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Synopsis



Book 4 of 4, The Director's Harem.

One week until opening night, and the pressure has reached a boiling point. Ajax must navigate the escalating chaos of the play with three gorgeous and demanding women.

Now Jiyoo, the naive but sensationally talented K-Pop idol, is stepping out of the shadows. Exhausted by a lifetime of rigid corporate control, Jiyoo wants Ajax to ignite her passion both on and offstage.

But Sylvia's ruthless father is not done trying to sabotage the show, unleashing his most desperate tactics yet. As the curtain rises, will Ajax save the production and his lovers, or watch it all come crashing down?


Chapter 1



I floated in cool water, mind comfortably empty, staring up into a cloudless summer sky. High overhead, a plane out of SeaTac headed west, maybe to California, maybe to Hawaii.

Sylvia's pool was a real blessing in the summer heat. It was the perfect place to relax. We'd just had an intense rehearsal this morning, everyone admirably focused on our work after the confrontation with Sylvia's father yesterday.

Bryce Peterson thought he was ending us. Instead he gave us a mission.

The revelation about Sylvia's miscarriage hadn't driven a wedge between us. It was just the opposite. Our little tribe had only grown closer, our bond stronger.

Like in the best dramatic plays, it was adversity that brought people together. Bryce Peterson had made himself the antagonist. Now we were rallying against him.

A splash of water in my face brought me out of my trance. I stood up to see Sylvia beside me, smiling gently.

"Lunch is ready," she said.

"Excellent. I'm starving." I cupped her chin. "How are you doing?"

"I'm okay," she said with a tired smile. "Ready to get back to work."

"That's what I like to hear."

I kissed her, gazing into her green eyes. There was hurt there, still. But also determination.

We swam together to the edge of the pool. At the poolside table, Marie and Jiyoo were helping Edwina set out the food.

Jiyoo saw us approaching and gave an enthusiastic wave. I waved back, enjoying her youthful smile.

Sylvia and I usually swam naked, but we'd worn bathing suits today to keep things comfortable for Jiyoo. Sylvia and I both knew how sheltered the K-Pop idol's life had been.

We pulled ourselves out of the pool, water streaming off our bodies. Jiyoo bounded over from the table with two fluffy white towels, one draped over each arm like a hotel attendant.

"Here you go!"

"Thanks, Jiyoo."

I took the towel and rubbed my face dry. Despite the afternoon heat pressing down on everything, Jiyoo wore a long-sleeved cotton top and loose linen pants, a wide-brimmed sunhat perched on her head. She looked like she was dressed for a cool morning walk in spring, not a Seattle summer afternoon.

Sylvia wrapped her towel around her waist and led us to the table, where Edwina and Marie had laid out our meal. A large oval tray held rows of thick, carefully assembled sandwiches, and beside it sat a big wooden bowl heaped with greens.

"Okay, so," Edwina began, adjusting her glasses as she pointed along the tray. "On this side, prosciutto cotto with fresh mozzarella, roasted peppers, a little bit of olive tapenade. On this side, roast turkey with avocado and Havarti. And for anyone who wants plant-based, grilled zucchini with goat cheese and sun-dried tomato pesto."

Marie tapped the rim of the salad bowl.

"And this is all from the farmer's market Edwina hit this morning. Heirloom tomatoes, butter lettuce, radishes, fresh herbs. Not a single sad supermarket plastic bag was used in the making of this salad."

"I insisted on the best tomatoes," Edwina said with a warm laugh. "The tomato sellers know not to mess with me!"

We settled into our chairs and started passing plates around. I loaded up a plate with one of each sandwich and a generous heap of salad, then glanced over at Jiyoo, buttoned up tight beside me in her sun armor.

"I feel underdressed sitting next to you," I said. "Aren't you roasting in all that?"

Jiyoo tugged at her sleeve and gave a small laugh.

"It's quite cool, really. But oh gosh, I would have totally loved to go swimming with you guys. The pool looks so nice. But my agency is really strict about the beauty standard."

"Beauty standard?" Sylvia asked.

"K-Pop beauty standard. Like pale skin, no suntan at all. If I show up with tan lines or darker skin, my manager would have a total fit."

"That's insane," Marie said. "You're telling me a multi-billion dollar entertainment industry is policing the shade of your skin?"

"It is not so unusual." Edwina spooned salad onto her plate. "My grandmother, back in Calabria, she never went outside without covering herself. She used to say that only peasants had brown skin. A real lady stayed white as marble. She carried a parasol everywhere, even to hang the laundry. Me, I like the sun on my skin."

I smiled to myself, thinking about how Edwina's naked body had looked in the kitchen light, warm and ruddy, flushed and alive. Nothing marble about her. Edwina caught my eye across the table and a quiet smile crossed her lips before she looked away.

Sylvia bit into a turkey sandwich and chewed thoughtfully.

"Your grandmother was a woman of her time, Edwina," Sylvia said. "But what they're putting on Jiyoo is unreasonable. It's much too controlling."

"I agree one hundred percent," Marie said.

"My father was the same way with his actors," Sylvia sighed. "I remember this one kid he found for this Civil War epic he was producing. Gorgeous, talented, absolutely perfect... but the kid was from West Virginia, deep in the hollers, and he had this thick Appalachian accent. Mountain talk, you know? My father despised it. Called it 'hillbilly noise.' He hired a dialect coach and made this kid train six hours a day, every single day, to strip it out of him. Daddy made him replace it with this polished mid-Atlantic sound, like he'd grown up in a Connecticut boarding school."

She paused, reached for her lemonade glass.

"But it didn't stop there. My father made him sign a contract clause stating he would never use his natural accent again. Not on set, not in interviews, not in promotional appearances. He wanted it gone permanently. Erased. And this kid, he was twenty-two years old, desperate for his break? He signed it. Changed the way he spoke for the rest of his career. I saw him at a premiere years later and he sounded like a completely different human being. Like his whole history had been removed."

"Sounds exactly like something your father would do," I said, reaching for the salad tongs. "I'm not surprised."

"Same here," Marie nodded. "No offense, Sylvia, but your father is one of the most overbearing men I have ever encountered. And I grew up with Brazilian uncles, so that bar is high."

"He's also cruel," I said. "Not just controlling. He hurts people deliberately when it serves him."

Sylvia didn't flinch.

"He is. He absolutely is." She was quiet for a beat, turning her lemonade glass slowly. "But there's another side to him that most people never see."

"This is true," Edwina added. "I've seen many acts of kindness by Mr. Peterson."

"Like what?" Jiyoo asked shyly.

Sylvia leaned back in her chair. She gazed up into the sky, lost in memory.

"When I was little, maybe eight or nine, Daddy used to take me to this place called Maplewood House. It was this stately old nursing home up in the hills above Malibu. Beautiful grounds, ocean views. It was full of old actors, character players, people who'd been in hundreds of films but never made real money. There was this woman, Dotty, who must have been ninety years old. She used to grab my hand and walk me around the garden naming every flower in a fake British accent because she said her agent had told her she sounded more intelligent that way. And there was a man named Carl who claimed he'd taught a dozen action stars how to throw a movie punch. He'd demonstrate in slow motion, every single visit, and my father would stand there and watch him do it like it was the first time."

Sylvia smiled, shaking her head.

"I loved those visits. I thought it was just some charity my father supported. But years later, his accountant sent me a batch of financial documents by mistake. Tax records, wire transfers. It turns out my father had been personally funding Maplewood House for over a decade. The entire thing. Paying the staff, covering medical visits, making sure these old actors who had nothing could live out their days with some dignity."

Sylvia shook her head in wonder.

"Every other producer in Hollywood puts their name on a building or sponsors a gala to get their picture in Variety. My father never told anyone. I only found out because of a clerical error."

Sylvia picked up her sandwich again. She held it but didn't take a bite, still lost in memory.

"My father is a caring man. He just believes his way is the only way, and he'll bulldoze over anyone he thinks he's protecting. Even when they don't want protecting."

Sylvia gave a sharp laugh.

"He's still an absolute asshole and a cutthroat businessman, though. Don't get me wrong."

I thought about yesterday at the theatre, the way Bryce had looked at Sylvia when she'd stood up to him. Not just anger in those blue eyes, but something tender as well.

And Sylvia had looked back at him the same way, fury braided with caring she couldn't quite hide.

They loved each other.

That was the entire problem. Father-daughter relationships often lived in that storm, love and rage circling each other endlessly, neither willing to land.

The sandwiches disappeared. Edwina cleared the plates and returned with small ceramic bowls of gelato, pistachio and something called stracciatella.

I was savoring a spoonful of the pistachio when Edwina appeared again from the direction of the front gate, her expression uncertain.

"You have a visitor, Miss Sylvia."

All four of us looked up. Through the garden path came Frankie, his enormous beard unmistakable even at a distance, wearing jeans and an old Nirvana T-shirt. He walked with his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched forward.

It was genuinely strange seeing Frankie outside the theatre. Like running into your dentist at the supermarket, the person stripped of their natural context, suddenly just a human being standing on the grass.

Sylvia recovered first.

"Frankie! Come sit with us. We have gelato."

"That's, uh..." He rubbed the back of his neck. "That's real kind. I appreciate the offer."

I watched his face. The lines around his eyes were pulled tight. His gaze moved from Sylvia to me and didn't settle.

"Frankie. Is everything okay at the theatre?" I asked.

He let out a long breath, the kind of sigh that was more weary than words could convey.

"I got some bad news," Frankie said.


Chapter 2



Edwina pulled out a chair for Frankie and poured him a tall glass of lemonade from the pitcher. He sat down heavily, like a man who'd been carrying a weight up a long hill.

We all watched in silence as he picked up the glass and drained it in one continuous pull, throat working, ice cubes clinking against each other.

When the glass was empty he set it down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Nobody spoke. The afternoon heat pressed in around us. Somewhere in the side yard, a sprinkler ticked its slow rotation.

Frankie looked around the table. His eyes touched each of us, one by one, and then he stared down at his empty glass.

"The crew I lined up for the show," he said quietly. "They won't be working it."

"Why not?" I asked. "Are they okay?"

"They're fine, it's... Their union rep ordered them not to. Told them flat out, Do not crew this production."

The words hit me like a slap in the face. Another obstacle, another wall thrown up in our path. I kept my voice steady.

"I've never heard of a union ordering its members not to work a performance."

"Neither have I." Frankie's big hands rested flat on the table, fingers spread. "Thirty-one years at that theatre. Never seen anything like it. My guys pushed back hard. They wanted to do the show. But the union wouldn't budge. Threatened disciplinary action if anyone even touched a prop for 52 Acres."

He lifted his gaze and looked directly at Sylvia. There was something careful and deliberate in the way he held her eyes.

"Whoever got to union leadership," he said, "must be a very powerful person."

Sylvia's jaw tightened. She nodded once, slow and grim.

"I understand," she said.

Bryce.

Of course it was Sylvia's father. The man had reach that extended into every corner of the entertainment industry. Local union leadership would have been a phone call for him. Maybe less, maybe just a text.

"If we have no crew," I said, "do we even still have the Old Cannery booked?"

Frankie straightened in his chair, and for the first time since he'd arrived, something solid came back into his voice.

"Yes. Absolutely yes. The space is yours. That booking is locked in and nobody's touching it." He pressed his palm against the table. "And look, I can't do any stage work for 52 Acres. The union rules are clear on that. But I'm still the theatre manager. I can run front of house, collect tickets, handle the organizational side. And several of my crew have volunteered to help in that capacity. As volunteers, not union labor. That's allowed under the contract. They want to be there for you as much as they can."

Marie set down her spoon and pushed her gelato away.

"That's incredibly generous, Frankie. Truly. And please thank every single one of them for us." She paused, her eyes narrowed behind her glasses. "But it doesn't change the core problem. We have no one to run props, no one to move the scenery flats we planned, no one to operate lights and sound."

Frankie's shoulders dropped. The brief fire that had flared in him guttered out.

"I know," he said. "You're right. And I'm sorry. I'm sorry I couldn't do more. I'm sorry I'm sitting here bringing you this when you've all worked so hard."

He looked genuinely shaken. His hands trembled slightly against the tabletop and his beard couldn't hide the tight set of his mouth.

This was a man who took pride in his craft, in his crew, in the Old Cannery itself. Having the work stripped from him was deeply hurtful.

Sylvia stood. Her chair scraped back against the patio stone.

"Frankie. Get up."

He rose slowly, his face already closing off, bracing for what he clearly expected-- dismissal, the polite but firm goodbye. Thank you for your service, please leave the property.

Instead Sylvia crossed the space between them in two strides and wrapped her arms around him. She pulled Frankie into a fierce embrace, her chin hooked over his shoulder, squeezing hard enough that Frankie's eyes went wide above her red hair.

"Thank you," she said. "Thank you for coming here and telling us to our faces. Thank you for everything you and your crew are doing. You didn't have to volunteer for front-of-house. None of them did."

She pulled back but kept her hands on his shoulders.

"And I'm sorry, Frankie. I'm sorry I put you and your people in the middle of this. That's on me."

Frankie blinked rapidly. His voice came out rough.

"You're a good friend, Sylvia. I'll do everything in my power to help your play succeed. Everything I can."

He stepped back and looked around the table one more time.

"I need to get back to the Old Cannery. I wish you all the best of luck. You've got a special thing going here." His eyes found Edwina. "And thank you for the lemonade, ma'am. That was exactly what I needed."

Edwina smiled warmly and gestured toward the garden path.

"Let me walk you out."

Edwina and Frankie disappeared into the garden together.

I looked around the table.

Sylvia stood with her arms crossed, jaw set, green eyes focused somewhere in the middle distance.

Marie sat still, one hand resting on the table, her gaze steady behind those black frames.

Jiyoo had her hands folded in her lap, her wide brown eyes moving between us.

All three of them looked concerned. Shaken, but not panicked.

Something had shifted in the weeks we'd spent together. Every blow Bryce had landed, every setback, every crisis that should have broken us apart had instead forged something durable between us.

These women had come to rely on me. Not because they were weak. They were among the strongest people I'd ever worked with. But they trusted me to carry them through the storm, to find the path when the road disappeared.

As if reading my thoughts exactly, Sylvia turned to me.

"What's your plan, Ajax?"

I closed my eyes.

The summer air moved warm across my face. I could hear birds in the hedgerow, the distant hum of the neighborhood, the quiet breathing of three women waiting.

No rush. No pressure. They were giving me the room to think, the silence to work through it.

My mind drifted back to Gorst University.

Second year of my MFA. Eleven o'clock on a freezing Tuesday night, performing Beckett in a parking garage off campus because we couldn't book a rehearsal space. Bare concrete floor, two work lights stolen from a construction site, an audience of nineteen people sitting on overturned milk crates. The acoustics were terrible. A car alarm went off during the second act. A truck passed by, illuminating the actors in harsh headlights.

It was one of the best performances of my life.

Then third year, a guerrilla production of Brecht in a public park downtown. No set, no lights, no sound system. Just actors and text and whatever benches and trees happened to be there. We performed it three times in one afternoon and each time the crowd grew larger. An old man in a wool coat had wept during the ending scene.

That was where I'd learned the secret. Theatre didn't need spectacle. Theatre needed truth. A body in space, words in the air, and an audience willing to listen. Everything else was decoration.

Even with this latest attack, Bryce Peterson hasn't fucking beaten us. He's only stripped away the things we didn't need.

I opened my eyes.

Sylvia, Marie, Jiyoo. Three faces turned toward me, three pairs of eyes waiting.

I took a deep breath.

"The solution is like the best acting advice. Less is more."

I sat forward, planting my elbows on the table.

"We do our own makeup. We handle our own props. The rolling scenery flats we planned with Frankie's crew? Gone. We go minimalist. Plain black boxes and wooden chairs. We use light and music to build the world. That's all we need. Light tells the audience where we are. Music tells them where we're going. The actors do the rest."

"But lights and sound," Marie said. "How do we run them?"

"A laptop. I know the software inside and out. QBBLab for sound, ETCet for the lighting board. I can pre-program every cue before opening night."

"But you're performing, Ajax," Marie said. "You can't run a laptop from the stage."

I pointed at her.

"You'll do it, Marie. I'll show you how, it's simple. Each cue is a series of button presses. The timing is marked in your script. You follow the scene, you press the buttons. That's it."

Marie held my gaze. I could see the wheels turning behind her glasses, the playwright's mind already mapping the logistics.

"I can clearly see how to do this," I said. "The stripped-down staging will actually serve the play. Marie, your script is intimate. It's about people in a room, people in a yard, people in an orchard, people talking to each other about loss and land and what we owe the dead. We never needed scenery flats rolling around. We needed space and silence and three actors telling the truth. We got this, I promise. Trust me."

"After everything you've pulled off so far," Sylvia said, "I trust you to make this work."

"Me too!" Jiyoo's face broke into a bright grin. "I think it'll be so darn beautiful. Like those black box performances I watched online when I was researching. Just raw and real."

I turned to Marie. She sat very still, her blue eyes locked on mine. The playwright, the one whose words would carry the whole production. If she didn't believe, none of this mattered.

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she nodded, one firm deliberate dip of her chin.

"Let's do this," she said quietly.

"Hell yeah," I grinned.

Edwina reappeared at the edge of the patio, hands clasped in front of her.

"Edwina," I said. "Would you please bring us some more lemonade?"

"Of course. How much shall I make?"

"Enough to keep us going until dark."

Edwina smiled and headed back to the main house. I looked around the table at these three remarkable women, the early summer evening still brightening the sky above us.

"We're going to sit right here in the cool shade, and we are going to refashion 52 Acres, stripping it down to the bones. Every cue, every transition, every moment."

"It's going to be crazy," Marie sighed.

"Yes it will," I grinned. "But this is the kind of crazy that makes me love theatre so much."


Chapter 3



The Old Cannery Theatre smelled of dust and old brick, the way it always did when the air conditioning was running.

Marie and I sat in two folding chairs wedged into the back corner of the audience area, both of us hunched over a battered laptop perched on a card table Frankie had left behind.

The screen glowed with two windows tiled side by side. QBBLab on the left, ETCet on the right. Rows of sliders, color wheels, waveform displays, dropdown menus, numbered cue lists. The interface looked like the cockpit of a commercial airliner.

"There are so many buttons, Ajax."

"Ignore them."

"But there are literally dozens of them."

"And you need exactly three."

I tapped the keyboard with my index finger and most of the visual noise disappeared, leaving only the essentials.

"See this cue list on the right? That's lighting. Every single cue for the entire show is already programmed. I spent fourteen hours building them. All you have to do is advance through the list."

I pointed to the keyboard.

"Arrow key. Up arrow loads the next cue. See? Right there, it says 'CUE 2 READY' in green. When you're ready to fire it, you hit return. That's it. Arrow to load. Return to fire."

"What about sound?"

"Same principle, left window. The sound cues are synced to the lighting cues. When you fire a lighting cue that has a paired sound cue, the software triggers both simultaneously. You don't have to touch QBBLab at all for most of the show. The only exception is Jiyoo's song in Act Two, which has its own fade control. I'll show you that separately."

Marie stared at the screen. Her jaw was tight.

"What if I hit the wrong key?"

"Control-Z. Undo. Just like a word processor. But you won't need it."

I pressed the up arrow. The cue list advanced. CUE 2 READY blinked green. I hit return.

The house lights dimmed and the stage was washed in morning sunshine. Another key press and the stage went golden, the color of late afternoon sunlight filtering through apple trees. The orchard scene.

Marie's breath caught softly.

"Wow," she exhaled.

I pressed the up arrow again. CUE 4 READY. Return.

The gold bled away. The stage contracted to a tight, dim pool of amber. Interior. The cabin's kitchen. Shadows pressed in from every side.

