lag during the final scene change. We were losing momentum there."

"Frankie's an excellent stage manager." I flipped to the next section. "Best I've worked with in years. He sees problems before they become problems."

"He does."

Our voices carried the careful politeness of professional colleagues. Since the incident with Wanderlei outside this very restaurant, Marie had retreated behind a wall of professionalism. Every interaction measured, every word weighed.

I closed my script and leaned back.

"I think we've nailed the production side. Blocking, lighting, sound cues. It's tight. All that remains is integrating Jiyoo when she arrives next week."

"What do you think of her?" Marie asked. "As an actor, I mean. You've worked with her more than any of us."

I considered the question, choosing my words.

"She's very inexperienced. Raw. But there's something instinctual about her work. She doesn't overthink. She just feels the scene and responds."

"That can be dangerous."

"It can be. But for Cheong?" I shook my head. "Her youth and naivety will work beautifully. The character needs that quality. That openness."

"I hope so."

Marie sipped her coffee. I watched, fascinated by how full her lips were, how she left red lipstick smudges on her cup.

"I want to ask Jiyoo to keep her pink hair," I said abruptly. "Instead of the black wig we originally planned."

Marie's cup paused halfway to the table.

"Why?"

"The pink will highlight how young and playful Cheong is. It's an immediate visual cue for the audience."

I leaned forward, warming to the idea. Marie regarded me skeptically.

"Think about it," I urged. "Janet's father is dying. He's surrounded by the dull walls and ugly medical aids in his bedroom. Then this girl appears. Bright pink hair. Full of life and color. The audience will understand instantly why he was so drawn to her in his last days."

"We discussed the wig extensively." Marie's voice had gone flat. "The black hair grounds the character in Korean tradition. It signals her immigrant background."

"I know. But the pink creates contrast. It makes Cheong memorable."

"It makes her a cartoon."

"No, it makes her human."

We stared at each other across the table. The restaurant hummed around us, other diners oblivious to our standoff.

I softened my tone.

"Look, let's try it in rehearsal. If it doesn't work, we go back to the black wig. Can you live with that?"

Marie exhaled slowly. Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

"I can live with that."

The tension between us eased. Not gone, but loosened. I decided to risk a question that had been nagging at me for weeks.

"Why did you make Cheong Korean?"

Marie blinked, startled by the question.

"What do you mean?"

"Cheong is an immigrant caregiver. She's caught between two cultures, two languages, two ways of seeing the world." I watched Marie's face carefully. "You're Brazilian. You lived that experience. Why not make Cheong Brazilian? Wouldn't that have been better to write?"

Marie went still. Her fingers traced the edge of her coffee cup, round and round.

"The choice was deliberate," she said finally, her voice gone quiet. "I've always hated writing scenes that mirror my own experiences too closely. The emotions become unmanageable. I lose perspective."

"So you created distance?"

"Exactly." Marie looked up at me. "By making Cheong Korean, I could infuse her with the same fears and desires I felt when I moved to America. The loneliness. The cultural confusion. The desperate need to belong. But I could write these emotions from an authorial distance. I could keep my own feelings under control."

"You believe emotional control is the hallmark of a skilled writer?"

"That's what I tell myself."

I nodded. I understood what she was saying.

Marie wrote plays not just to tell stories, but to exorcise demons. She put her fears on paper where she could examine them safely, from a remove.

"So Cheong isn't a stand-in for you," I said.

"No." Marie shook her head. "She's a way to express my anxieties without becoming overwhelmed by them. A vessel, not a mirror."

"Okay. I get it. Thank you for telling me."

Marie nodded, her eyes lowered. The restaurant noise faded around us. In this moment, with the script closed between us and the iced coffee gone watery, we were just two people talking honestly.

Marie's expression shifted. Uncertain, almost shy.

"So, uh... I want to apologize," she said. "For how I reacted the last time we were here. With that asshole Wanderlei. The way I treated you was inappropriate. I'm sorry."

"I accept your apology," I said. "But I'm curious. Why did you react so strongly?"

Marie sighed, a long and slow exhalation.

"It's much like my writing Cheong," she said quietly. "I wanted to keep a distance from my past."

"I don't understand."

She looked down at her hands again.

"Growing up in Brazil, I dealt with men like Wanderlei constantly. Catcallers. Gropers. Men who thought my body belonged to them. They terrified me, you know?"

I nodded but stayed quiet, letting her find her words.

"These men harassed me... but it was always men who protected me. My father. My brother. My uncles. They would step in, puff up their chests, make the threats go away."

Her voice grew bitter. She gripped her cup, glaring down, lost in memory.

"I hated it. I wanted to be brave for myself. To stand up without needing a man to shield me. I was so tired of being afraid. Of being so weak."

"You're not weak, Marie."

"But I am! When you confronted Wanderlei, it felt like I was back in Brazil." She met my eyes. "Helpless. Dependent. All those old feelings came rushing back. So I lashed out at you. Put my insecurity and resentment onto you. I shouldn't have done that."

"I understand," I said. "And I appreciate your honesty."

Marie nodded. Some of the tension left her face.

But I had seen something else in her that night. Something she hadn't acknowledged.

I hesitated, weighing whether to push further.

"There's something else," I finally said.

"What?"

"Before the confrontation with Wanderlei. Before any of that happened." I kept my voice gentle. "We danced together at The Old Cannery."

"We were working out the staging. That wasn't dancing."

"Marie. You know it was more than that."

Her jaw tightened and her eyes narrowed. She stared at me through her polished glasses.

"I've already told you. I prefer women."

"I know you did."

"Then why are you pushing this?"

"Because people can change." I leaned forward slightly. "Like in any play. A character starts as one thing but ends up transformed by the ending scene. The whole point of drama is that change is possible."

Marie said nothing. Her coffee sat forgotten.

"I wonder if your outburst that night was about more than anxiety," I continued. "More than old memories of Brazil. I wonder if you felt something when we were together. Something that scared you because it didn't fit the story you've been telling yourself."

Her face went through a series of emotions. Shock. Denial. Something that looked almost like fear.

And underneath it all, a flicker of naked hunger that she couldn't quite suppress.

Then she caught herself, straightening in her chair. She lifted her chin with that familiar defiance.

"Do you have desire for me?" she asked. "Is that what this is? Sylvia. The blonde girl. Maybe even Edwina? You want to add me to your collection?"

"Marie. Stop."

"No, tell me! I want to know. Is that what you want from me?"

I looked at her across the table. This beautiful, brilliant, fiercely guarded woman. The intelligence in her eyes. The passion she poured into every line she wrote. The desire for me that she fought so hard to hide.

And I wanted her. Of course I wanted her.

I opened my mouth to tell her exactly that when my phone buzzed against the table.

The sound cut through the moment. I glanced down, irritated by the interruption.

The irritation vanished when I saw the message.

Marie watched my face change.

"What is it? What's wrong?"

I looked up at her, the warmth of the moment gone cold.

"We need to get back to the theatre. Now."


Chapter 19



I tossed a handful of bills onto the table and grabbed my jacket. Marie was already on her feet, stuffing her script into her bag.

"What's happening?" she asked as we pushed through the restaurant door.

"Dennis wants to meet us at the theatre. Something urgent."

"But we just finished rehearsal with him. Why did he come back?"

"I don't know. Let's find out."

We walked fast through the industrial district. The summer evening had settled over Seattle, warm and humid, carrying the briny smell of the waterfront.

Seagulls wheeled overhead. We passed warehouses and machine shops, their loading bays dark and shuttered for the night.

Neither of us spoke. The conversation we'd been having felt distant now, pushed aside by whatever waited for us at The Old Cannery.

The loading door stood ajar. I pulled it open and we stepped inside and made our way through the cluttered backstage area.

Dennis stood in the middle of the stage, his back to us. He stared up into the lighting rigs, hands in his pockets. The work lights cast harsh shadows across the empty seats.

"Dennis." I walked toward him, Marie following. "Got your message. What's going on? Did you want to run through your scene again?"

He didn't turn around, didn't acknowledge us at all. Just kept staring up at the grid of lights and cables overhead.

"This is a special place," he said quietly. "I remember venues like this one. Back in New York, when I was just starting out. Basements. Converted storefronts. Any space we could beg or borrow."

I exchanged a glance with Marie. She looked as confused as I felt.

"I did Macbeth once in a church basement," Dennis continued. "Tiny space. Maybe forty seats. We were in the middle of the banquet scene, right when Banquo's ghost appears. I'm delivering my lines, full intensity, 'Thou canst not say I did it' and all that."

A soft laugh escaped him. Dennis shook his head.

"And this cat wandered in from somewhere. Big orange tabby. Just strolled across the stage like it owned the place, jumped up on the banquet table, and started eating the prop food."

Despite the tension in my chest, I smiled.

"The audience lost it. Laughing so hard they were crying. And I just had to stand there, trying not to laugh and absolutely failing. The director wanted to kill me afterward for breaking character. To hell with him. It was the best performance of my life."

He fell silent. Marie and I waited. The theatre felt too quiet.

"I always loved theatre," Dennis said. "The immediacy of it. The danger. You're up there with nothing between you and the audience. No second takes. No safety net. I never imagined I'd end up doing so much fucking television."

"Your TV work is excellent," I said. "That cop drama you did last year. The one set in Chicago. Your performance in the interrogation scenes was outstanding."