"See?" I said. "Two keystrokes per cue. That's the whole job."

Marie's hands were balled in her lap. I slid my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She was rigid at first, then softened against me.

"You're going to be great at this."

"I'm a playwright, not a technician."

"You're the person who knows this play better than anyone alive. You'll feel the cues. They'll be instinct."

She turned her face up toward mine. Those blue eyes, enormous behind the lenses, searching my face.

I kissed her. Her hand came up and gripped the front of my shirt and she kissed me back, hard.

When we pulled apart, I stood and grabbed my script from the table.

"We're running the entire show. Just cues, no acting. I'll call them out from the stage so you know what's coming. Ready?"

Marie cracked her knuckles, pushed her glasses up her nose, and nodded.

"Ready."

I jogged down the aisle and disappeared behind the black curtain into the wings. The backstage darkness swallowed me.

I filled my lungs.

"HOUSE LIGHTS DOWN!"

Through the curtain gap, I watched the house lights fade to black. The theatre went silent except for the faint hum of the dimmer rack.

"Marie, can you see the countdown timer on screen? Top right corner, white numbers?"

Her voice carried across the dark space, small but clear.

"I see it. Twenty seconds."

"That's your pre-roll. Use the arrow key now to load Act One, Scene One. When the countdown hits zero, the screen will pulse green. Hit return."

Silence. I counted in my head. Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen.

I stood in the dark wings with my script pressed against my chest.

Twelve. Eleven. Ten. The seconds stretched. Five. Four. Three. Two.

Light bloomed across the stage. Cool blue dawn, the opening moment of the play, first light over fifty-two acres of dying orchard.

Right on time. Perfect.

I stepped through the curtain into the light, grinning.

"Beautiful. Now we move to the next cue."

We ran the whole show.

The first pass was rough. Marie fired Cue 7 two beats early, plunging the stage into the interior scene while I was still calling out the orchard transition.

Cue 14, the storm sequence, she forgot to load and had to scramble, leaving ten seconds of dead air where thunder should have rumbled through the speakers.

The Act Two opener she nailed, but then missed the paired sound cue for the radio playing in the farmhouse kitchen.

I walked her through each correction from the stage, patient, specific, never raising my voice. She wrote notes in the margins of her script with furious speed.

The second pass was cleaner. She caught the storm on time. The radio cue fired. She stumbled on the cross-fade in the last scene of Act One but recovered within seconds, the correction so smooth that an audience would never have noticed.

Third pass. Nearly flawless. She moved through the cue list with a rhythm now, her keystrokes landing in the pauses between my called-out scene markers.

The only mistake came in Act Two when Jiyoo's song faded out a full eight bars too soon, the melody cutting off mid-phrase and leaving the stage in abrupt silence.

"That's the manual fade I mentioned," I called from center stage. "It's the one cue where you need to watch the waveform on the left window. See the marker I set? You hold the fade until the waveform hits that yellow line."

"I see it now."

"That's the trickiest cue in the whole show, and it's easy to jump. You'll have it locked by opening night."

Marie let out a long, shaky breath that echoed across the empty seats.

I walked up the aisle and found her slumped in the folding chair, glasses slightly crooked, hair wilder than usual. The laptop screen painted her face in pale blue light.

"How are you doing?"

"I'm getting used to it." She straightened her glasses. "With enough practice, I'll be fully confident. It's a lot of muscle memory."

"Take the laptop back to Sylvia's tonight. Run through the cue list again and again until your fingers do it without thinking. Same way actors memorize lines. Repetition until it lives in your body."

She exhaled and nodded, but her shoulders were still bunched up near her ears, and her fingers drummed against the card table.

I stepped behind her and pressed my thumbs into the knots along the tops of her shoulders. She made an indistinct sound and dropped her head forward.

"You're doing great, Marie. Seriously."

Her drumming fingers went still. I could feel something gathering in the tension of her neck, the way she kept starting to turn her head and then stopping.

"What's on your mind?"

Silence. A beat. Two.

"Sylvia told me something once."

Marie's voice was small. Almost girlish, which was strange for a woman who usually spoke so firmly.

"What did she tell you?" I asked.

"She said the best way to relax and blow off steam... is to have sex."

I let my hands pause on her shoulders.

"Is that so?"

"She's very adamant about it."

"And are you asking me to fuck you, Marie?"

Marie's shoulders went rigid under my hands, then softened.

"Yes."

But the word came wrapped in hesitation, a trailing edge of breath that made it sound almost like a question.

"Why the hesitation?"

She turned in the chair to face me. Took her glasses off and held them in both hands, a shield removed.

"With women it was easy. I'd just reach for them. No thought, no negotiation, just want and then touch. With you I feel... exposed. Asking you makes me vulnerable in a way I'm not used to. Because I want it so much."

She looked down at the glasses in her hands.

"After that first time by the pool, I can't stop thinking about it. I find myself wanting you inside me at the strangest moments. Reading my script. Walking Belinha. Eating breakfast."

"Marie, you need to stop tearing yourself up over this."

She looked up.

"The woman you were a month ago and the woman you are right now are both you. Your idea of what you want changed because your experiences changed. That's not confusion, that's growth. And there's nothing shameful in growing."

I tilted my head and let a grin slip through.

"And there's absolutely no shame in craving cock."

A laugh burst out of her, startled and real.

"I do crave it." Her blue eyes locked onto mine, and the laughter faded into something hungry. "But mostly I crave you."

She stood. I pulled her to me and kissed her, my hands tangling in that perpetually messy hair. She grabbed my belt and yanked it open with both hands, no grace, no technique, just need.

We sank to the floor between the rows of seats, the cold concrete shocking against bare skin.

Marie pulled her shirt off and leaned back, letting out a sharp breath as I pulled her pants down her legs. The cool air in the theater brushed against her skin, making her shiver as I pressed my face into the dark curls between her legs.

The warm, familiar smell of her pussy filled my nose. I licked her wet folds, teasing the hard nub of her clit. She gasped, cursing in Portuguese, her fingers digging into my hair.

"Damn, AJ, fuck me, make me cum hard," she pleaded, her voice rough with want.

"Say it in Portuguese," I told her. "Let me hear you."

"Caralho, AJ, me fode, me faz gozar forte!"

"Good girl."

I stripped and got between her open legs and leveled my cock at her dripping slit, teasing her, making her beg for it.

When I pushed inside her, she was so warm and wet, so damn tight, her legs wrapping around me, pulling me deeper in, as far as I could go.

First dick she's ever taken. First load she's gotten filled with. First cock to make her cum.

Despite what I had told her before, there was a thrill in knowing I was Marie's first man. This beautiful talented woman, desperate for what she had never had before, impaling herself so eagerly on my rigid tool, obsessed with my dick.

Was there anything hotter?

Her nails scratched down my back, marking me as I fucked her. She made wild sounds, nothing like her usual words, just raw, breathy whimpering that bounced off the brick walls.

I thrust into her hard, her hips lifting to meet me on the cold, hard floor. Her glasses were set aside, lost in the shadows, her blue eyes wild as I pounded her pussy.

She grunted and moaned, desperate words in my ear.

"Não pare, não pare... me dê tudo, me preencha, por favor! Don’t stop, don’t stop... give it all to me, fill me up, please!"

She came with a muffled scream, more cursing in Portuguese, her body tightening around me in waves, my cock giving what her body craved so desperately.

I followed right after, groaning as I emptied into her, my face buried in the damp skin of her neck, breathing in the mix of her sweat, her scent, as I pumped my hot cum into her.

We lay tangled together on the cold ground, chests heaving, the house lights still down, the stage still lit in the cool blue of pre-show waiting.

"Oh my god, AJ," she panted. "How do you do that to me? I can't get enough of it. Shit!"

"It's a mutual pleasure," I assured her. "But we can't lie here forever. Jiyoo and Sylvia will be here in ten minutes."

Marie groaned and pressed her face into my chest.

"Sylvia is going to know! She's going to take one look at me and know I've been freshly fucked. That woman has a sixth sense for it."

"She absolutely will," I laughed. "On the other hand, Jiyoo won't have a clue."

Marie was quiet for a moment. Her finger traced slowly along my collarbone.

"Jiyoo has a crush on you. You know that?"

"I'm aware."

"What are you going to do about it?"

"Keep her focused on the play. She's here to act, and she's good at it. That's what matters right now. Plus she's only nineteen."

Marie hummed softly. The silence stretched. I could feel her thinking.

"I've made a decision about the hair," she said. "Jiyoo's, I mean."

"We going with the pink?"

"Yes. You were right. The wig looks artificial and it flattens her. The pink gives Cheong this... vitality. This defiance. It says something about who she is before she ever opens her mouth."

"So I was right about that?"

"You were right about that."

"Because I'm always right. I'm glad you're finally recognizing this fundamental fact, Ms. Almeida."

"Por favor, pare de se levar tão a sério, Ajax. Please get over yourself."

She sat up and reached for her glasses.

"And no more screwing me on this hard floor again. A soft bed or no more pussy from me."

"You like it raw and rough," I teased, nuzzling her neck. "Admit you love it, Marie. I do and I know you love it, too. Admit it!"

"Alright," she giggled. "I love you too."

Her eyes went wide when she realized what she had said. I blinked at her, too startled to crack a joke.

"Not that! I mean, I love fucking... You and me, that's what I meant. Having sex not... Não confunda, don't get it twisted!"

"Slip of the tongue, sure." I gave her a reassuring grin. "Happens to all of us."

"Yes, slip of the tongue," she said hurriedly.

Marie put on her clothes, refusing to look at me. I pulled on my pants, taking my time, turning her words over in my mind.

There was a new tension between Marie and me, one I didn't see coming. The silence between us was heavy and awkward.

It was almost a relief when Sylvia and Jiyoo finally joined us at the theatre.


Chapter 4



"And SCENE!"

I collapsed on the stage, lying flat on my back and staring up at the ceiling of the theatre. Jiyoo slumped down beside me, both of us exhausted after hours of rehearsal.

"What a long day," Jiyoo sighed.

"But productive. That's what matters. I appreciate your effort, Jiyoo."

She didn't reply, but I could almost feel her thrumming with happiness beside me.

Working so closely with her, I'd come to understand that Jiyoo loved earning my praise. Every bit of encouragement, every compliment, no matter how small, Jiyoo soaked it all in like a sponge. Her desire to please was what made her such a hard worker.

But it can also lead to distraction. The way she smiles at me...

My phone chimed and I pulled it out of my pocket. Jiyoo watched as I tapped out a text.

"Who was that?" she asked.

"Sylvia. She's just got on I-5 and should be here soon."

"How did her appointment go?"

"Okay, I guess. It was some business thing she had to deal with."

"Did she mention Marie and Belinha's vet appointment?"

"Yeah, she said Belinha is doing well and all is good. She's resting now, still wearing that cone she hates. Marie and Edwina are preparing a feast of lasagna for us back at the house."

"Ooh, I can't wait. I'm starving. I feel like we walked through choreo for a whole concert."

"You nailed it, though. Every cue, every bit of blocking. You were terrific. We got this thing on lock."

"All down to you, AJ. After everything that has happened, you've kept the play going. 52 Acres doesn't get produced without your direction."

"Maybe."

"No maybe about it," Jiyoo insisted. "You don't have to be so modest. We all know what you've done."

"It's been a crazy time." I ran a hand across my face, rubbing my tired eyes. "I just wish I was a better actor. You and Sylvia are such strong performers. I'm just trying to keep up."

Jiyoo inclined her head toward me. I could feel her hesitating to say something. I waited, letting her find her words.

"Do you really think I'm a good actor?" she asked quietly.

"Absolutely," I said firmly. "The way you inhabit the character of Cheong is really amazing. And your acting instincts are keen. Sylvia casting you in this role was a brilliant choice. You're a natural, Jiyoo."

"So you think I have natural talent?"

"I do."

"Is that... is that why you haven't done any deep character work with me?" Jiyoo asked.

I turned my head to look at her. Jiyoo was lying very close to me. She had propped herself up on her elbow and was studying me carefully.

"What makes you ask that?"

Jiyoo sat up fully, crossing her legs beneath her on the stage floor. She picked at the lace of her sneaker, working out how to frame what she wanted to say.

"Sylvia and I have been talking a lot. Marie too, but mostly Sylvia. She told me about the work you two did together before I arrived. Like, the character work and stuff?"

"I see."

"She told me about the mirror exercise. How you made her sit in front of a mirror under terrible lighting with no makeup and just... look at herself. She said it was one of the hardest things she's ever done. Harder than any audition, any scene she's ever filmed. Because she couldn't hide behind being beautiful. She couldn't be Sylvia Laurentis, movie star. Like, she was just a woman staring at her own face, and she didn't recognize herself."

Jiyoo's voice had dropped, careful and precise, the way she spoke when something mattered to her.

"And then she told me about the other exercise. The one where you disguised her and sent her out into the city as a nobody. How people treated her like she was invisible, or worse. She said a man called her a slur and a restaurant turned her away when she asked for water. She cried. She said she cried harder than she had in years."

I stayed quiet, letting her continue.

"The way Sylvia talks about working with you, AJ... she gets this look. Like she's describing something pure. She says you broke something open inside her that she didn't know was there. An emotional place she'd never been able to reach. And that's what makes her performance as Janet so real now."

Jiyoo looked directly at me. Her brown eyes were earnest and searching.

"I'm so jealous of that. Not in a bad way! I know I'm like a novice. I know Sylvia is the star and I'm just starting out. But hearing her describe that collaboration between actor and director... I want that. I want to develop my craft the same way. I want you to push me the way you pushed her."

I sat up and faced Jiyoo. She regarded me anxiously, desperate for reassurance.

"First thing. Sylvia is not the 'star' of this show. Neither am I. Neither are you. The three of us are characters in service of something bigger. What Marie wrote, the play itself, that's the real star. 52 Acres is the thing we all serve. Every choice I make as a director, every choice you make as an actor, is to bring to life what's on that page."

Jiyoo nodded slowly, listening closely like she always did.

"As for why I haven't done the same kind of character work with you that I did with Sylvia, it's not because I value you less. It's because directing isn't one-size-fits-all. Every actor is different. Every character has different demands. My job is to figure out what each performer needs and give them exactly that."

I drew my knees up, resting my forearms across them.

"Sylvia was struggling with authenticity. Her whole career, she's played variations of herself. Glamorous women in glamorous situations. But the role of Janet requires her to access grief, rage, loneliness, the kind of emotional truth she'd never had to find before. The mirror exercise, the persona exercise on the street, those weren't arbitrary. They were designed to strip away the armor Sylvia has spent her entire life building. To get past the movie star and find the human being underneath. She needed that demolition work because the gap between who Sylvia is and who Janet is was enormous."

"And with me?"

"With you, the situation is exactly the opposite. From the very first time I saw you read for Cheong on that video call, I knew something remarkable was happening. You inhabit that character in a way that feels effortless and true. Cheong's warmth, her directness, her stubbornness, her humor, all of that lives in you already."

Jiyoo blinked. Her lips parted slightly, her breath deepening.

"Were there time considerations? Of course. Opening night is bearing down on us like a freight train. But that's not the main reason. The real reason is that if I had put you through the same intensive exercises I used with Sylvia, I risked over-directing you. Burying your natural instincts under technique, making you self-conscious about something that right now flows out of you organically. I've seen it happen to young performers. A director gets their hands on raw talent and polishes it until all the life is gone. I refuse to do that to you. The freshness of your performance is the most valuable thing you bring to this stage, and my job is to protect it, not smother it."

I held her gaze.

"Does that make sense?"

Jiyoo was quiet for a long time. The silence in the empty theatre was vast, just the two of us in that pool of stage light surrounded by ninety-nine empty seats. I could hear the faint tick of the dimmer rack cooling.

"It does," she said finally. "Like, it makes a lot of sense. I guess I'm lucky that my first role happens to fit me so well. I know that won't always be the case. If I stick with acting, I'll have to learn to become people who are nothing like me."

"Exactly. And when that day comes, you'll do the deep work. But this role, right now, is the perfect introduction. Let it be what it is."

She nodded. Then she bit her lower lip, and I could see something else gathering behind her eyes, something she was wrestling with.

"There is one thing that worries me, though."

"What is it?"

"I am very much like Cheong. You're right about that. But there's one place where we're different, and it's the part of the role that scares me the most."

Jiyoo paused, taking in a deep breath. I waited.

"Cheong has experience with men," she finally said. "Not a lot, but some. She knows what it feels like to be wanted. To want someone back. To act on that wanting."

Her voice had dropped. Low and slightly husky, a register I hadn't heard from her before.

"I don't have that. Like, I'm guessing at it every time I play those scenes with Kenneth. Especially now that you're playing him and there's this... romantic tension between our characters. I'm performing something I've never experienced."

"Jiyoo, it's not necessary for you to have the exact same experiences as Cheong. Acting is about emotional truth, not biographical accuracy. You can draw on parallel feelings. Longing, vulnerability, the desire to be seen by someone. You've felt all of those things."

"That's exactly what worries me."

Her brown eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that made the air between us feel charged.

"How can I be authentic in those scenes when I've never been with a man? When I've never even kissed one?"

The question hung between us. I could see it plainly now, no ambiguity, no room for misinterpretation. The desire in her eyes was naked and unguarded.

Jiyoo was done hiding her desire for me. Her pink hair fell across her shoulder, her lips slightly parted, her body leaning toward mine with a pull she wasn't fighting anymore.

We were on a stage in an empty theatre. Alone. The houselights down, the work lights casting a warm amber glow. And this nineteen-year-old girl was looking at me like I was the answer to every question she'd been too afraid to ask.

I had been trying to resist this, trying to keep things professional, keep her focused on the play, keep the obvious crush from becoming something I had to deal with.

Jiyoo was seven years younger than me. A virgin who had never been kissed. A K-Pop idol whose entire life had been managed and controlled and scheduled down to the minute.

The responsible thing was to say no.

But Jiyoo was also charming and sweet and fiercely talented and brave in ways that caught me off guard daily. And she was beautiful. God, she was fucking beautiful. The delicate lines of her face, the brightness of those brown eyes, the way her body moved with a dancer's unconscious grace.

I'd been telling myself I wasn't attracted to her, that she was too naive, too young to lust after.

That was all a lie.

Jiyoo smiled. It was a small, knowing smile, as if she could see the war playing out behind my eyes and knew which side was winning.

She shifted closer, rose up on her knees, and leaned over me until her face hovered inches above mine. Her pink hair fell like a curtain around us.

"I want to kiss you." Her breath was warm against my lips. "Is that okay?"

I opened my mouth to say no. The word was right there, formed and ready.

Instead, I nodded.

Jiyoo lowered her mouth to mine and pressed her lips against me with feathery lightness, barely a touch. Her eyes fluttered closed and she held there, savoring it, her breath catching in her throat.

I stayed still. I let her lead, let this girl who had never kissed a boy discover what it felt like at her own pace, in her own time.

She pressed more firmly. Her lips parted. I felt the tentative brush of her tongue against my lower lip, shy and searching, and I opened for her. She drew my tongue into her mouth with a soft, startled sound, as if the intimacy of it shocked her.

We kissed slowly. Deeply. Sensually. Her hand came to rest against my jaw, fingers trembling.

I could feel the need building in her, a current running through her body, the way her breathing changed, the way her hand tightened against my face.

I rolled her gently onto her back and held myself above her, my weight on my arms. She looked up at me with wide, dazed eyes, then grabbed the front of my shirt with both fists and pulled me down into a hungry, open-mouthed kiss.

A soft moan escaped her as I let my weight settle onto her body. Her legs shifted apart beneath me, instinct overriding inexperience. The kiss grew frantic, her fingers tangling in my hair, her hips pressing up against mine.

"There's no way that floor is comfortable."