Dennis finally turned to face us. The smile he gave was thin and tired.

"Thank you, Ajax. That means something, coming from you."

He walked toward us slowly. Something in his posture made my stomach tighten.

"I came to Seattle to spend the summer with Harold. You know how it is with tech people. Different world entirely. All those conferences and networking events. Everyone talking about disruption and paradigm shifts. I feel utterly lost in that space. Unmoored."

He stopped a few feet from us, hands still in his pockets.

"But here. In this theatre. With this play. I felt connected again. To my past. To who I was when acting meant something more than paying bills. These last two weeks of rehearsal..."

He trailed off, rubbing his jaw as he regarded us.

"You've reignited something in me, AJ. The way you direct. The care you take with the work. It reminded me why I fell in love with this craft in the first place."

"I'm glad," I said carefully. "Having you in the production has been incredible. Your experience, your instincts. You've been steadying the entire company. Sylvia especially. She's grown so much working opposite you."

Dennis closed his eyes. His shoulders slumped.

When he opened his eyes again, the shame in them hit me like a physical blow.

"Dennis. What's wrong?"

He straightened up. Squared his shoulders. Met my gaze directly.

"I'm leaving," he said. "I won't be part of the play anymore."

Marie made a small, desperate sound beside me.

"What? Why?"

"I love theatre," Dennis said. "I do. But I remain, at my core, a television and film actor. That's where my career lives. And my career lives in Hollywood. With everything that implies."

The sick feeling in my chest crystallized into cold certainty.

"Bryce Peterson," I said flatly. "Sylvia's father spoke with you."

It wasn't a question, just a statement.

Dennis nodded. His eyes dropped to the floor.

"He's a very powerful producer. One of the most powerful in the industry." Dennis's voice was quiet. "I cannot afford to be at odds with such a man. Not at this stage of my career. Not with the projects I have in development."

He looked up at me, his eyes passing to Marie and back.

"I hope you understand," Dennis whispered.

Marie stepped forward. Her mouth opened, ready to argue, to fight, to do something.

I put my hand on her arm. She stopped.

"Is there anything I can do to change your mind?" I asked. "Anything Sylvia can do?"

Dennis shook his head slowly.

"No. I'm sorry."

He extended his hand to Marie.

"Your play is powerful," he said. "Truly. The way you write dialogue. The emotional complexity of these characters. You're a deeply talented playwright. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise."

Marie shook his hand. Her face had gone pale.

Dennis turned to me. His handshake was firm, his palm warm.

"Thank you for being such a wonderful director," he said. "Working with you has been a privilege. I mean that."

"Thank you, Dennis."

He released my hand and walked toward the exit. His footsteps echoed in the empty theatre.

"Dennis," I called out.

He paused at the door.

"Does Sylvia know?"

Dennis's shoulders hunched. He didn't turn around.

"I'm too ashamed to face her," he said quietly. "Would you tell her for me? Please?"

"I will."

"Thank you." He pushed open the door. "Break a leg. Both of you."

The door swung shut behind him.

Silence filled the theatre. The work lights hummed overhead. Somewhere in the building, a pipe creaked.

Marie and I stood facing each other. Her eyes were wide, her breathing shallow. I could see the despair settling over her features.

"Two weeks," she said, her voice cracking. "We have two weeks until opening night. There's no way we can replace him. Not with someone of his caliber. Not with enough time to rehearse."

Marie shook her head, the motion jerky and desperate. Her hands were clenched beneath her chin.

"It's over," she groaned. "The play is finished. The production is done."

I pulled her into my arms.

She resisted for a moment, then collapsed against my chest. Her body trembled against mine.

"We're going to continue," I said quietly.

"How?" Her voice was muffled against my shoulder. "How can we possibly continue?"

I took a deep breath and held her tighter.

"I'm the director," I said. "And I have a plan."


Coming Soon



Sylvia's father has thrown yet another monkey wrench into the production, threatening to derail it. As Ajax scrambles to keep the play alive, will Marie finally give in to her darkest desires?


About the Author


Hi, I'm Chase. I write harem adventures and slice-of-life romances.

If you enjoyed this series, please check out my other harem series, HOMETOWN HEAT WAVE, SULTRY SUMMER, FARM GIRL HAREM, OFFICE HAREM, TROPICAL SEDUCTION, SUCCUBUS HAREM, GIVE HER SHELTER, HOTEL HAREM, DADDY’S HAREM, and DIRT ROAD DEBUTANTES.

For more sexy adventures, visit my Author Page on Amazon. Follow me to get updates on new releases.

Thank you for reading my work!

OEBPS/image_rsrc28E.jpg





cover.jpeg
CHASE JANNUOUCLK.

TAKINGIHIS
DIRECTION





OEBPS/image_rsrc28D.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc28B.ttf