Sylvia's voice rang out from the back of the theatre, bright with amusement. Jiyoo's entire body went rigid beneath me.

"Don't stop on my account, sweetie," Sylvia chuckled. "I just didn't want to interrupt without announcing myself."

I pulled back and looked down at Jiyoo's face. She had turned the deepest, most vivid shade of scarlet I had ever seen on a human being, the flush spreading from her cheeks down her neck and disappearing beneath her collar.

"I... we were... it's not..."

Jiyoo covered her face with both hands. Sylvia let out a warm laugh.

"It's okay, Jiyoo," she assured the girl as she came toward us. "I'm not surprised. Ajax Covington is hard to resist."

Sylvia held out her hand. Jiyoo took it, still not meeting Sylvia's eyes as Sylvia helped her to her feet.

"Sylvia... I..."

"Hush, now."

Sylvia stroked Jiyoo's hair, tucking a stray strand behind one ear as she raised an eyebrow at me.

"We're all part of the same cast," Sylvia said. "Our own little family. Now come on, both of you. We need to get going. I don't want Edwina's lasagna getting cold."


Chapter 5



The bed creaked under us, the sound lost beneath Sylvia’s sharp gasps as she rode me like she was trying to break me in half.

Her thighs clenched around my hips, her wet pussy slamming down onto my cock again and again, her tits bouncing with every drop of her hips.

I grabbed those magnificent breasts, my fingers sinking into the soft, heavy flesh, thumbs rolling over her stiff nipples.

Sylvia arched back, her red hair spilling down her spine, her breath coming in ragged, desperate little moans.

“Fuck... Ajax. Fuck!”

Her voice cracked as she ground down on me, her pussy squelching wetly around my cock. I could feel her shaking, her thighs trembling, her whole body tensing as she came with a choked scream, her nails digging into my chest hard enough to leave marks.

She collapsed forward, her tits pressing against my chest, her breath hot and ragged against my neck.

I laughed, low and rough, and flipped her onto her belly before she could catch her breath. She yelped as I grabbed her hips and yanked her ass up, my cock already sliding back into her dripping slit.

I didn’t give her time to catch her breath, just started fucking her the way she loved, like I was trying to split her in two, my hips slamming into her ass with wet, slapping sounds, the bed frame banging against the wall.

“Uung, shit!”

Sylvia’s fingers clawed at the sheets, her wordless grunting muffled against the mattress as I pounded her into it, her whole body jolting with every thrust. I could feel her pussy fluttering around me, still sensitive from her orgasm, her moans turning into broken whimpers.

“You like that, don’t you?” I growled, my fingers digging into her hips hard enough to bruise. “Like taking my cock like a good little slut?”

She whined, her back arching, her ass grinding back against me.

“Fuck yes, Ajax! Pound my cunt, sweetie! Just like that!”

Pressure built in my balls. I felt the cum rising, ready to feed her starving pussy.

But I had other plans.

I pulled out, my cock sloppy with her juices, and rolled her onto her back and straddled her chest, my knees pinning her arms. Sylvia's huge tits heaved beneath me. I pulled her full lips open with my thumb and aimed my cock at her mouth.

"Open wide... sweetie."

Sylvia obeyed. Thick ropes of sperm pumped out of me, painting her tongue white, splashing her teeth and the roof of her mouth. I groaned, milking every drop, the warm scent of cum hitting my nose as it spilled over her lips in gouts of creamy sperm.

Emptied, I slapped my cock against her tongue, smearing the last bits.

"Close your mouth and swallow."

She did, eyes watering, throat bobbing as she gulped it down.

"Show me."

She opened wide, tongue out. Empty, glistening clean.

"Good girl."

I slipped my cock back in, letting her suck off the stray globs, her tongue warm and eager, lapping around the head until I was slick and clean.

I flopped down on the bed beside her. Sylvia snuggled close, her curves molding to my side, one leg draped over mine.

"You're sweaty," Sylvia panted. "More tired than usual?"

"Fucking a movie star is hard work. I don't want to disappoint."

"You never disappoint. Not me, at least. I can't speak for Marie or Edwina or Clover. You're such a busy boy."

"I do my best, Ms. Laurentis."

"Have you stayed in touch with Clover?"

"We text every day," I nodded. "Sometimes she calls me late at night, stoned and horny and wanting to masturbate together over video call."

"That girl is something else," Sylvia laughed.

"She's a firecracker."

"And now Jiyoo?"

"That," I said, tracing my finger along the curve of her breast, "was her idea. She wanted to do some deep character work."

"Oh, I bet you want to get deep with her, sweetie."

"Any man would. But I'm trying to keep her focused on the play. Besides, she's only nineteen."

"And a very innocent nineteen," Sylvia said. "She's a virgin?"

"You'd have to ask her yourself," I teased, playing with her nipple. "I don't kiss and tell."

I bent my head and sucked on her nipple, loving how hard it was between my lips. Sylvia sighed and stroked my hair.

"Maybe it's for the best," she said quietly.

"What is?"

"That you be Jiyoo's first. Not some random guy who doesn't know what he's doing. Clumsy fumbling with some stupid boy. No, better that Jiyoo lose it with someone who can guide her, make her feel safe, make her feel special."

"Is that what I do?" I scoffed.

"You know what you do," Sylvia said seriously. "And you know how I feel about you. Don't make me say it again."

I love you, Ajax Covington.

Still not knowing how to reply, I kissed Sylvia gently and let her rest her head on my chest. Her hand cupped my dick, gently massaging it.

Sylvia loved playing with my cock. I didn't know who got more comfort from it, her or me.

My mind turned back to Marie. The way she had blurted out that she was in love with me, the shock on her face after it slipped out. Was it just a silly mistake? Or did she reveal her true feelings?

As if reading my mind, Sylvia said, "Marie is a complicated woman."

"Very," I agreed.

"She's very attractive, isn't she?"

"Yeah, she is."

"Beauty and brains, a very powerful combination." Sylvia kissed my shoulder. "Would it be inappropriate of me to say I want to eat her cunt?"

I burst into laughter, my body shaking. Sylvia rolled her eyes and playfully slapped my chest.

"My movie star slut," I teased her. "Goddamn, Sylvia. You really are every man's fantasy. And yes, Marie has told me how hot she thinks you are. Getting her into your bed might not be so difficult."

"I knew she liked me. I thought she was a lesbian. Is she bi? Is she pansexual?"

"I think she's just Marie."

"Well," Sylvia grinned. "That's good enough for me."

We kissed and held each other, just enjoying the feel of our tired bodies clinging together. Outside, the summer night unfurled in the dark.

Sylvia's breathing slowed. I thought she'd fallen asleep when her voice drifted up from my chest, soft and far away.

"I had a dream about you last night."

"Yeah? Tell me."

"We were in a theatre. Not the Cannery. Somewhere I'd never been. The seats were empty, but the lights were on, all of them, every single one, blazing so bright the whole place glowed like the inside of a lantern. And you were on stage, building something. Not a set. A house. An actual house, with actual walls and a real roof, right there on the boards. You had sawdust in your hair and your hands were bleeding, but you wouldn't stop. I kept calling your name from the wings, but you couldn't hear me. So I walked out onto the stage and the moment my feet touched the wood, the house was finished. Just like that. And you turned around and handed me a key. Not a prop key, a real one. It was heavy, iron, warm from your hand. And you said, 'You already live here. You just forgot.' Then the lights went out and I woke up."

Sylvia pressed her lips to my collarbone.

"I think my subconscious is embarrassingly obvious," she said.

"I think your subconscious is a better writer than both of us."

"It's not easy for me, you know. Feeling this way about a man I've known for less than a month. A man who is 8 years younger than me."

"And a man who is financially challenged. One who works as a security guard and teaches little kids taekwondo to pay his bills."

"That's nothing to be ashamed of, Ajax,"

"I never said I was ashamed, Sylvia."

"No. And I adore that about you."

She took a deep breath and cupped my face in her hands.

"I'm sorry you had to hear all that from my father. About my miscarriage. You shouldn't have to be all tangled up in my private life."

"Hey, stop. You never need to apologize for being vulnerable, not with me."

"I know. It's just... Daddy was so hurt when I lost my baby. But so was I! I had my own grief to carry. I couldn't take on his as well."

"Of course not."

"I still want a child," Sylvia whispered. "I want to be a mother. Someday."

I stroked her hair. We held each other loosely, letting the cool night air wash over us.

"Anyway... I do love him. My father, I mean. And I know he loves me. He just doesn't know the right way to show it. Do you think I'm a fool for feeling this way?"

"No," I said. "You're not a fool. Even with all his bullshit, he's still your father."

I stared at the ceiling, letting the silence stretch between us.

"Last time I saw my father, I was seven," I said quietly. "He was drunk. Sitting in our kitchen with a cigarette burning between his fingers, the smoke so thick my eyes watered. I remember standing in the doorway, trying not to cough, trying not to make him angry."

Sylvia's hand found mine, her fingers threading through.

"He looked at me and said, 'You know what Ajax means, boy? It's a Greek hero. Not a real one, a mythological one. That means fake. But Ajax also means mourner. I named you that because I knew you'd have plenty to cry about.' Then he laughed, took another drag, and blew the smoke right in my face."

My throat tightened. I swallowed past it.

"He left two days later. Never came back. Never called. Never wrote."

"I'm sorry, Ajax."

"Yeah, me too. The shitty thing? I still miss him." The words came out raw, scraped from somewhere deep. "I barely remember him. He wasn't a good man. He was cruel and selfish and he broke my mother's heart. But I still miss him. Can't explain it, don't need to."

I turned my head to look at her, green eyes shimmering in the dim light.

"Whatever you feel for your father, that's yours. Only you can know your own heart, Sylvia."

"My heart wants many things," she said. "Including you, Ajax."

"You have me."

"Just for now. And that scares me."

I kissed the top of her head.

"Now is all we have. Now is all we ever have."


Chapter 6



Two in the morning and the world had gone quiet. I walked the stone path from Sylvia's house to the guest cottage with my clothes bundled under one arm, the warm night pressing against every inch of bare skin.

Above me the sky hung low, a gauze of thin clouds backlit by stars, the kind of haze that softened everything into silvery shadows.

The pool glowed turquoise to my left, its submerged lights turning the water luminous, little ripples catching the light and throwing it against the hedgerow in slow patterns.

I stopped and just stood there. Naked in the dark, the flagstone cool under my feet, the air thick with jasmine and cut grass and the faint chlorine tang from the pool.

My legs ached. My shoulders ached. Everything ached, really, in the pleasant, wrung-out way that comes from two hours in bed with a woman who treated fucking like a cardio workout.

I was tired. The past week had been a blur of long days blocking and re-blocking, running lines until they lost all meaning, rebuilding the second act from scratch after the rewrites. My body wanted nothing more than a hot shower and eight hours of oblivion.

Sylvia had wanted me to stay. She'd pulled the sheets up to her chin and given me that look, saying, "Stay with me tonight, sweetie."

"I need to actually sleep," I'd told her, kissing her forehead. "Proper sleep. The kind where I close my eyes and don't move for seven hours. You and I both know that doesn't happen when we share a bed."

She'd pouted but let me go. She understood. The play came first. It had to.

I padded through the front door of the guesthouse, easing it shut behind me. The interior sat in perfect stillness. No hum of conversation, no music, no television glow. Just the tick of the kitchen clock and the low drone of the refrigerator.

Marie's room was dark behind its closed door. I could hear Belinha's faint snoring from behind it, that funny little wheeze the dog made in her sleep.

I crossed the living room toward the bathroom, already picturing the hot water sluicing down my back, when I noticed the bedroom door.

My bedroom door. Closed.

I never closed my bedroom door. Small habit, leftover from years of living in studio apartments where there were no doors to close. I always left it open, even here.

I changed direction. Set my bundled clothes on the hallway floor. Pushed the door open slowly.

The hallway threw a wedge of dim light across the carpet, just enough to see the shape of someone in my bed. A body curled on its side under the thin summer sheet, the curve of a shoulder, the dark spill of hair across the pillow.

Marie.

Had to be. I wondered how long she'd been waiting. Whether she'd come looking for me after our conversation at the theatre. Had she let herself in and simply fallen asleep?

I crossed the room and sat on the edge of the mattress. The springs dipped under my weight. I reached out and touched her shoulder, the skin warm and smooth beneath my fingers.

"Marie?" I kept my voice low, barely a murmur. "How long have you been here?"

Her body stirred. She shifted, rolling toward me with a drowsy sound, and a voice rose from the pillow, small and sleep-thickened.

"AJ?"

Not Marie's voice. Not her cadence, not her register.

I pulled my hand back.

"Jiyoo?"

She pushed herself up on one elbow, blinking in the sliver of hallway light, her pink hair a tangled mess around her face.

"AJ... Hi. Uh, I wanted to like talk with you more, but you weren't in bed so I waited for you."

Her voice climbed half a register, the panic surfacing.

"Is that okay? I'm sorry, I should have asked, I just thought..."

"Hey. Hey, it's fine." I kept my voice even. "You're okay. You can sleep in my bed. I'm just surprised to find you here, that's all."

She let out a breath. A long one, like she'd been holding it since I walked in.

A pause stretched between us. Then, very quietly...

"Will you get into bed with me?"

I hesitated.

"I just want to cuddle with you a little," Jiyoo said. "If that's okay?"

"Jiyoo, I should tell you, I'm not wearing anything."

"That's fine." Her voice dropped to nearly nothing. "I'm not either."

She pulled the sheet back. In the near-darkness I caught only glimpses of the pale line of her collarbone, the narrow slope of her waist, the suggestion of her hip before the shadows swallowed the rest. She held the sheet open like an invitation, waiting.

I thought about saying no. Thought about the dozen reasons I should walk to the bathroom, shower, come back in boxer shorts and a t-shirt.

But the vulnerability in her voice, the way she held that sheet open like it cost her something, I couldn't send her away.

I slid into bed beside her.

Jiyoo was against me instantly, her whole body pressing close, her head finding the hollow beneath my collarbone. My arms closed around her and I felt how small she was, how narrow her ribs, how light her frame.

Sylvia was all lush abundance, Marie all soft curves. But Jiyoo was something else entirely. Slender, delicate. The heat of her skin against mine felt almost feverish.

I stroked her hair, running my fingers through the tangles, feeling her breathing slow as she settled.

"Were you with Sylvia?" she asked.

"I was."

"I can smell her on you." She pressed her nose against my chest and inhaled. "You were going to shower?"

"That was the plan."

"No. Don't. I like the way you smell." She nuzzled closer. "It's very manly."

"I stink."

"I like the way you stink."

I laughed and kissed the top of her head.

"What did you want to talk about, Jiyoo?"

She was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing over my stomach.

"I wanted to apologize. For being so needy at the theatre. Demanding a kiss from you like that. It was totally unprofessional and I feel really dumb about it."

"Don't feel dumb. It's okay to want to explore your character through personal experience. That's part of the work."

"That's only part of the reason I wanted to kiss you, though."

"I know."

Her tracing fingers stilled.

"Is it okay that I have these feelings for you, AJ?"

"No feelings are invalid, Jiyoo. It's all in how you handle them."

She pressed her face harder against my chest, like she was trying to burrow inside.

"I'm a little scared of them. My feelings for you. But I also love the way you make me feel."

She took a breath that shuddered on the way in. When she exhaled, her breath was hot against my skin.

"In GenZed23, on stage, in our videos, I'm always supposed to be beautiful and alluring. Walking this line between being demure and being sexy, you know? That's what K-Pop demands. Sweet but tempting. Innocent but not too innocent. And I can perform it. I can hit every mark, every angle, every look. But underneath all of that, I don't... I haven't..."

She trailed off. I kept stroking her hair, waiting.

"I was raised very religious, you know? My parents were very strict. Church every Sunday, no television, no Internet. When I went to Seoul to train, my life became even more restricted. Practice twelve hours a day, diet control, curfew, cameras everywhere. The company monitors everything."

Her voice dropped to a whisper. I could feel the tension in her lithe young body.

"I've only seen porn a few times. I've... I've touched myself a little, but I don't really know what I'm doing. It's so stupid. I'm nineteen years old and I should know more by now. Stupid!"

"It's not stupid, Jiyoo."

"It feels stupid. Like I'm an adult... but not a woman."

"There's no schedule you need to follow to become a woman," I said. "Everyone matures at a different pace. There's no deadline, no checklist."

"But I want to experience the things that Cheong experiences. I want to be a woman like the character I'm playing. Not just act it. Feel it."

She tilted her face up toward mine, and I could just barely see the shine of her eyes in the dark.

"I think you can guide me, AJ. The same way you guide me to become an actor. You could guide me to become..." She swallowed. "Am I asking too much? Am I being too demanding?"

The question sat on my chest like a physical weight. I thought about Sylvia's words earlier.

Better that Jiyoo lose it with someone who can guide her, make her feel safe, make her feel special.

I thought about the trust this girl was placing in me, the raw openness of it, the courage it took for someone raised the way she was raised to climb naked into a man's bed and ask for this.

"I'll do my best for you, Jiyoo. In every way I can." I pressed my lips to the top of her head. "But right now, we both need sleep."

"But you'll think about it?"

"Believe me, it's hard to think of anything else," I chuckled. "But now's not the time. Okay?"

"Okay, AJ."

"Good girl. Now let's get some sleep. Long day ahead of us."

She rose and kissed me. Soft, brief, her lips barely parting, the taste of mint toothpaste and something sweet underneath.

Then she settled back against my chest, her arm draped across my ribs, her leg hooking over mine, and let out a long, contented sigh that vibrated through both of us.

I held her. I felt her breathing deepen, felt the small twitches of her fingers as sleep pulled her under.

The guesthouse ticked and hummed around us. Somewhere outside, a night bird called once and fell silent.

I closed my eyes. Sleep came fast, pulling me down into the warm dark, Jiyoo's heartbeat steady against my side.


Chapter 7



"And... BLACKOUT!"

The stage went dark. Jiyoo and Sylvia came backstage where I was waiting for them. I gave both of them a hug, feeling the tension finally releasing from their bodies.

"That was perfect," I whispered to them.

The sound of Jiyoo's singing filled the theatre as the house lights came up. Hand in hand, Sylvia and Jiyoo and I walked onto the stage and took our bows before the empty seats.

In her chair at the back corner of the house, Marie applauded wildly. I motioned for her to come down. She trotted happily onto the stage, exchanging relieved hugs with everyone.

"We did it," Marie said. "Not a single glitch."

"You hit all the cues perfectly," Sylvia said. "It flowed so well, one right into the next."

"It's the software," Marie said.

"It's you running the software," I insisted. "That's what matters."

The four of us stood together onstage, grinning happily at each other. We'd just pulled off our last working rehearsal and made no mistakes. Even with all the changes we'd had to make because of Bryce Peterson's interference, the four of us had come together and adapted and overcome.

"Three days until opening night," Jiyoo sighed.

"I can't wait," Sylvia nodded. "My god, Marie. You wrote such a beautiful play!"

"I can't tell you how it feels to see my words come alive before me," Maries said. "It changed so much, all for the better. Thanks to all of you."

"Thanks to your writing," I grinned. "The play's the thing."

"If it's not on the page, it's not on the stage," Sylvia agreed.

"For real, for real," Jiyoo added. "No cap."

The three of us burst out laughing as Jiyoo grinned bashfully.

"Sorry, I just felt like I needed to contribute something," she giggled.

I pulled Jiyoo in for a playful hug, kissing the top of her head.

"Like kissing cotton candy!"

I ruffled her pink hair and kissed it again. It had become a running joke between us. Jiyoo always blushed when I did it.

The main doors at the back of the house swung open.

"Oh," Marie gasped.

We were all startled to see Dennis again. He stepped into the theatre, a compact man in a beautifully tailored charcoal suit trailing a step behind him. The smaller man surveyed the space with sharp, intelligent eyes, his silver cufflinks catching the light.

Dennis stopped at the top of the aisle. He looked hesitant, his hands stuffed into his jacket pockets.

"Is it okay if we come in?"

Sylvia's face softened immediately.

"Dennis, you are always welcome here. You know that."

Dennis and his companion walked down the aisle toward the stage. He stood before Sylvia, his jaw working, his eyes searching hers. He pulled a cough drop from his pocket, unwrapped it, then put it back without eating it.

"Syl, I'm so sorry. For quitting. I should have stayed. I should have told your father to go to hell."

Sylvia closed the distance and wrapped her arms around him. Dennis blinked, then hugged her back, his chin resting on her shoulder.

"You have nothing to be sorry for," Sylvia said into his chest. "I never should have put you in that position. We both know who my father is. We both know what he does to people who cross him."

Dennis exhaled and stepped back, his whole posture looser, the tension draining from his face like water through a sieve. He popped the cough drop into his mouth and smiled.

"You already know my guest, Sylvia." He gestured to the man next to him. "The rest of you, may I introduce Vance Brown. Producer extraordinaire and certified bon vivant."

"Welcome to The Old Cannery Theatre." Sylvia extended both hands and clasped Vance's warmly. "It's so good to see you again, Vance."

"Ms. Laurentis, radiant as always."

I stepped forward and shook his hand. His grip was firm and precise.

"Ajax Covington."

"Mr. Covington. A pleasure."

Jiyoo and Marie introduced themselves in turn. Vance shook each of their hands with the same gracious attention, as though meeting them was the highlight of his week.

Vance turned in a slow circle, taking in the black box theatre with its exposed rigging and black painted brick walls and concrete floor.

"My goodness. It has been a long time since I've been in a black box. Not since my MFA at Gorst University, I think."

I straightened in surprise.

"You went to Gorst?"

"Class of '89." His eyes twinkled. "You seem startled, Mr. Covington."

"I did my MFA at Gorst too."

"I know." Vance folded his hands in front of him. "I looked up your bio. Very impressive body of work for someone your age. The reviews from the Seattle Critics alone spoke volumes."

"Thank you. That means a lot."

"You're also much more handsome than your headshot online. You should get new photos taken."

"I told him the exact same thing the first time we video called," Sylvia laughed.

"Dennis informed me, regrettably, that Mr. Covington is not gay?" Vance asked playfully.

"Confirmed," I smiled. "I do like women."

Dennis sucked on his cough drop and gave me a sidelong look.

"Speaking of which, Lyria Becker has been gossiping nonstop about the, quote, 'new director in town'. Have you two been in contact since that night?"

Heat crept up the back of my neck.

"I've uh... gotten her texts. Been too busy to reply."

Vance's gaze traveled slowly from Sylvia to Marie to Jiyoo, then back to me. A knowing smirk settled on his lips.

"Yes... you must be very busy indeed." He paused. "With the play, of course."

"Of course," I nodded.

"When did you get into Seattle?" Sylvia asked.

"Flew in this morning. Spent a wonderful day with Dennis and his partner. Harold is a magnificent host. That house on the water." He kissed his fingertips. "Breathtaking."

"What brings you to town?" Marie asked.

"A dreadfully boring conference on digital streaming rights in the age of AI. Three days of panels that could cure insomnia." He brightened. "But I will absolutely make sure I'm at your opening night."

"David Tanaka will be there too," Sylvia said.

Vance's face lit up.

"David! I haven't seen him since Cannes two years ago. That's wonderful news."

A beat of silence followed. Vance tilted his head.

"And will your father be at opening night?"

Sylvia's shoulders pulled back. She fixed a smile on her face that didn't reach her eyes.

"I doubt it."

Vance studied her for a moment, then nodded grimly.

"Still the same Bryce Peterson?"

"The same as he always was."

Vance shook his head and turned to face the rest of us.

"Sylvia's father has a special hatred for me. Do any of you know the story behind StarLite Drive-In Forever?"

Marie's eyes widened behind her glasses.

"I loved that film," she said.

"So did I, Ms. Almeida. Which is why I distributed it."

Vance clasped his hands behind his back, straightening up like a man accustomed to commanding rooms.

"Bryce didn't share our enthusiasm," he continued wryly. "He wanted to bury it. Use it as a tax write-off. So I sued to get the distribution rights, and I won."

A satisfied grin spread across his face as Vance surveyed our reactions.

"Not only did Bryce lose the write-off, but he had to sit there and watch the film gross forty million domestic. It played at Sundance, Tribeca, TIFF. Glowing reviews everywhere. And every dollar it earned was a dagger in his side."

"That was years ago," Sylvia said quietly. "But nobody holds a grudge like my father."

"Nobody," Vance agreed.

He checked his watch, a slim gold piece that probably cost more than my rent for the year.

"I can't linger. Dennis is taking me to Le Bistro for dinner, and you are all welcome to join us."

"That would be wonderful," Sylvia said.

She glanced at Jiyoo and Marie, who both nodded eagerly. Sylvia gave me a teasing wink.

"Unfortunately," Sylvia said, a grin spreading across her face, "Ajax has other plans for tonight."

Marie and Jiyoo both turned to me, confused. I caught Sylvia's grin and matched it.

"I do. I keep a tradition of having a getaway night after the final working rehearsal. No play, no work, no thinking about the show. Just one night to clear the head before the final push."

"You just finished your final working rehearsal?" Vance asked.

"Just now. Tomorrow is tech rehearsal, then dress rehearsal after that."

Vance's grin broadened with recognition.

"Get-away night. That's a Gorst tradition."

"That's where I learned it."

He reached out and shook my hand again, holding it a beat longer this time.

"I wish you well, Mr. Covington. Have a pleasant night."

"Oh, I will."


Chapter 8



"Tell me again, why are we here?"

"It's a ritual, one I always follow after the last rehearsal of every show. Time away, a chance to clear my mind." I placed my hand over hers. "And I've wanted to spend time with you away from the estate. Just you, on your own."

"Why me?" Edwina asked.

"Because you're alluring and charming and beautiful."

"I'm also old enough to be your mother."

"But you're not my mother," I grinned. "That makes all the difference, doesn't it?"

Edwina returned my smile, but I could still see the uncertainty in her eyes.

It was one thing to sneak into her room and have sex. It was another thing to take her out into the city, arm in arm, being a couple... at least for the night.

"Sei bellissima," I said. "You look beautiful."

Sylvia lowered her eyes and squirmed a bit, but I could see how much she loved the compliment.

And I meant every word of it. Edwina was looking radiant. She'd pinned her hair back and traded her glasses for contacts. She wore subtle makeup that accentuated the curve of her cheekbones and the fullness of her lips.

Unlike her usual sensible outfits, Edwina was dressed in a colorful summer sundress that showed off her toned body, the front dipping just low enough to tease her cleavage.

The two of us were sitting at a table in an upscale restaurant. It wasn't as fancy as Thornwood & Salt or Le Bistro, but the food was good and the atmosphere was cozy.

In the dim lighting and muted decor, Edwina was radiant in her colorful dress.

I leaned over the table and kissed her. She kissed me back shyly, still hyper-aware of the people around us.

I understood her awkwardness. A fifty-three-year-old woman on a date with a twenty-six-year-old man was an intriguing sight.

"Everyone is staring," she whispered.

"Let them," I shrugged. "I only have eyes for you."

Edwina ordered the pan-seared halibut, which arrived on a bed of saffron risotto with roasted fennel and a drizzle of beurre blanc that glistened like liquid gold under the candlelight.

My dry-aged ribeye came charred on the outside, pink and tender through the middle, resting beside a mound of truffle-whipped potatoes and blistered heirloom tomatoes.

We ate slowly, savoring every bite.

"You know what I have learned after thirty-five years of cooking for other people?" Edwina said, closing her eyes as she chewed a flaky piece of halibut. "Food always tastes better when someone else prepares it."

"Is that an Italian proverb?"

"No. That is an Edwina proverb."

I laughed and stole a forkful of her risotto. She swatted my hand, but not before I got it in my mouth.

For dessert we ordered a single plate, a dark chocolate fondant with a molten center, flanked by a quenelle of salted caramel gelato and shards of candied hazelnuts. Steam curled from the cake where the server had cracked it open, and the chocolate pooled darkly across the plate.

I loaded the spoon with a perfect bite, chocolate and gelato and hazelnut, and held it across the table.

Edwina hesitated. Her eyes darted sideways.

"Open," I said.

She parted her lips. I slid the spoon in gently. Her eyes fluttered closed as the flavors hit, and a soft sound escaped her throat that made my pulse jump.

When I drew the spoon back, her gaze had changed. The anxiety was gone. She wasn't scanning the room anymore, wasn't calculating what strangers thought of the age gap or the intimacy. She was just looking at me.

I held her gaze and slowly licked the spoon clean.

"You're trouble," she breathed.

"I've been told."

A commotion near the front of the restaurant drew our attention. A spotlight clicked on above a small stage I'd noticed when we walked in.

A woman stepped into the light, her curvy body on full display in a velvet evening gown, with auburn hair that tumbled past her shoulders in loose waves.

Behind her, a gray-haired man in a rumpled linen jacket settled onto the piano bench and cracked his knuckles.

"This is the other reason I wanted to come here tonight," I said. "Her name is Bluebell."

Edwina studied the redhead.

"She's very pretty."

"Her voice is even prettier. She's part of a group called Dirt Road Debutantes. Sylvia and Marie and I saw them perform at that outdoor concert in Wenatchee, the night we went apple picking."

"I remember. You three came home glowing."

"I saw online that Bluebell was doing a solo show here tonight. And I thought, who would I most want to sit next to while I listened to this woman sing?" I squeezed Edwina's hand. "There was only one answer."

Bluebell tapped the microphone twice. The room quieted.

"Good evening, everyone. I'm Bluebell, and this handsome gentleman behind me is Ray Whitfield. We're going to start with a little something called 'Seattle Seduction.'"

The pianist played the opening chords, slow and aching, notes that hung in the air like smoke.

Then Bluebell began to sing. Her voice was rich and low and full of longing, the kind of voice that made you remember every person you ever loved and lost. The melody drifted through the restaurant like warm fog rolling off Puget Sound.

"Oh," Edwina whispered. "Che bella voce. It's lovely."

I stood and held out my hand.

"What are you doing?"

"Dance with me."

She glanced around the room.

"Ajax, no one else is dancing."

"I don't care about anyone else."

Color flooded her cheeks. She bit her lower lip. Then she placed her hand in mine.

I led her to the open space in front of the stage. Bluebell's eyes found us and she gave a warm nod, her smile widening without missing a note.

I pulled Edwina close, one hand on the small of her back, the other cradling her fingers against my chest. She pressed her face into me and I felt her breath through my shirt.

We swayed together. At first her body was rigid, self-conscious, holding itself apart even as it touched mine. But the music kept pouring over us, that gorgeous aching voice, and gradually I felt her soften.

Her shoulders dropped. Her free hand slid from my chest up to the back of my neck. Her hips moved with mine instead of against them. She stopped caring whether people were looking.

Another couple materialized beside us, a man in his forties leading a woman in a cocktail dress. Bluebell's voice cracked with a tiny laugh of delight, and she leaned into the next verse even harder.

Two more couples joined, then a third. The space in front of the stage became a slow-spinning crowd of bodies. It was like a prom for grown adults.

Edwina lifted her chin and looked up at me. Her brown eyes were liquid and dreamy and completely unguarded. I leaned down and kissed her as the music washed over us in warm, sultry waves.

Two hours later, in a hotel room on the fourteenth floor, we stood by the window kissing.

Edwina pulled back to catch her breath and I turned her gently so we could both look out at the Seattle skyline, its glass towers and crane lights scattered through the dark.

I pointed southeast, toward a skeletal frame of steel rising against the sky.

"See that building going up? The tall one with the red crane?"

Edwina nodded and leaned her head against my shoulder.

"Clover sneaked me up there one night. That's her condo at the very top, the one she bought before they finished building it. We rode the damn construction elevator to the twenty-seventh floor. No walls. No railings. Just bare girders and open air and the wind coming off the Sound like it wanted to push us right off the edge."

"Crazy!" Edwina shook her head. "That girl."

"I was scared. Genuinely scared. And Clover was just standing there at the edge, laughing at me."

"She is a wild child, that one. But with a good heart." Edwina chuckled softly. "You know, Sylvia once held a party at the estate where Clover decided to..."

I touched her lips with my fingertip.

"No."

Edwina blinked in confusion.

"Not tonight," I told her. "I don't want to hear about Sylvia or the estate or anyone else. Just you, Edwina."

Edwina's smile turned wistful. She looked down at her hands.

"I don't have much else to talk about, Ajax. My whole life has been devoted to her. Thirty-four years of Sylvia's schedule, Sylvia's meals, Sylvia's problems. It's all I know."

I cupped her face and tilted it back toward me. The city lights painted her cheekbones in pale blue and amber.

"That devotion is what makes you special. The way you care for her, the way you hold everything together so she can fall apart when she needs to."

I brushed my thumb across her lower lip.

"But you are special in your own right, Edwina. Not just an employee. Not just a caretaker."

I let my hand drift down the side of her neck, feeling her pulse quicken beneath my fingers.

"You are a woman. One I find completely irresistible."

Her eyes glistened. She placed both palms flat against my chest.

"Say that again," she whispered. "The last part. Irresistible."

"Irresistible," I breathed against her mouth before capturing her lips again.

This kiss started soft, just the warm press of her mouth yielding to mine. Then her tongue met mine and the heat flared.

I tasted the dark chocolate and salted caramel from dessert on her warm breath. My hands slid down her back, pulling her hips flush against mine until I felt the entire length of her body.

I broke the kiss, stepping back just enough to see her flushed face.

"I want to see you. All of you. Strip for me."

Her gaze darted toward the light switch.

"Let me just--"

"No." I caught her hand. "Leave them on. I want to watch every part of you."

"You've seen me naked already."

"And I never get tired of it."

A nervous laugh escaped her lips, but she nodded.

Edwina's fingers went to the straps of her sundress. She pushed them from her shoulders and let the bright fabric slide down her body. It pooled at her feet, revealing a simple black bra and matching panties.

She unfastened the bra next, her small breasts falling free with a soft, natural sway. Then she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her panties and pushed them down her hips, stepping out of them.

"Turn around," I said, my voice rough. "Let me see all of you."

She did a slow spin. Her body was strong and beautiful, with a trim waist, the gentle curve of her hips, her ass high and firm. A neatly trimmed triangle of gray hair arrowed down to her pussy.

She was beautiful, real, and completely mine for the night.

I closed the distance and crushed my mouth to hers as I tore at my own clothes. I shoved my pants down my hips, my cock springing free. I took her hand and wrapped her fingers around my shaft.

Her eyes went wide.

"Dio mio, you are so hard already."

"For you," I growled, guiding her toward the bed.

I laid her back and kneeled between her legs, spreading her open. I lingered over her pussy, breathing in her musky arousal. Edwina's pussy hadn't gotten enough use these last few years, but she was making up for lost time.

I kissed her lips gently, then buried my face in her, licking a slow, wet stripe from her opening to her clit.

Edwina sighed, her hips lifting.

"It has been so long... not many men enjoyed doing this. And never one as good as you."

"It's my pleasure," I murmured against her slick folds before diving back in.

I ate her pussy with pleasure, licking and sucking until her thighs trembled and her breathing hitched. Her wetness coated my face as her orgasm broke with a sharp cry, her body shuddering beneath my mouth.

She sat up on the edge of the bed, dazed. I stood before her, stroking my cock. She reached for me, taking me into her mouth without hesitation. Her head bobbed, her tongue working magic along my shaft.

"God, you're good at that," I groaned, tangling my fingers in her gray hair.

When I'd enjoyed her mouth enough, I laid Edwina back on the bed, climbing over her. I positioned myself at her entrance.

"This time, I'm going to cum inside you," I told her, driving my cock deep. "No pulling out."

"Yes," she moaned, her legs wrapping around my back. "Please, Ajax. Fill me up."

I fucked her hard and fast, the bed rocking beneath us. My release built, a tight coil in my gut that snapped without warning.

I came with a guttural groan, pumping my load into her as I kissed her, swallowing her cry of pleasure.

I started to roll off, but her arms tightened around me.

"No," she whispered. "Stay. Just like this. Stay inside me."

I settled my weight back onto her, my cock still buried deep within her warmth. She sighed contentedly, her eyes closed.

"I love this," she murmured. "The weight of a man on top of me. The feeling of him inside me."

I kissed her forehead, then her lips.

"You're so beautiful, Edwina. Damn it, I can't resist you."

"Please say it. Call me irresistible. I love it when you say it."

"You're irresistible, Edwina."

We kissed again, Edwina clutching me tight, holding me inside her, not letting me go.


Chapter 9



"So, tech rehearsal went well yesterday," I said, looking around the table. "Now we do our last dress rehearsal. We run through today exactly like we will tomorrow. Any questions? Concerns?"

Sylvia, Jiyoo, and Marie glanced at each other. We were all sitting at the table beside the pool, having just finished a late lunch.

"I'm good!" Jiyoo said brightly.

"Ditto," Marie chimed in.

"Ready and willing," Sylvia nodded.

"Okay then, let's get this show on the road." I glanced at my phone. "It's three o'clock. We need to be at The Old Cannery by four. At seven, curtain goes up. Figure half an hour to get to Seattle, leaving some margin for traffic. That means we all meet back at this table at three-thirty. So grab your gear and get going. Chop chop, ladies!"

Jiyoo and Marie headed to the guesthouse. I walked with Sylvia to the main house.

"How you feeling?" I asked her as we made our way along the stone path.

"Like I can't wait for tomorrow."

Inside the house, Sylvia headed upstairs to get her things. I went to the kitchen where Edwina was waiting.

"Thanks for lunch," I said as I walked in. "Light and refreshing. A perfect pre-show meal."

"I'm happy you all liked it," Edwina said.

Edwina was back to her usual sensible look, wearing her glasses and with her hair pinned back. I couldn't help but notice she was wearing the pale lipstick that I had told her I liked. It was subtle, but very pretty.

"Are these our goodies?" I asked, eyeing the cloth grocery sacks set on the counter.

"Snacks and drinks, just like you asked for. Fresh fruit, veggies, and bottled water. No cheese! Don't want your vocal cords getting sticky."

"Fantastic. Thank you, Edwina."

"Prego. You're very welcome."

She offered her cheek for me to kiss. Instead, I drew her in and kissed her fully, her mouth opening to accept my probing tongue. I took the opportunity to cup her firm ass and give it a squeeze before finally letting her go.

"Don't fall in love with me, child," Edwina teased, patting my cheek. "You're much too young for me. I'm just using you for sex."

"I love the way you use me."

"Have a good rehearsal. Break a leg!"

"Thanks, Edwina."

I gave her another peck on the lips and playfully squeezed her breast. Edwina giggled and shooed me away, smiling brightly as I grabbed the grocery sacks and headed out the door.

An hour later, we were in the Old Cannery's small dressing room.

"It's four o'clock," I said, holding up my phone. "House will open at six-fifteen so we need to be backstage at five-fifteen. We'll run through final checks and settle in before doors open for the audience. Makeup and costumes will be done here and then we'll all walk together to the backstage."

Jiyoo and Sylvia started unpacking their bags as I went with Marie to the theatre.

"Feeling good?" I asked.

"I am."

"You should. Tech rehearsal went almost perfect last night. Just that delay on the transition after the first dancing scene."

"I shortened the delay," Marie assured me. "I can show you."

We entered the theatre and headed to the corner where the laptop was hooked into the theatre's main control. Marie settled into the seat and opened the laptop, showing me the changes she had made after yesterday's tech rehearsal.

"Looks good," I said. "I see you have the pre-show music cued up to start a minute before doors open. That's good."

"I'll also be giving you cues over the phone up until the two-minute warning," Marie said. "Please remind Sylvia and Jiyoo to silence their phones after that."

"Will do. I better get back to the dressing room. My costume and makeup don't take as long as Sylvia and--"

Marie interrupted me with a hard kiss. She rested her forehead against mine.

"One more night," she whispered. "I can't believe this is happening."

"Believe it," I grinned. "52 Acres is a go, Ms. Almeida."

I kissed her again and then headed back to the dressing room. Sylvia and Jiyoo were already sitting at their mirrors, putting on their makeup.

"Am I doing this right?" Jiyoo asked as I came in.

After Sylvia's father had persuaded the union staff to abandon us, it had fallen to me to show Sylvia and Jiyoo how to put on stage makeup. Both had always relied on others to do it for them.

Stage makeup was very different from film makeup and worlds away from the K-Pop makeup Jiyoo was used to. Once again, I was thankful for the well-rounded curriculum at Gorst University.

"Let me put the base on for you," I told Jiyoo. "We need to make sure you're not shiny beneath the stage lights."

We took our time getting our makeup on, staying relaxed while still keeping our eyes on the clock.

We were in makeup and costume well before five-fifteen, so I ran Sylvia and Jiyoo through some vocal warm-ups and body movements. It always helped to be loose before a performance.

At five-fifteen, we all walked down the hall and into the theatre. Marie waved at us as we headed onto the stage.

"You look amazing!" she called.

There was no set, just two plain wooden boxes and two chairs on a bare stage. These would serve as the cabin, the porch, and the apple orchard, everything evoked through lighting and the audience's willing suspension of disbelief.

There was also no stage crew to help us. Instead, Sylvia, Jiyoo, and I checked the props and made sure everything was ready to go backstage.

"I wish we could have used these flats," Sylvia said, eyeing the painted panels we had planned on wheeling in for each scene.

"They are beautiful," I agreed. "But I think the staging works even better with just the bare minimum."

"It's six o'clock!" Marie called.

I ushered Sylvia and Jiyoo onto the stage where Marie was waiting for us. We all joined hands, standing in a circle beneath a single spotlight trained on center stage.

"This is it, ladies."

I smiled at each of them in turn, Sylvia looking confident, Jiyoo practically bouncing on her toes with excitement, Marie anxious but steady.

"No big speech, you all know what this is. This time tomorrow night, we'll be doing this for real. Treat this dress rehearsal like a performance. Leave it all on stage. Okay?"

They nodded and I pulled all three in for a group hug.

"Theatre is magical," I reminded them. "So let's make some magic."

We held each other for a moment longer, our eyes locked, then finally broke apart. Marie went back to her laptop as Sylvia, Jiyoo, and I went backstage.

A few minutes later, the pre-show music started playing.

"House opening in one minute!" Marie called.

I took a seat and tried to relax. Sylvia leaned against the back wall, her head lowered as she ran through her lines. In the corner near the backstage bathroom, Jiyoo paced and stretched, like a dancer warming up.

My phone chimed. It was a message from Marie.

"Guess we'll have an audience after all!"

The attached picture showed Frankie sitting in the back row. With him were the two people who were supposed to crew the show.

I grinned. It was nice of Frankie to show up for this. His crew couldn't work tomorrow's show, but that didn't mean they couldn't still support us. They'd all volunteered to run the front of the house, taking tickets and ushering people in.

Frankie's a good dude.

As the time ticked away, I felt a knot tightening in my stomach. It had been a long time since I had acted and now here I was, part of a three-person cast for a debut play.

Goddamn it, I'm not fucking trained for this shit.

I took a deep, steadying breath. It was ironic that the person who most needed a director's guidance at this moment was the director himself.

Just focus on your role and stay in your lane, I reminded myself. The play is really about Janet and Cheong. You are here to lift them up, not to draw attention to yourself.

Still, my heart lurched a little when my phone chimed with a last message from Marie.

"Two minute warning."

I silenced my phone and set it on the floor. I watched as Sylvia and Jiyoo did the same with their phones.

With a nod to these two talented women, I took my place and waited.

The pre-show music faded. The house lights dimmed.

Slowly, the stage lights rose, painting the minimalist set with the warm sunshine of a summer morning in Eastern Washington.

That was my cue.

I stepped into the light.


Chapter 10



"Woohoo! Yay! Awesome job!"

The shouts washed over us. Sylvia, Jiyoo, and I stood center stage, holding hands. We took our bows before the five people who had watched our dress rehearsal.

"Bravo! Bravo!"

I couldn't help but grin to see Edwina in the audience. She was applauding wildly along with Frankie and his crew. Marie joined in the ovations, standing behind the laptop in her corner of the house.

"Thanks, folks!" I called out.

I waved at our little audience then gave Sylvia and Jiyoo a fierce hug. Frankie and his crew came down to congratulate us, praising the performance.

"I wish we could have worked this play," Frankie told us. "But it seems like you guys didn't need us."

"We appreciate everything you've done for us," Sylvia assured him. "Truly."

"Well, we'll still work the front of house tomorrow night," Frankie said. "The union can't stop us from volunteering!"

Frankie and his people made their exit as Edwina swooped in to give us all hugs and kisses.

"So this is what you have been working on all month?" she asked. "I can see why you worked so hard to bring this to life. What a story! I was crying at the end. Jiyoo, so moving. And you, Sylvia? Mio Dio, mi hai fatto piangere! My god, you made me weep!"

Marie stood at the edge of our group, her hands clasped to her chest. The look on her face made my heart ache.

"What do you think, Marie?" I asked her quietly.

It took her a moment to reply.

"It's not the play I envisioned," she said. "It's better. Better than I could have hoped for."

"You wrote an incredible play," Sylvia said. "We honor your talent, Marie."

The four of us applauded Marie, cheering her on. She drank in the praise with a shy smile, the excitement on her face mixed with a deep relief to finally see her work fully realized.

"Alright everyone," Sylvia called out, clapping her hands. "Give us a few minutes to get out of costume and take off this makeup. Then we're all going to Le Bistro. We deserve a good meal before opening night!"

"Yay, let's go!" Jiyoo enthused. "I'm so hungry, I had to force myself not to eat the prop apples."

An hour later, we were all enjoying a late dinner at Seattle's favorite French restaurant. I listened to the excited chatter around our table as I slowly worked my way through a rich boeuf bourguignon, the tender braised beef falling apart at the touch of my fork, the deep wine-dark sauce fragrant with thyme and bay leaf.

It's amazing how quickly you can get used to luxury, I thought to myself as I ate. The lifestyle Sylvia leads is so seductive, just like she is.

Someone was rubbing their foot up and down my leg. Marie? Edwina? I knew it wasn't Sylvia since she had her hand under the table, stroking my thigh and occasionally brushing against my cock.

I looked around the table, taking in the faces of the four beautiful women surrounding me.

Less than a month ago, I was eating ramen in my shitty apartment, hoping to get lucky with the mother of one of my taekwondo students.

Look at me now. Life can change in an instant... just takes a video call from a Hollywood starlet.

Sylvia caught me grinning at her and smiled. Her hand moved up, resting on my cock. She opened her mouth to say something...

...and then her gaze snapped above my head and the smile on her face evaporated.

"Hello, Sylvia."

I felt his presence behind me before I heard the voice. Cool, measured, the kind of tone that could silence a movie set.

Sylvia's hand withdrew from my thigh.

"Hello, Daddy."

"Sylvia! Oh my god, look at you!"

Lyria Becker swept around from behind Bryce, all smiles and designer perfume, leaning down to air-kiss Sylvia on both cheeks. She wore a fitted emerald dress that showed off her figure, her blonde hair swept up in an elegant twist.

"Gorgeous as always!" Lyria beamed. "Honestly, it's criminal. And your father! When I heard he was in town for this digital conference thingy, I just had to drag him out. We've barely seen each other since that thing in Aspen."

Lyria straightened up and wagged a perfectly manicured finger at Sylvia.

"Speaking of which, young lady, I have sent you three invitations this summer. Three! My Fourth of July party, the garden brunch, the charity auction. Not a single RSVP. What am I supposed to do with you?"

Sylvia smiled thinly at Lyria, but her eyes never left her father's face. Bryce stood with his hands clasped in front of him, immaculate in a silk suit, his jaw set.

Father and daughter locked onto each other across the table like two chess players studying the board. Sylvia's chin was raised, her green eyes bright with defiance. Bryce's expression was harder to read. There was ice there, certainly. But underneath, something else. A weariness, a sadness that lived in the lines around his mouth.

Lyria turned to me, her hand landing on my shoulder and lingering.

"And you." She squeezed my shoulder. "I have sent you four texts and two voicemails, Ajax Covington. Four texts. Two voicemails. Are you ghosting me?"

"I'm sorry, Lyria. Things have been intense. We've been deep in rehearsals."

"How is the play going? Tell me everything."

"We just finished our dress rehearsal tonight. This is our cast dinner before opening night tomorrow."

"Tomorrow!" Lyria's eyes went wide. "Oh, I am absolutely coming. And you know what? We should do the afterparty right here. Le Bistro has gorgeous private rooms in the back. I'll make a call, I know the owner, after all. It's me!"

"That's very generous," I said. "We haven't made any plans for after the show yet, so I'll definitely keep your offer in mind."

Bryce spoke. His voice cut through Lyria's enthusiasm like a knife through butter.

"I heard David Tanaka will be attending opening night." His blue eyes, so much like Sylvia's and yet so different, shifted to his daughter. "Is that true?"

"It is," Sylvia said.

Bryce rolled his eyes with theatrical contempt.

"David Tanaka is a well-meaning fool who doesn't understand movies beyond the silly teen comedies that made him rich."

"David Tanaka has also produced award-winning independent films," Sylvia replied.

"Distributed." Bryce held up a correcting finger. "He distributed those films. He didn't produce them. There is a significant difference, Sylvia. You know that."

Sylvia gave a cool shrug.

"Nevertheless. David accepted my invitation. I'm looking forward to him seeing the show."

Bryce's mouth tightened. He paused, and when he spoke again his voice dropped half a register.

"I've also heard a very ugly rumor that Vance Brown will be in attendance." He straightened the cuff of his shirt. "It's bad enough that I have to attend the same conference as that man. I hope you did not invite him to your little play."

"I did. Vance contacted me to express his interest in acquiring Marie's script. I thought it only right to invite him."

Bryce's smile was a cold, thin line.

"Surely you realize that a snake like Vance has no genuine interest in the play. Or in you. He's attending for one reason and one reason only, which is to irritate me."

Lyria shifted her weight from one heel to the other. The easy brightness had drained from her face. She glanced at me, then at the floor, her fingers fidgeting with her clutch.

"Vance has always been collegial with me," Sylvia said, her voice perfectly level. "His interest in 52 Acres is very real. His panel on digital streaming is the keynote of the entire conference, isn't it?"

I watched the scowl flash across Bryce's face. He buried it behind that cold smile, but not before I caught it. Not before Sylvia caught it too.

"I hope you don't end up regretting courting a man like Vance. But I suspect you will."

"I know very well what I'm doing."

"I'm sure you do." Bryce adjusted his jacket. "We should be going, Lyria."

Lyria seized on the exit like a life raft.

"Oh, yes! We have a private dining room here tonight. You're all welcome to join us, of course. The more the merrier."

"That's a kind offer," Sylvia replied, "but we all need to get home and rest before tomorrow."

"Of course, of course! You need your beauty sleep. Not that you need it." Lyria managed a laugh. "Well, good night everyone. Break a leg tomorrow!"

Bryce paused. He looked at Sylvia with those sad, icy eyes.

"I hope you all have a good performance."

The deliberate violation of theatrical tradition hung in the air. Every actor knew you never wished someone a "good performance." It was bad luck. You said, "break a leg."

Bryce knew that. He had spent fifty years in show business. He knew exactly what he was doing.

"We will... Daddy."

Sylvia said it the way someone might say, "go to hell."

Bryce turned and walked away, Lyria falling into step beside him, her heels clicking rapidly on the hardwood floor as they disappeared toward the private dining rooms.

Silence settled over our table. Jiyoo stared at her plate. Marie gripped her wineglass. Edwina studied Sylvia with quiet concern.

Sylvia picked up her menu and flashed a brilliant smile around the table, teeth and all, wide and bright and utterly hollow.

"So! Who wants dessert?"


Chapter 11



"Great job, everyone!" I looked around at the women surrounding me. "Now let's all get a good night's sleep and be ready to stage this play tomorrow."

"For sure!" Jiyoo grinned.

"Good night," Marie said with a tired smile.

The two of them headed to the guesthouse. Sylvia held out her hand for me.

"Walk me to my room?" she asked. "Unless you plan on seeing Edwina tonight?"

"Can't risk seeing Edwina," I joked. "She'd wear me out and leave me too exhausted to perform... in more ways than one."

I took Sylvia's hand and regarded her seriously.

"How are you feeling? After all that?"

"I'm fine," Sylvia said with a shrug. "My father has always been a part of my life, for better or worse. I'm just focused on this play."

"Dress rehearsal went perfectly."

"It really did."

Sylvia cocked an eyebrow at me, a sly smile on her face.

"So? You coming upstairs to fuck me or not, sweetie? Or is it like those boxers avoiding sex before a big fight?"

"That boxer thing is just a myth. But let's take a break for tonight, okay? I need sleep. And so do you, Sylvia."

"You're the director. You must know best."

"I do." I kissed her on the cheek. "Now give me the keys to your Range Rover. I have to go back to the theatre."

"What in the world for?"

"My phone. I left it backstage. I need to keep in touch with my taekwondo class back in LA."

She handed me her keys and I kissed her again, this time on the lips. She pressed her lips to my ear, her hand resting on my chest.

"I really could use that cock of yours, Ajax."

"A little pent-up energy will help your acting," I laughed. "Get some sleep."

Sylvia stood and watched as I got into the SUV and drove away.

The highway stretched empty ahead of me, the Range Rover's headlights carving through the darkness. I cracked the window and let the cool night air wash over my face.

No Sylvia asking about blocking. No Marie debating word choices. No Jiyoo humming melodies under her breath. Just the road, the hum of the engine, and the quiet inside my own skull.

I exhaled long and slow, feeling the muscles in my shoulders unwind. Three women, each brilliant, each demanding in her own way, each pulling a different thread of my attention every waking hour.

A man surrounded by that much beauty, that much talent and heat and need, he starts to lose the edges of himself. He starts blending into their orbits.

This small break was needed. The silence as I drove was a quiet relief from the stress of the play.

My thoughts drifted to Sylvia and her father at the restaurant. The way she'd squared her shoulders and lifted her chin at Bryce, defiant but brittle underneath.

And Bryce? Seventy years old and still stage-managing his daughter's life. Pulling strings, cutting funding, buying people off.

Bryce Peterson had been the gravitational center of Sylvia's world since before she could form memories. Every choice she'd made, every role she'd taken, every risk she'd avoided existed in relation to him. Even her rebellion was a response to his control.

I grew up the opposite. No father at all. No gravitational center except the one I built for myself.

My mother worked double shifts cleaning motels while I let myself into an empty apartment and heated up canned soup and did homework on the floor in front of the television. Nobody pulled strings for me because there were no strings to pull.

That absence taught me something Sylvia never learned.

You are responsible for your own life. Nobody is coming to save you.

But sometimes, on nights like this, I wondered. What would my father think if he could see me now? Would he shake his head at a twenty-six-year-old who worked security at a warehouse and taught kids to kick pads on Saturdays?

Or would something in his chest swell watching his son command a stage, coax a real performance out of a movie star the whole world had written off?

I'd never know. That was the thing about absent fathers. They left you free, but they also left you guessing forever.

Seattle rose ahead of me, the skyline glittering against the dark water of the Sound. The Space Needle, the stacked lights of downtown reflected in Elliott Bay. As always, something loosened in my chest at the sight of my city.

This was home. This rain-soaked, coffee-obsessed, flannel-wearing city had made me. LA had its sunshine and its industry connections, but the move south had cost me something I couldn't name.

Standing in Griffith Park watching the hazy sunset was never the same as watching fog roll in over Puget Sound. The opportunities weren't worth the distance from my roots. I felt that now more than ever.

Twenty minutes later, I pulled up in front of the Old Cannery. I headed inside, my mind turning back to the image of Sylvia standing in the driveway, watching me drive away.

Did I really just turn down sex with Sylvia Laurentis?

A month ago, I wouldn't have believed it. Even now, it seemed crazy.

Maybe I'll have to visit her after all. Sylvia joked that she was getting addicted to me. I wouldn't want her to get withdrawals before the show. Girl needs her fix.

I grinned as I unlocked the front door. It was a game I'd come to enjoy playing in my mind, Who do I fuck tonight?

Sylvia was always pure pleasure, but could be very demanding. Marie was complicated and needed careful handling.

And Edwina? My older woman fantasies always raged when I bedded her. I loved seeing her face when she orgasmed, the way her eyes rolled back in her head as I pounded her pussy.

Dividing my time between all three and keeping them satisfied was a logistical challenge I loved. If Clover were still here, my nights would have been even more insanely challenging.

The memory of fucking Clover's ass as she hung over the railing of her unfinished apartment twenty-seven floors above the ground was still burned in my memory. Pulling her ass cheeks apart as I plundered her asshole, her hand thrumming her clit wildly as I ass-fucked her, Clover yelling at me to "Go harder!" as I pulled her hair and--

I froze, the memory of Clover vanishing from my mind. I'd just entered the theatre and stood frozen halfway through the front door.

A man stood in the far corner of the house. He was wearing a hoodie, his lower face covered with a black surgical mask. The show's laptop was tucked under his arm.

The laptop with all our lighting and sound cues.

I grimaced, both angry and scared to find this stranger in the theatre, stealing the laptop that was critical to our show.

He was probably some tweaker who'd wandered in, looking for shit to steal that he could pawn off. Sadly, the streets were full of guys like him.

This was a dangerous situation. I needed to diffuse it so nobody got hurt.

But I also couldn't let him get away with the laptop.

"Hey, you're not supposed to be in here," I said firmly. "Put the laptop down and leave. Now."

He didn't answer, his eyes darting from me to the door and back again. I tensed, expecting him to bolt for the back entrance that led to the loading area.

Is that how he got in? Maybe someone left the back door unlocked?

But he didn't bolt for the back door. That made me think he hadn't come in that way.

Instead, he started moving toward me, the laptop still under his arm.

Shit. Here we go.
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My heart started racing as he got closer. I could see his eyes fixed on me. There was no hesitation in them. This guy was going to push right past me, daring me to stop him.

I stepped to the side and shut the door behind me.

"You're not leaving with that laptop," I said quietly.

He hesitated for just a moment.

Then he charged.

The thief closed the gap between us fast, shoulder lowered like a running back hitting a hole in the line. No warning, no wind-up. Just a straight bull rush at the door behind me.

My body moved before my brain caught up.

I pivoted on my left foot and snapped a straight side kick into his midsection. The heel of my foot drove deep into the soft flesh below his ribs.

The impact traveled up through my leg, solid and clean, the kind of kick I'd thrown ten thousand times on heavy bags and padded targets in the YMCA gym where I'd first learned taekwondo at age nine because beginner classes were free.

I'd kept training through high school, through college, through my MFA, earning my black belt. Not because I thought it would save my life in a street fight.

Taekwondo for show, Muay Thai for real fighting.

That was what every serious martial artist knew. I'd earned my black belt because the discipline sharpened my body awareness and because it looked spectacular in stage combat choreography.

But a kick was a kick. And I was very, very good at throwing them.

The thief folded around my foot like a cheap lawn chair. He staggered backward three steps, four, clutching his stomach, a ragged wheeze escaping through the surgical mask.

The laptop was still tucked under one arm. I kept my eyes on the thief.

"Put the laptop down and walk out of here." My voice was flat and cold. "I'll let you go. But you are not leaving with that computer."

The thief straightened slowly, one hand still pressed against his gut. His eyes above the mask were wide, recalculating.

I bounced on my toes, settling into a fighting stance, weight on the balls of my feet, fists raised and tight.

He wants more? Fine.

Rage surged through me. It came in a hot surge that started somewhere behind my sternum and flooded outward through my arms, my legs, the tips of my fingers.

But riding beneath it, like a river under ice, was something colder.

Control.

I'd never liked violence. But I'd grown up poor in South Seattle, and poverty was an education in what violence looked like, sounded like, smelled like. I learned early that the world contained people who would hurt you for pocket change, and I learned what I was willing to do when cornered.

The thief knew it too. I watched the fear seep into his eyes like ink spreading in water. His shoulders dropped half an inch. His weight shifted backward, away from me.

Good. Back it up. Punk ass bitch.

Then his right hand slipped beneath the front of his hoodie.

The revolver came out smooth and practiced. Stainless steel, short barrel, rosewood grip. He held it low against his thigh, not pointed at me, not aimed.

He didn't need to aim it. The geometry of the situation had changed completely in the half-second it took him to clear the weapon from his waistband.

A kick was a kick. But a bullet was a bullet.

My stomach dropped and the ice in my veins turned brittle. I stood very still, the fighting stance suddenly feeling absurd.

The thief jerked his chin toward the side.

Move!

I almost did. Every rational synapse in my brain screamed at me to step aside, let him grab the laptop, let him walk.

But something snagged in my mind. A detail. Small, but wrong.

He hadn't spoken. Not a single word since I'd walked in. Not "get back," not "move," not even a curse when my kick cratered his stomach. Almost as if he didn't want me to hear his voice.

I looked at the revolver again. Stage combat training at Gorst had included theatrical armorer certification. Thirty hours of classroom instruction covering prop weapons, blank-fire pistols, and real firearms safety.

I was nowhere near an expert on real guns, but I knew enough to recognize what he was holding.

The piece in his hand was a Manurhin MR73. Six-shot .357 Magnum, custom sights. Not some Saturday night special a tweaker scored for forty bucks behind a gas station.

No, that was a five-thousand-dollar handgun he was holding. The kind of weapon a professional carried.

The kind of weapon I'd seen holstered under a dark suit jacket at The Old Cannery, the day Bryce Peterson's driver had greeted Marie and me.

The fear drained out of me all at once, like bathwater when you pull the plug. What replaced it was contempt so pure it tasted metallic on my tongue.

I straightened out of my stance and dropped my fists. I placed my right hand flat against the fire alarm mounted on the wall beside the door.

"I know who you are."

His eyes narrowed above the mask.

"Mask or no mask. Silent treatment or not. I recognized the gun, and I recognize you." I tapped the fire alarm with my index finger. "Put the laptop down or I'll pull this alarm and block this door. Fire trucks and cops will be here in four minutes. You want to explain to the Seattle PD why Bryce Peterson's personal driver is burglarizing a theatre while brandishing a firearm?"

His jaw clenched beneath the surgical mask. I could see the tendons working in his neck. His pistol raised up, just a little.

"Give it up," I grinned. "Bryce is a Hollywood mogul. He's a bully and a control freak and he'll do just about anything to shut down his daughter's play. But he's not a killer. And neither are you. You're just a driver and a bodyguard. And a shitty thief, apparently."

For a long moment we stood there, the two of us, separated by eight feet of dusty concrete floor.

The defeat arrived in stages. First his shoulders sagged. Then his gun hand dropped another inch. Then, slowly, deliberately, he bent at the knees and set the laptop gently on the ground with his free hand.

He straightened and tucked the revolver back into its waistband holster. Then he pulled the surgical mask down past his chin.

Square jaw, close-cropped hair, the same face I'd seen outside this very theatre.

"Smart choice," I said.

He walked toward me and I stepped just far enough from the door to let him pass. He stopped with his shoulder inches from mine. Up close he smelled of cigars and expensive cologne.

"If I wasn't on the job," he said quietly, his voice a low rumble, "I'd be happy to beat your ass, you little cunt."

"Really?" I grinned. "We gonna meet behind the school bleachers at recess? Seriously, how old are you? Twelve?"

"Fuck you."

"Whatever. You know where I'm staying. Come visit anytime." I held his gaze. "After opening night, though."

He looked at me for one more beat. Then he hawked and spat at my feet, a wet glob landing on the toe of my sneaker. He pushed through the door and stomped his way down the lobby.

I stood in the doorway. I felt calm, but my hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against my thighs and waited until they stopped. Then I walked to where the laptop lay on the concrete.

I picked it up, turned it over, and opened the lid.

The screen blinked awake from sleep. The lighting and sound software filled the display, every cue intact, every fade and cross-fade and audio trigger exactly where Marie and I had programmed them. Rows of colored blocks stacked in precise sequence.

The entire technical architecture of our show, alive and undamaged.

I let out a breath that seemed to empty me all the way to my shoes. I tucked the laptop under my arm and dashed backstage to grab my phone.

Leaving the theatre, I locked the front door firmly behind me and walked back to Sylvia's Range Rover, scanning the streets for a thief I knew was no longer there.
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The drive back to Bucklin Point took thirty minutes, but it felt like hours. I was gripping the steering wheel hard enough to leave marks in the leather, replaying the moment that revolver had come up.

The rational part of my brain kept running the numbers. Bryce Peterson was a Hollywood producer, not a cartel boss. His driver was a professional who carried an expensive gun as a deterrent, not a weapon of first resort. The math had been clean. The read had been correct.

But the irrational part of my brain kept screaming about what would have happened if my read had been wrong.

I gritted my teeth. I'd stood in front of a man with a firearm and not backed down. Not because I was brave, but because I was furious. Because some hired muscle in a cheap surgical mask had walked into our theatre and tried to steal the digital blueprint of every lighting cue and sound effect Marie and I had spent weeks building.

"Come visit anytime," I'd told him. And I meant it. I hoped I'd be seeing that driver again real soon.

I turned onto Bucklin Point Way and forced my breathing to slow. The urban density gave way to older architecture. The sidewalks got wider, the houses got taller.

By the time I reached Bucklin Point proper, the road curved along the lake through a corridor of old-growth Douglas firs, and the only sound was the Range Rover's tires on fresh asphalt.

That's when I saw her.

A woman walking a small red dog on a leash, moving along the grassy strip between the sidewalk and the street. The dog's gait was careful, favoring her left side where the vet had stitched the bite wounds.

Even at this distance, even in the amber half-light, I knew the messy shoulder-length hair and the thick black glasses.

My first instinct was concern. A woman alone on the street at night? Then I caught myself. This wasn't Rainier Avenue. This wasn't the stretch of MLK where I'd learned to walk with my keys between my fingers. This was Bucklin Point, where the median household income could fund a small nation. The biggest threat after dark was a wayward sprinkler system.

I pulled alongside her and rolled the passenger window down.

Marie startled, one hand flying to her chest. Then she saw my face and her shoulders dropped.

"You scared the hell out of me, AJ!"

Like me, Marie had grown up in a poor neighborhood. She'd reacted the same way I had before remembering where we were.

"Sorry! Get in. Both of you. I'll drive you the rest of the way."

Marie bent to scoop Belinha up, cradling the cocker spaniel against her chest before setting her gently on the back seat.

Belinha circled once on the leather and curled into a tight crescent, her red tail thumping. I reached back and scratched behind her ears. Her tail thumped harder.

Marie settled into the passenger seat and pulled the door shut. She didn't reach for her seatbelt. We sat parked under an amber streetlight with the engine idling.

"It's getting late," I said. "What are you doing out here?"

"Belinha needed to pee. And the vet said short walks are good for her healing. Light exercise, keep the muscles around the wounds from stiffening." She adjusted her glasses. "What are you doing in Sylvia's car?"

I stared through the windshield. The street ahead was empty, flanked by hedgerows and the silhouettes of lakefront mansions.

I'd already decided not to tell Sylvia about the thief. She'd spiral. And Jiyoo, sweet Jiyoo who said "darn" instead of "damn," didn't need images of armed intruders rattling around her head the night before opening.

But Marie was different. Marie was the playwright, the co-architect. Marie needed to know what we were up against.

"I went back to the theatre to grab my phone. I found someone inside. He was trying to steal the lighting and sound laptop."

"Meu Deus! What happened?"

"I stopped him at the door. Kicked him. He went down. Then he pulled a gun."

Marie's hand shot to the dashboard as if bracing for impact.

"Ajax."

"I'm fine. I was never in real danger."

"He had a gun!"

"Yeah, a Manurhin revolver. Custom sights. A five-thousand-dollar handgun." I turned to face her. "The same revolver I saw holstered under a fansy suit jacket the day Bryce came to the theatre. His driver, the big guy who was waiting by the car."

Marie's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

"Her own father sent someone to steal our show files?"

"With a loaded gun in his waistband, yeah."

"Filho da puta!" She pressed her palm over her mouth and stared at the glove compartment. "I knew Bryce was controlling. I knew he was manipulative. But breaking into a theatre? With a weapon?"

"I didn't think he'd go that far either. You know what it made me think about? How I spent most of my life angry that my father was never around. No calls. No birthdays. Just gone. And then you look at Sylvia, and she's got the exact opposite problem. A father who's been there her whole life, hovering, controlling, pulling strings, tearing down everything she builds. All that power and all that presence aimed directly at her since she was a kid." I shook my head. "Makes you wonder which version is worse."

Marie was quiet for a moment.

"Being close to other people can make you reexamine your deepest beliefs," she nodded. "What you thought you knew about yourself."

Something in her voice snagged me. Not the words themselves but the undertow beneath them, a current of anxiety that had nothing to do with Bryce Peterson or stolen laptops or loaded revolvers.

I watched her profile in the amber light. The messy hair tucked behind one ear, the glasses reflecting the dashboard glow. The tight line of her jaw.

"What's going on, Marie?"

She sighed and turned to look out the passenger window.

"Nothing."

"Bullshit. I'm not driving until you tell me. We'll sit here all night. Engine's on, tank is full. Belinha looks comfortable."

From the back seat, a sleepy tail thump.

Marie stayed facing the window. I counted six breaths before she spoke.

"I took Belinha out because I needed to clear my head."

"Clear it of what?"

"My ex posted on her socials tonight. She's dating someone new. A woman. Wealthy, beautiful, runs some kind of tech startup in Portland. Very impressive. Very put-together."

"That's hard. Seeing your ex move on."

Marie snorted, a short, rueful sound. She shook her head slowly.

"What?"

"When I saw the post, I felt nothing." She turned one of her rings around her finger. "No jealousy. No regret. Nothing. Like looking at a stranger's vacation photos."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

Marie finally turned from the window. Her blue eyes found mine and what I saw in them was not relief. It was confusion.

"She was the love of my life, Ajax. When we broke up, I thought I would die. I didn't eat for a week. I wrote forty pages of the worst poetry you've ever read. I was destroyed." She paused. "But tonight I looked at her picture and felt nothing. Because I found someone else to love."

The interior of the Range Rover suddenly felt very small. Belinha shifted on the back seat, her collar jingling softly.

I said nothing. I had nothing to say.

Marie's lips curved into a sad half-smile.

"Have I left the Gorst snob speechless?"

"Confused, not speechless. Why is loving someone else bad?"

"Because I never expected to fall in love so soon after having my heart broken."

She pulled her glasses off and cleaned them on the hem of her shirt, a stalling gesture I'd seen a hundred times in rehearsal.

"And I definitely did not expect to fall in love with a man," she said softly. "Not to mention a man who is already in love with a famous Hollywood movie star."

I blinked. My pulse kicked up in a way it hadn't even when the revolver came out.

Marie sensed the hesitation immediately. She stopped cleaning her glasses and frowned.

"Meu Deus, AJ. You are in love with her, right? Because Sylvia is head over heels in love with you. You know that."

"I care about Sylvia. A lot." The words came out careful, measured. "Just like I care about you."

She put her glasses back on and nodded once, a precise movement.

"I understand."

Silence. The engine hummed. Outside, a breeze moved through the Douglas firs, and their shadows swayed across the windshield like slow pendulums.

"In Brazil we say, As mulheres anseiam pelo amor. Os homens o temem." Her accent deepened on the Portuguese, the syllables rolling and liquid. "Women yearn for love. Men fear it."

"I'm not afraid of love. I'm just not sure I recognize it."

"If you want to see what love looks like," Marie said, her voice barely above a whisper, "just look into Sylvia's eyes."

A pause, just a heartbeat.

"Or mine."

I exhaled slowly. Marie stared at me, searching. I leaned toward her, ready to kiss those full lips.

But Marie turned her face away. My lips stopped an inch from her cheek.

"No," she said. "I don't want you to kiss me. Not now."

Marie reached back without looking and rested her hand on Belinha's side. The dog's tail gave one quiet thump.

"Marie." I settled back into my seat. "I wish I could give you the answer you want."

"I only want the answer that's true."

The streetlight above us flickered once, then held steady.

"It's getting late," Marie said quietly. "Take us home, AJ."

I put the Range Rover in drive and pulled away from the curb.


Chapter 14



Back in the guesthouse, I set the laptop on the kitchen table next to my phone and stood there for a moment, both hands flat on the wood, staring at the two devices.

The laptop contained every lighting cue, every sound effect trigger, every fade and cross-fade and blackout that Marie and I had painstakingly built over the past four weeks.

All of it lived on this single hard drive. No cloud backup, no duplicate USB tucked into a drawer somewhere.

If Bryce's driver had gotten out the door with this machine, our show would have opened tomorrow with nothing but house lights and silence.

"Stupid," I muttered. "Stupid, stupid, stupid."

I'd spent years working in theatres where the budget for tech was whatever you could beg, borrow, or steal from the last production. I knew better.

I'd watched a director at the Portland Fringe lose an entire sound design when a coffee spill killed a MacBook twenty minutes before curtain. I'd sworn I'd never be that careless.

And then I'd been exactly that careless.

I pressed my knuckles against the table. Tomorrow morning, first thing, before warm-ups, before coffee, I was going to copy every file to two separate drives and email the master cue sheet to myself and Marie. Three redundancies. Four, if you counted the laptop itself.

Never again.

I left the kitchen and headed for the bedroom, my body telling me in no uncertain terms that it was done for the day. My stomach ached from the tension and adrenaline dump. My right heel throbbed from the side kick. Even my jaw felt tight from clenching it during the drive home with Marie.

The bedroom door was ajar. A thin wedge of hallway light cut across the carpet.

I pushed it open.

The room was dark, but I could make out the shape on the edge of my bed. Small frame. Pink hair catching the sliver of hallway glow. The duvet from the bed pulled up and wrapped around narrow shoulders like a shawl.

I wasn't surprised. Not even a little.

"How long have you been waiting?"

"An hour. Maybe more." Jiyoo's voice was soft in the darkness. "Were you with Sylvia?"

"No. I left my phone at the theatre. Had to go back for it."

Jiyoo nodded, the movement barely visible.

"Wait, AJ."

I'd taken half a step toward her. I stopped.

"Turn on the light," she said.

"Why?"

"I want you to see me."

I reached for the wall switch. The overhead fixture came to life, flooding the room with light.

Jiyoo squinted, her nose scrunching, her pink hair falling across her face. She looked impossibly young in the sudden brightness, like a college freshman caught out past curfew.

Then she stood.

The duvet slid from her shoulders and pooled around her bare feet on the carpet.

Jiyoo was naked.

Her body was a study in delicate lines. Narrow shoulders tapering to a slim waist, the gentle flare of hips that were still more girl than woman. Small breasts, barely a handful each, capped with dark brown nipples that puckered in the room's cool air. Below her flat stomach, nothing. Bare skin all the way down to her cleft, smooth and pale as porcelain.

She held herself there for a heartbeat, two, her chin lifted, her arms at her sides. Then the bravery crumbled. Her arms came up and crossed over her chest and stomach, fingers gripping opposite elbows, folding herself into a self-conscious hug.

I looked at her. All of her. The sharp collarbones, the faint outline of ribs beneath skin that saw too little sunlight and too few meals. The knobby knees.

Nineteen years old and a hundred and ten pounds, standing naked in my bedroom the night before opening, offering me everything she had.

My chest ached with something fierce and protective. And below that, lower, darker, the undeniable heat of wanting her.

I felt my cock thicken against my thigh, and I hated myself for it, and I didn't hate myself for it, and both things were true at the same time.

Jiyoo watched my face. She could read the war there. Her lips curved into a shy, trembling smile.

"Ajax, will you..." She swallowed. "Will you f-fuck me?"

The word landed wrong in her mouth, clumsy and foreign, a borrowed shoe that didn't fit.

She'd rehearsed it. Probably standing in her room across the hall, saying it to the mirror, over and over, the way I'd taught Sylvia to rehearse difficult lines. Trying to make it sound natural. Trying to sound like a woman instead of a girl who said "darn."

I crossed the room to her. Jiyoo's arms unfolded. She opened them wide, her fingers splayed, her head tilting back, her eyes fluttering closed. Lips parted. Waiting.

I bent down and picked up the duvet.

I wrapped it around her shoulders and pulled it tight across her chest, cocooning her. Then I folded my arms around the whole bundle of her and pressed my lips to the top of her head, breathing in the sweet scent of her shampoo.

"Cotton candy girl," I teased.

Jiyoo's eyes opened. Confusion rippled across her face. I guided her gently back to the edge of the bed and sat beside her, my arm around her duvet-wrapped shoulder.

She stared at the carpet.

"Why did you cover me up?"

"Because I want to talk to you, and that would be weird if you were naked."

No smile. Her lower lip disappeared between her teeth.

"Do you think I'm ugly?"

"Jiyoo. Come on. You're incredibly pretty, and you know it. You've got millions of fans across three continents who agree with me."

"So why won't you have sex with me?"

I exhaled through my nose, long and slow.

"Is that what you really want?"

"Yes!"

No hesitation. The firmest single syllable I'd ever heard from her.

"Why?"

"Because you're hot and I want to jump your... your fucking cock."

"You don't need to talk like that," I said. "Don't try to be something you're not."

Jiyoo's chin came up.

"Isn't that exactly what acting is?"

"Acting is playing different roles. But there's an emotional core underneath that never changes. That's what's yours. That's what you protect."

"That's why I'm here." She pulled the duvet tighter. "Tomorrow I step onto that stage and play Cheong. And I don't connect with her. Not on the deep level you're always talking about."

"Cheong is a creative woman, vibrant, full of fire. That sounds like someone I know."

Jiyoo shook her head, the pink strands swaying.

"Cheong has fallen in love. Cheong has been with a man. Like you said, Cheong is a woman."

She paused. Her voice dropped.

"I'm not. Not a real woman. Not yet."

"That's not true. You are very much a--"

"I haven't been allowed to grow up." The words came quick now, tumbling. "My agency didn't raise me. They cultivated me. Like a prize flower. Water it, prune it, shape it, make sure every petal is perfect for the cameras."

Her hands gripped her knees through the duvet.

"But Cheong isn't perfect. And neither am I. I don't want to be an untouched flower anymore, Ajax. I want to be a woman."

She turned to face me, and her brown eyes were enormous.

"I want you to make me a woman, AJ. From the moment you caught me in that hotel room in LA, I knew. I wanted you to be my first. Only once I've felt what Cheong has felt will I be able to become her. Really become her. And I... I want it. I'm aching for it. I want you. With me. Inside me. Please."

I looked at this girl. This beautiful, brave, terrified girl was placing everything in my hands. Not just her body. Her trust. Her fear. Her desperate hope that crossing this threshold would unlock something inside her that a decade of K-Pop training had kept sealed shut.

The desire in her eyes was real. So was the fear. She'd carried both of them across the hall and sat in my dark bedroom for an hour, wrapped in my duvet, rehearsing one sentence with a word she'd never said aloud.

She'd crossed her threshold. Now it was my turn.

I didn't speak. Words would have cheapened it. I just nodded.

Jiyoo's breath caught.

I leaned in. Her eyes closed. Her lips, soft and warm and trembling, met mine.

I pulled back from the kiss and stood. Jiyoo sat on the edge of the bed, the duvet still clutched to her chest, watching me with huge brown eyes as I unbuttoned my shirt and dropped it on the floor. Belt next, then jeans. I pushed my boxers down and stepped out of them.

Jiyoo's gaze dropped between my legs. Her brow furrowed. A small grimace pinched her mouth.

"I don't... excite you?"

I laughed. A warm, honest laugh.

"It takes time for a guy to get hard, Jiyoo. That's how it works."

"Oh." Her cheeks flushed crimson. "I've never... I mean, I don't know how any of this works. With a real man. In person."

"I know."

I kneeled on the bed and guided her backward. She let the duvet fall away and lay back against the pillow, her pink hair fanning out, her arms stiff at her sides. I held myself over her on my hands, not touching her yet. Just looking.

"Be calm."

"I'm trying."

"Don't try. Just breathe."

I lowered my mouth to hers. Soft. Slow. Her lips were dry from nerves and I licked them until they weren't. Then I moved to her jaw, the hollow beneath her ear, the side of her neck where her pulse hammered against my lips like a trapped bird.

When I grazed her earlobe with my teeth, she gasped and her whole body jerked.

"Oh my gosh."

I smiled against her skin and nibbled again, gentle, tugging the soft flesh between my teeth. Jiyoo squirmed beneath me, her breathing ragged, her fingers finding my shoulders and gripping hard.

Every touch was a first for her. Every sensation was a door opening. I could feel it in the way her body startled and then melted, startled and melted, a rhythm of discovery.

I kissed down her collarbone to her chest. Her nipples were already tight from the cool air, but when I closed my mouth around the left one and sucked gently, Jiyoo arched off the mattress with a sound that was half whimper, half song.

I rolled my tongue across the stiff peak, then moved to the right, giving it the same attention. Her fingers raked into my hair.

I kissed lower. Down the flat plane of her stomach, across the faint ridges of her ribs, into the soft dip of her navel.

When I reached her mound, I paused. Jiyoo's legs fell open, her knees trembling, her eyes glazed and unfocused behind a curtain of hair.

Her pussy was bare and pink and impossibly soft, the delicate lips already glistening. The scent of her was clean, sweet, intoxicating.

I kissed the inside of her right thigh. She quivered. The thick tendon along her inner leg strained taut as a guitar string beneath my lips. I kissed the left thigh. Same tremor. Same beautiful tension.

Then I licked her.

One long, slow swipe from her entrance to her clit. Jiyoo's hips bucked and a moan tore from her throat, raw and desperate and nothing like the polished vocals she'd trained a decade to perfect.

I licked again. Again. Long, patient strokes, tasting her, feeling her wetness spread across my tongue.

"Ajax... oh... oh my..."

I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked gently while my tongue circled. Jiyoo's thighs clamped against my ears. Her fingers twisted in my hair.

I kept the rhythm steady, reading her body, listening to the pitch of her moans climb. She let out a strangled yelp when I pressed my thumb against her anus, grinding her pussy into me even harder.

When she came, Jiyoo's back arched clean off the mattress and she cried out in a voice I'd never heard from her, broken and beautiful.

I kissed my way back up her trembling body and pressed my mouth to hers. She tasted herself on my lips and her tongue chased the flavor, curious, hungry.

She was shaking. Her whole body vibrated like a struck tuning fork.

"Do it," she whispered against my mouth. "I'm ready. Please. Please do it."

I kneeled between her thighs. I was fully hard now, aching. I gripped myself and positioned the head at her entrance. Our eyes locked.

I pushed.

The resistance was immediate. Her virgin pussy clenched against me, locked tight, every muscle in her body fighting the intrusion even as her eyes begged me forward.

I pressed gently, firmly, steadily, feeling the incredible pressure of her giving way to me millimeter by millimeter until something yielded and I slid inside.

Jiyoo made a sharp, cracked cry. Her head rocked back, the tendons in her neck straining. My heart ached at the sound of her groans. I froze, my cock buried halfway in the tightest, wettest heat I'd ever felt.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded. A single tear tracked from the corner of her eye into her pink hair.

"It hurts. But... good hurt. I feel so... filled up."

I held perfectly still. Every nerve in my body screamed at me to move, to thrust, to bury myself in that impossible tightness. I didn't. I breathed. I waited. I let her body adjust to the shape of me inside her.

Jiyoo pulled me down onto her chest. Her legs wrapped around my waist. She was so small beneath me, so light. I kissed her with both our eyes open, blue into brown, and watched the fear slowly drain from her face.

She nodded.

"I'm ready."

I pressed my hips forward. Slowly. Watching her face as each inch disappeared inside her. She whimpered, a high thin sound, and her nails dug crescents into my back as I buried my cock fully inside her pussy.

I held there and kissed her. Then I pulled back and thrust in again. Slow. Gentle. Out and in, feeling her wetness coat me, her heat surrounding me, her walls gripping me so tight I had to grit my teeth against the urge to pound Jiyoo into the mattress.

"Faster," she finally whispered.

I picked up the speed. Still careful, still measured. But moving now with purpose, watching the crease of pain between her eyebrows smooth out, watching her mouth fall open, watching pleasure bloom across her features.

"I can't... I can't take much more, AJ..."

"I'm close too," I told her. "You feel so good, Jiyoo."

"Inside me." Her legs tightened around my waist. "Finish inside me. Make it natural. Make it special. The way a woman should have it."

The words broke something loose in me. I buried myself deep and came with a guttural sound that was more animal than human, flooding her with thick hot pulses of cum while Jiyoo clung to me and pressed her face into my neck.

Shuddering, I rolled off her, spent, my chest heaving. She curled into my side immediately, her head on my shoulder, her pink hair sticking to the sweat on my skin.

After a moment, she reached between her legs. Her fingers came back glistening, coated in a slick mixture of sperm and pussy juices.

She brought her fingers to her face and studied them. Then, tentatively, she dabbed the tip of her finger against her tongue.

I watched the wonder bloom in those brown eyes as she tasted something entirely new. She licked her fingers clean, considering.

"It's nice."

She bit her lower lip and pressed herself closer against me.

"Thank you, Ajax. For giving me what I asked for." A pause. "I know I'm not good at this. I probably did everything wrong and--"

"Jiyoo." I turned her face toward mine. "You were perfect. Unforgettable."

She searched my eyes. I could feel her looking for the lie, the polite deflection, the kind falsehood you'd offer a nervous girl after her first time. She searched and searched and found nothing but truth.

Her smile, when it came, lit the room brighter than the overhead fixture ever could.

"Thank you for making me a woman."

I brushed a strand of pink from her forehead.

"You were always a woman, Jiyoo. You just didn't believe it."

"I believe it now."

She pressed her palm flat against my chest, right over my heartbeat.

"And I believe in you," I whispered.

I kissed her. She kissed me back. We held each other tight, the hours before opening night ticking quietly away around us.


Chapter 15



This is it.

I took a deep, steadying breath. The dressing room mirror reflected someone I almost didn't recognize. Stage makeup, costume, the total package.

But beneath the foundation and the contouring, behind the character's wardrobe, the same blue eyes stared back. The same kid from South Seattle who'd sat on a creaky auditorium seat and watched a huge dragon puppet breathe actual fire across a darkened stage.

I remembered the heat of those flames, the gasp of thirty-two grade schoolers flinching in unison, the way the orange light had danced across the ceiling.

I remembered walking out of that theatre into the gray Washington drizzle and feeling like the world had shifted on its axis. Like someone had pulled back a curtain I didn't even know existed and shown me a room full of impossible things.

That was the day the seed took root. That was the day I understood that a dark room full of strangers could become something magical, something electric, if the right story was told the right way.

Years later, I sat in the boys' locker room at Junior High, wearing a scratchy wool beard held on by spirit gum that made my chin itch like crazy. My first suit, two sizes too big, borrowed from a neighbor's closet.

I was supposed to be Captain Arthur Keller, Helen's father. Stern and authoritative. In command.

Instead, I was twelve years old and shaking so hard my clip-on tie rattled against my shirt buttons.

The garbage can was metal, industrial green. I remembered the hollow clang it made when I gripped both sides and emptied my stomach into it. Nerves like razor wire. The taste of bile and cafeteria pizza. Mrs. Henderson, our drama teacher, rubbed my back and told me everyone gets scared. That the fear meant I cared.

She was right about the caring, but wrong about everyone getting scared. Because as I wiped my mouth and looked around that locker room, at the other kids laughing and shoving each other and treating the whole thing like an extended recess, I realized something fundamental.

I didn't want to be out there. Not on stage, not like this. Not wearing someone else's suit and someone else's face. I wanted to be the one who conducted the dragon, the one who lit the fire.

I thought I'd never feel that particular brand of terror again once I stepped behind the curtain permanently, trading the stage for the director's role.

But opening night of my first directorial production, a student showcase at Gorst, proved me wrong.

I'd stood in the wings of a black box theatre that seated sixty people, watching the house lights dim on a play I knew was mediocre at best. Three months of rehearsals. Three months of coaxing performances out of students who treated the production like a homework assignment, who showed up late and left early and never once bothered to learn their blocking until tech week.

But there were two actors, maybe three, who burned with genuine fire. Who gave me everything they had and then dug deeper for more. I clung to them like a man clinging to driftwood in open water.

And when that curtain rose, I felt something I'd never experienced. Not the actor's fear of exposure. Something bigger, something almost paternal. Like a father pacing the waiting room, knowing that everything he'd done for nine months was about to be tested in a single, irreversible moment.

The play was forgettable. That feeling was not.

Now here I sat, sick to my stomach again. Actor and director. Both hats, both terrors compounded into a single knot of nausea lodged beneath my sternum.

I glanced to my left. Sylvia sat at the next station, her red hair pinned up, her makeup flawless. She met my eyes in the mirror and gave me a look of such composed certainty that it bordered on regal.

And why not? She was a goddamn movie star, she'd been here before. A hundred red carpets, a thousand cameras. The spotlight was her natural habitat.

Beyond her, Jiyoo hummed the song she'd made for the show, her small hands moving with practiced precision as she applied eyeliner. The pink hair was pinned back for now, but would soon hang down her back like a curtain of spun sugar. She caught me watching and wrinkled her nose in a grin.

The nausea loosened inside me, my queasiness subsiding. These women had given everything. Every rehearsal, every argument, every late-night rewrite and early morning run-through. We'd left nothing in reserve.

Whatever happened tonight, no one in this room could have given more of themselves.

I took a deep breath and reached for the makeup tray.

Forty-five minutes later, I stood center stage beneath a single spotlight. The rest of the Old Cannery Theatre dissolved into blackness around me. The seats were waiting to be filled, the house doors still closed, the audience already gathering in the lobby with their programs and their wine.

Sylvia stood to my right. Jiyoo to my left. Marie across from me, her glasses catching the edge of the spotlight. We formed a circle, and when I reached out my hands, theirs found mine.

I looked into Sylvia's green eyes and saw a woman who had stopped hiding behind her beauty. Into Jiyoo's brown eyes and saw an eagerness so pure it made my chest tight. Into Marie's blue eyes behind those black frames and saw cautious hope, the look of a writer about to hear her words spoken aloud for the first time before a paying audience.

"What we're about to do is older than any of us can imagine," I said. "The Greeks called it theatron. The seeing place. They built amphitheatres into hillsides and believed the gods watched alongside the audience. That the performance was an offering."

I squeezed their hands, smiling.

"The Yoruba people of West Africa created Alarinjo, traveling theatre troupes that carried stories from village to village, binding communities through shared myth. In Japan, Noh theatre was a spiritual practice, a bridge between the living and the dead, where masked performers channeled ancestors and demons alike."

The spotlight hummed above us. The old theatre breathed around us, all creaking wood and the ghost-smell of decades of performances.

"We're part of that tradition. Every time a curtain rises, every time an actor steps into the light and speaks words that someone wrote in solitude and anguish and hope, we join that unbroken chain. Tonight, we add our link. Remember... theatre is magic. It's been a pleasure to make this magic with all of you."

"Ajax, there's more." Sylvia's grip tightened on my fingers. "Theatre is also ritual. And Marie has a ritual to share with us."

Marie's voice carried the quiet gravity I'd come to love.

"Before we embark upon this performance, we should bind ourselves to each other. Join in a common bond, the way my grandmother taught me. The way O Santo teaches."

"I love that idea," I grinned, "but sharing sips of Cachaça before the show is probably not the best call."

"Agreed," Marie laughed. "Not the best call."

"I'm not even old enough to drink alcohol anyway," Jiyoo giggled.

"There's something more powerful than Cachaça," Sylvia said. "Something all of us can share."

Sylvia lowered herself to her knees in front of me. Then Jiyoo. Then Marie. Three women kneeling in a semicircle at my feet, their faces lifted into the cone of light.

My breath caught in my throat as I looked down on them.

Marie spoke first, her voice steady and sure.

"You are our director, AJ. You have guided us through every trial and every tribulation. You fought for this play when no one else would."

"You gave me the confidence to do something I have never done before," Jiyoo said. "To inhabit a character who is like myself but not myself. To find a person inside me I did not know was there."

Her shy smile surfaced, the one that crinkled the corners of her eyes.

"You also led me to become something more than I was when I joined this show. You made me an actor. And... you made me a woman."

Sylvia looked up at me with those green eyes, stripped of all pretense, all armor.

"Optioning Marie's play and staging it in this little theatre was impulsive. But it was also desperate. I was terrified I would never be more than my body, more than a pretty face aging out of relevance. But you showed me something inside myself I never knew I had. Emotional depth I'd buried so deep I forgot it existed. None of us could have done this without you, Ajax. It's your vision that made tonight possible."

Jiyoo nodded, fast and emphatic. Marie smiled, her eyes bright.

"Bind us together," Marie urged.

I stood there, chest full, throat tight. Before I could speak, Sylvia's hands reached for my belt. The buckle clinked as she worked it loose.

She pulled down my jeans and boxers in one smooth motion, and my cock swung free into the cool theatre air, soft but already stirring with the first tremor of arousal.

Sylvia pressed her lips against the side of my shaft. A soft, reverent kiss. Jiyoo leaned in from the left, nuzzling her cheek against the other side, her breath warm and tentative. Marie moved beneath, her mouth finding the base, her tongue tracing a slow line upward.

The sensation of three mouths on me at once sent a jolt through my entire body. I stiffened rapidly under their combined attention, my cock swelling and rising as they kissed and licked along every inch.

Sylvia took the head into her mouth first, her full lips stretching around me as she sank down with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing. Her tongue swirled, wet and deliberate, while Jiyoo cupped my balls in her small hand and pressed her mouth against one, suckling gently, her tongue lapping in small circles.

Marie licked up the shaft from root to where it disappeared between Sylvia's lips, her tongue flat and warm, leaving a slick trail.

Sylvia pulled back and offered my cock to Marie, who took it into her mouth with a soft groan, her glasses slightly askew, her blue eyes looking up at me from behind those thick frames as she bobbed her head. Her tongue was different from Sylvia's, more insistent, pressing against the underside of my shaft with each stroke.

Jiyoo released my balls and tugged gently at Marie's shoulder. Marie withdrew, a thin strand of saliva connecting her lower lip to my cockhead before it broke.

Jiyoo wrapped both hands around the shaft, her fingers circling my girth, and guided me past her pink lips. She took me shallowly at first, tentative, then deeper, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked with the same focus she brought to hitting a high note. It was her first time sucking cock and it was beautiful to see.

Sylvia nuzzled against my left thigh, pressing open-mouthed kisses there, while Marie suckled my balls, drawing one into her mouth, then the other, her hand stroking the inside of my thigh.

They passed me between them. Sylvia's mouth, deep and practiced. Marie's mouth, intense and hungry. Jiyoo's mouth, sweet and eager. Three different rhythms, three different temperatures, three different pressures, and the combined effect obliterated any further doubts or fears.

The spotlight above cast their upturned faces in warm gold as they worshiped me, their hands roaming my thighs and hips, their tongues crisscrossing my shaft, their lips meeting around my cock in accidental kisses that made them smile against my skin.

The pressure built from my toes upward, tightening everything in its path. My legs trembled. My hands found the backs of their heads, fingers threading through red and pink and messy brown.

"I'm going to cum."

All three pulled back and kneeled side by side, shoulder to shoulder. They tilted their faces up and opened their mouths, tongues extended, eyes bright and expectant. Three mouths waiting to be fed. Three tongues glistening in the spotlight.

I gripped myself and stroked twice, three times, and then I came with a groan that echoed through the empty theatre.

The first thick rope landed across Sylvia's tongue and lower lip. The second caught Jiyoo's open mouth, pooling warm and white on her pink tongue. The third splashed across Marie's lips and chin.

I kept pumping, milking every last drop, painting their tongues with hot spurts until I was spent and gasping.

They turned to each other. Sylvia kissed Marie first, their mouths open, my cum sliding between their tongues in a slow, deliberate exchange.

Marie swallowed and turned to Jiyoo, who received the kiss with wide eyes and a small moan, tasting the mingled remnants.

Jiyoo kissed Sylvia, completing the circle, and they each swallowed what remained.

They smiled up at me. Three faces, flushed and luminous, linked by what they'd shared.

"Thank you," Sylvia said, "for seeing me."

"Thank you," Jiyoo said, "for believing in me."

"Thank you," Marie said, "for fighting for us."

I cupped Sylvia's face in my right hand, Marie's in my left, and felt Jiyoo press her cheek against my palm as it rested on Sylvia's skin. A final shiver of pleasure and satisfaction rolled through me, warm as stage lights.

"It was my pleasure. I loved working with each of you. Every single minute of it."

I pulled up my jeans and buckled my belt. I looked down at the three of them, still kneeling, still glowing.

The theatre hummed around us, old wood and old ghosts and the electric anticipation of an audience waiting beyond the house doors.

I offered them my hands and pulled them to their feet.

"Touch up your makeup, ladies. It's showtime. Let's break our legs."


Chapter 16



The murmur of seventy, eighty, maybe ninety voices bled through the old brick walls. Seat cushions creaking. Programs rustling. The occasional bright peal of laughter.

I stood in the wings, my back against the cool brick wall, and let the sound wash over me.

My legs were still unsteady. Not from nerves, or at least not only nerves. The image burned behind my eyelids every time I blinked. Three faces tilted upward in a cone of gold light, mouths open, tongues glistening, eyes full of trust and hunger and devotion. The warm weight of what they'd shared glistening on their lips.

My body still hummed with the afterglow of it, a low electric current running through my calves and thighs, keeping them loose and liquid.

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall. I drew a long breath through my nose. Out in the house, ninety-nine people were settling into their seats, silencing their phones and suspending their disbelief, preparing to be transported.

They don't know it yet, but they are about to witness something extraordinary.

This moment. This sliver of silence before the lights dim. The held breath between the inhale and the exhale.

Nothing in the world compared to it. Not sex, not applause, not the rush of a taekwondo match won. This was the precipice, the edge of the high dive. Every piece of your being screaming jump and don't jump in the same instant, and knowing that in sixty seconds the choice would be made for you by the dimming of a light.

My phone chimed in my back pocket.

I frowned. Marie wasn't supposed to send the two-minute warning yet. I fished the phone out and thumbed the screen.

"House is full. Sold out. FYI lots of industry types in the seats. And BP is here. Row 3."

BP.

Bryce Peterson.

I looked up from my phone toward Sylvia. She stood near the backstage bathroom, one hand braced against the doorframe, rolling through a series of slow stretches. Neck. Shoulders. The long elegant line of her back curving and releasing.

Her eyes were half-closed, her breathing measured, her focus turned entirely inward. She looked like a woman preparing for battle.

I slipped the phone back into my pocket. No, she didn't need to carry that weight. Not now. Not with minutes to curtain.

In the far corner, Jiyoo sat cross-legged on a folded blanket, her pink hair cascading over her shoulders. Her eyes were shut. Her lips moved in a rapid, soundless flutter, running lines at a speed only she could track.

Her small hands lay open on her knees, palms up, fingers relaxed. She looked like a monk at prayer. I watched her for a beat and felt a surge of certainty. Jiyoo was going to be remarkable tonight. The audience had no idea what was about to hit them.

My gaze drifted back to Sylvia. She'd finished stretching and stood very still now, one hand resting on her sternum. I thought about the video call. Her voice crackling through my laptop speakers in my cramped apartment, that mix of entitlement and desperation I'd mistaken for arrogance.

The woman standing ten feet from me bore almost no resemblance to that voice. She'd shed skin after skin, layer after layer, until what remained was raw and luminous and brave.

My phone chimed again with a message from Marie.

"Two minutes. Break legs."

I silenced the phone and set it on the ground beside the wall. Sylvia pulled hers from her costume pocket and did the same.

Across the room, Jiyoo opened her eyes, placed her phone on the blanket, and bounced to her feet. She caught my eye and flashed me a radiant grin, all teeth and dimples and unshakable faith. I grinned back.

Then I looked at Sylvia.

She was staring straight at me. Her green eyes blazed with a ferocity I recognized. It was that look she got when every wall came down and every defense burned away and all that remained was the molten core of who she actually was.

I'd seen it in rehearsal. I'd seen it in bed. I'd come to know that look as intimately as my own reflection.

And I'd come to love it.

Something clicked. A final tumbler falling into place inside a lock I hadn't known she was picking apart. Director's instinct and something far deeper, far more dangerous, fusing into a single impulse that carried me across the dim backstage floor before I could second-guess it.

Sylvia's eyes widened as I stopped in front of her.

"Do you love me, Sylvia? Truly?"

Her lips parted. A flash of surprise rippled across her features, chased immediately by something fierce and certain.

"I love you, Ajax."

No hesitation. No qualifier. Just four words delivered with the clarity of a woman who had learned to stop performing and start being.

"Good," I nodded. "Because I love you too."

The shock hit her face first. Then the joy. It flooded her features, her green eyes going wide and bright and wet all at once, her full lips trembling into a smile so open and unguarded it made my head swim.

I bent down and kissed her, her mouth warm beneath mine.

I pulled back and looked into those green eyes one last time. Then I turned and walked to my mark. Planted my feet. Faced the curtain.

Beyond it, ninety-nine strangers sat in darkness, waiting.

The house lights dimmed.

Showtime.
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I told the cast that theatre was magic and ritual. But it was more than that. Theatre was also a dream, a shared dream, one created by the performers on stage and the audience. It was a collective effort by all involved to dream the same dream together.

That dream-like feeling could wither and die so easily from indifferent actors or an uninvolved audience. But when it worked, when all the elements of a theatrical experience came together, there was nothing else like it in the world.

Tonight, the show was working. We were crafting a dream and sharing it with the people in this black box theatre. I could feel it in the murmurs of the crowd, their laughter, their sighs.

As the show went on, the dreaminess grew and the connection strengthened. We played out our parts on stage and the audience suspended their disbelief to join us in the story Marie had written and that I had directed.

There were a few stumbles because there always are. A fumbled line, a late cue, a rushed bit of staging. It was all part of live theatre.

The only break in the play's flow came during the dancing scene between Janet and Kenneth. As I held Sylvia in my arms, slowly rotating like we had rehearsed, I suddenly felt her tense up. Looking over her shoulder, I saw the cause of Sylvia's distress.

She had seen her father in the audience watching her.

I leaned into Sylvia's neck in exactly the way I had told her not to, bringing myself close to her ear.

"Your father can no longer hurt you, Janet," I said, staying in character. "Hell, girl... maybe he never meant to. Maybe he didn't know how to love you. Not like I do."

The words hit their mark. I felt Sylvia relax again, a relieved smile washing over her face.

To the audience, it would have seemed like a small character moment, a beat in the flow of the play.

But to Sylvia, it was much more. Her emotions were real, and that made her performance even more genuine. Sharing the stage with her, I could feel her emotions pouring out of her in a controlled torrent that was breathtaking to experience.

Scene by scene, line by line. Moment to moment.

The play unspooled, winding toward its finish, the audience transported along with Sylvia, Jiyoo, and me. Jiyoo sang, Sylvia cried, the audience engaged.

Then came the climax... and catharsis.

Catharsis. That ancient, almost mystical thing that Aristotle wrote about. The feeling that grips an audience and squeezes something loose inside them until they are purged of emotions they didn't even know they were carrying.

It is the reason human beings have been gathering in dark rooms to watch other human beings pretend since before recorded history. Not just to be entertained, but to be emptied, and in that emptiness, made whole again. To see their own hidden pain reflected back at them from the stage, held up in the light like a wound finally examined, and to feel, somehow, that they are not alone in carrying it.

As the house lights rose and the raucous applause filled the theatre, Sylvia, Jiyoo, and I stood backstage, hands linked, stunned and joyful and utterly drained.

"We did it," Jiyoo murmured.

"We did," Sylvia nodded, her eyes shining.

"Let's not keep them waiting," I grinned.

Hand in hand, we walked back onto the stage to take our bows.

"Oh, wow," Jiyoo sighed.

The audience was on its feet, clapping wildly. Their ovation rolled over us like a torrent.

We bowed, taking in the energy being given by the audience. It felt like breathing in warm sunlight.

"Wow," Jiyoo whispered again.


Chapter 17



I held up my hand. The applause softened, not dying but subsiding into a warm hum, the way a wave pulls back before it rolls in again.

"Thank you! Thank you all for being here tonight for the very first performance of 52 Acres."

A fresh burst of clapping. I waited for it to settle.

"My name is Ajax Covington. I'm the director of 52 Acres, and I also played the role of Kenneth tonight."

More applause. I grinned.

"I appreciate that. Very much."

I paused, letting the warmth in the room hold for a beat.

"Directing this play has been one of the most wonderful experiences of my life. We had about a month to stage it. One month. And along the way, we ran into some unexpected problems."

My gaze found Bryce Peterson in the third row. I held it there for a full second. His face was unreadable. Lyria Becker sat beside him, her blonde hair catching the stage lights.

"Those problems made this the most challenging thing I've ever done. Bar none."

I broke from Bryce and let my eyes sweep across the rest of the audience.

"But the best part of directing this play wasn't overcoming the obstacles. It was working with the extraordinary people who made it happen."

I turned to my left.

"First, I want to introduce someone making her acting debut tonight. Many of you may recognize her from the stage, but a very different kind of stage. This is Jiyoo Kim."

Jiyoo stepped forward and bowed, a deep, graceful bow that carried the muscle memory of a thousand concert stages. The applause that greeted her was loud and genuine, and I watched something shift in her face. Just a tremor in her lower lip, a brightness flooding her brown eyes.

I understood it then. She'd performed before ten thousand screaming fans, twenty thousand, arenas so vast the back rows blurred into darkness. But that applause had always been for GenZed23. For the group, for the K-Pop machine.

Tonight, for the first time, a roomful of strangers was clapping for Jiyoo Kim. Just Jiyoo. Her talent, her work. Her alone. The pink-haired girl from Tacoma who'd crossed an ocean and come all the way back to find herself on a tiny stage in a converted cannery. Her chin quivered and she pressed her hand to her chest and bowed again.

"And now," I said, "I want to introduce the woman who made all of this possible. The woman who produced 52 Acres, who believed in this story when no one else would, and who tonight delivered a performance that I think none of us will forget. Sylvia Laurentis."

The theatre erupted. Not polite applause, not respectful recognition. The sound that filled the Old Cannery was ecstatic, almost feral, the full-throated roar of ninety-nine people who had just watched a woman crack herself open on stage to bleed and heal again.

Sylvia stepped forward and bowed, her red hair falling in a curtain around her face before she straightened and let the adoration wash over her.

I watched her face carefully. The joy was there, blazing and unmistakable, the excitement of a performer riding the crest of an audience's love.

But beneath it, threaded through the brightness like a vein of gold in bedrock, I saw something else. Relief. Deep, shuddering, bone-level relief. The relief of a woman who had wagered everything she had left on a single bet and watched the dice come up right.

Her gaze swept across the crowd, pausing for the briefest instant on her father's face in the third row, then moving on.

She knew. She knew she'd pulled it off.

Sylvia knew that tonight, whatever came after, could never be taken from her. She had finally shown her depths as a serious actor, and ninety-nine witnesses would carry that truth out of this building and into the world.

"But we're not done," I said as the applause settled. "There's one more person we need to thank. The woman who first envisioned this story and then brought it to life, first on the page and then on this stage."

I looked out past the front row, scanning the house. Marie stood near the back wall, half-hidden in the shadow of the exit sign, her glasses reflecting the stage light like two small moons.

I waved her forward.

"Please recognize the brilliant force behind 52 Acres, the playwright Marie Almeida."

The applause rang out. Marie didn't move at first. Then she took a step. Then another.

She came down the center aisle with the halting, stiff-legged gait of someone walking a gangplank. Her hands hung rigid at her sides. Even from the stage I could see the tremor running through her shoulders.

Marie was a writer, not a performer. She lived in solitude and silence, in the private country of her own imagination, and the focused attention of a roomful of strangers was fundamentally alien to her.

She climbed the two steps to the stage and I saw her eyes, wide and slightly panicked behind those glasses.

I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against me. She was shaking. I held her steady.

"This is the woman who wrote every word you heard tonight."

Marie managed a shy nod to the audience.

"Thank you," she said softly.

The applause swelled, warm and sustained, and I felt the trembling in her shoulders slowly ease.

Sylvia stepped to the front of the stage and raised her hand.

"Thank you all again for coming tonight. Frankie, our incredible host here at The Old Cannery, has wine and other beverages waiting for you in the lobby, completely free of charge."

A cheer went up from the crowd that rivaled anything the play itself had generated.

"The cast will join you in a few minutes for a meet and greet."

The energized audience began filtering out of the house, the murmur of conversation rising as bodies shuffled toward the lobby doors. I watched the crowd thin and grinned as two familiar faces pushed against the current toward the stage.

Dennis reached us first, his partner Harold right behind him. Harold wrapped Sylvia in a bear hug, then Jiyoo, then me. His grip was firm and his eyes were wet.

"What a wonderful performance. Just wonderful. All three of you."

"He cried," Dennis said with a pleased smile. "Twice."

"I'm a fin-tech guy," Harold shrugged. "I don't know much about theatre. But I know a good story when I see one."

"We're heading to Le Bistro later," Dennis said. "We want to lavishly kiss your ass some more. Hope to see the cast there?"

"We'll be there," Sylvia promised.

As Dennis and Harold made their way toward the lobby, two teenage girls broke from the crowd and rushed toward Jiyoo with the velocity of heat-seeking missiles. They were wearing matching GenZed23 t-shirts, their faces flushed, their voices overlapping in a breathless torrent.

"Oh my God, you were SO GOOD, Kim Jiyoo!"

"We didn't even know you could act! Like, we came because we saw your name on the poster and we were like, WHAT?"

Jiyoo beamed, her earlier awkwardness replaced by the practiced warmth of a performer who knew how to handle fans. She was delighted and charming, asking their names, complimenting one girl's earrings, touching the other's hand. They pulled her toward the edge of the stage, phones already raised for selfies, and Jiyoo went willingly, throwing a grin back over her shoulder.

I turned and saw Vance Brown approaching with his tailored suit and his easy, predatory smile. Beside him walked a tall Asian man in a navy blazer, silver-templed, with the quiet confidence I'd come to recognize in Hollywood producers.

"Vance." Sylvia greeted them. "And David Tanaka? Lovely to see you here."

David Tanaka inclined his head. Vance wasted no time.

"Ms. Laurentis. I've decided to option the play. I'd like you to verbally agree to terms tonight so I can have the contracts drawn up in the morning."

"Hold up," David interrupted. "Let's not be hasty, Vance."

David Tanaka's smile was smooth as polished stone.

"Sylvia, you grew up in this industry. You know how things work with producers like my good friend Vance." David adjusted the cuff of his blazer. "I'm also very interested in pursuing an option, and I'd like to meet to discuss terms. Calmly. Without pressure. Rather than signing an option deal that I'm quite sure would be advantageous to Vance but perhaps not so much to you or Ms. Almeida."

Vance laughed, a genuine bark of amusement.

"David knows me too well. We are both friends and rivals, and he never lets me forget it."

David turned to me and extended his hand. His grip was dry and firm.

"Mr. Covington. Your direction with such limited resources was magnificent. And a solid job on the acting as well."

"Solid is all I wanted to be. The last thing I needed was to distract from Sylvia and Jiyoo."

"You did an excellent job acting, Mr. Covington--"

Vance suddenly stopped. His smile went cold, his eyes shifting to something behind me.

"Bryce."

I turned. Bryce Peterson stood in the aisle, Lyria at his side. His face was composed and watchful.

David extended his hand first. Bryce shook it.

"David. Good to see you."

"Likewise, Bryce."

Vance held out his hand next. Bryce looked at it for a beat too long. Then he took it. The handshake was brief and mechanical.

"Vance."

"Bryce."

The cordiality between them had the temperature of a meat locker.

"Lyria, lovely to see you," David Tanaka said. "We'll take our leave."

"Always a pleasure," Vance added.

"Wonderful to see you both," Lyria smiled.

"We're heading to Le Bistro," Vance said. "Hope to see you both there. And you, Bryce."

"Oh, we'll definitely be there," Lyria said with bright enthusiasm.

Bryce said nothing. His eyes were fixed on Sylvia.

Vance and David departed toward the lobby, and the silence they left behind was deafening. Lyria rushed to fill it.

"Sylvia, darling, I absolutely LOVED the play. The scene in the orchard, when you found the letter? I was a mess. A complete mess. And Jiyoo, that song, my God..."

Sylvia said nothing. She held her father's gaze across the narrowing distance between them, her green eyes steady, her jaw set.

Lyria's torrent of praise gradually slowed. She glanced between father and daughter. The tension registered on her face like a temperature drop, and she fell silent.

"How did you like the play?" Sylvia asked her father.

Bryce's blue eyes moved across Sylvia's face. Then across the empty stage behind her, the bare black walls, the ninety-nine seats. When he spoke, his voice carried none of its usual commanding edge.

"It was very moving. Actually quite extraordinary."

Sylvia blinked in surprise. Beside me, Marie's eyes widened behind her glasses.

Bryce turned to Marie.

"You are a very talented playwright, Ms. Almeida."

Marie just glared at him. Whatever warmth she might have felt at the compliment was buried under weeks of interference and sabotage, and she did not feel like unearthing it tonight.

Bryce's gaze shifted to me. Grudging respect softened the hard angles of his face.

"Your stage direction was masterful, Mr. Covington." A pause. "But you should leave the acting to the professionals."

"I agree completely. But you'll recall I only took the role out of necessity. After Dennis quit."

The words landed cleanly. Bryce's jaw tightened. He nodded once, a small, sharp acknowledgment of the arrow and its accuracy.

Finally he turned back to his daughter. She waited. Defiance in the set of her shoulders. But in her eyes, just beneath the surface, was a glimmer of something fragile and hopeful that she could not quite disguise.

Bryce drew a breath.

"You did a good job, Sylvia. I'm very proud of you."

The words struck her like a physical force. Her lips parted in a startled twitch. She stood perfectly still for what felt like a full minute, blinking, processing, trying to locate the trap in a sentence that contained none.

"That's nice to hear," she finally managed.

"I wish I'd said it more," Bryce said quietly.

He gave a curt nod to Sylvia, then Marie, then me. He turned and placed his hand on the small of Lyria's back, guiding her up the aisle. Lyria looked back at us with an awkward smile and a small wave before the lobby door swallowed them both.

Jiyoo bounced back from her fans just in time to catch Bryce's retreating figure.

"Was that your father?" She stared at the closing door. "What was he doing here?"

"Guess he wanted to see the show after all," I said.

Jiyoo shook her head.

"Did he at least have the guts to apologize for everything he did?"

"He didn't apologize. Not with words. But him being here at all..." Sylvia looked at the empty doorway. "That was a kind of apology. About as close to one as he's ever gotten. Hard to believe it happened."

"Everyone has their character arc," I said. "Some more dramatic than others. But in the end..."

I straightened and let my voice fill the empty theatre one last time.

"'All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts.'"

Marie rolled her eyes.

"Stop showing off by quoting Hamlet."

"The point remains!" I kissed Marie's cheek. "And the quote is from As You Like It, not Hamlet."

"Always the Gorst smartass."

Sylvia and Jiyoo dissolved into giggles, Marie fighting and failing to keep the grin off her own face, and the four of us stood together on the bare stage of the Old Cannery Theatre, laughing beneath the stage lights.

I looked at them. Three beautiful, talented women who had trusted me with their fears and their ambitions and their hearts. The thrill of the performance still sang through my blood, the bone-deep satisfaction of having directed this play settling into a place inside me where it would be preserved for the rest of my life.

Here in this small black box theatre, with these two actors and this brilliant playwright, surrounded by ninety-nine empty seats still warm from the bodies that had filled them, I knew I'd made the right choice. All those years ago, a little boy in a creaky auditorium seat watched a dragon breathe fire and chose a life in the theatre.

He chose right.


Epilogue



ONE YEAR LATER

I slammed balls-deep into Clover's tight ass, her slick heat gripping me like a fist. Clover grunted wildly as her asshole stretched tight around my throbbing cock.

The unfinished apartment on the 27th floor sprawled around us, bare concrete walls dotted with exposed wiring, plastic sheets fluttering over half-installed windows that let in the sharp scent of city wind and distant rain. Construction dust clung to the air, mixing with the musky tang of our sweat.

Clover was bent over a sawhorse, naked, her blonde hair matted against her back, small tits quivering with each thrust.

"Pound my anal cunt so hard, fuck yeah, pound that fuckhole, bitch!"

Her voice echoed off the raw surfaces, urging me on as I gripped her hips and drove deeper, the slap of my balls against her wet pussy filling the empty space.

She twisted her head back, blue eyes flashing.

"Stop eyeballing my goddamn apartment and focus on fucking my ass, AJ!"

I laughed, the sound rumbling from my chest as I dug my thumbs into her firm ass cheeks, pulled them apart wide, exposing her pink ring stretched around my shaft. The move let me plunge even deeper, burying every inch inside her clenching hole.

Clover screamed, a raw mix of pain and pleasure ripping from her throat, her body arching as the agony blended with bliss.

She tensed under me, muscles coiling like a spring. I grinned, knowing exactly what came next.

Her whole body shook wildly, convulsions ripping through her as she squirted against me. Hot spurts splashed my balls and thighs, soaking my skin in warm, slick jets. Clover's fingers flew to her clit, rubbing frantically, moans spilling out in ecstatic bursts that bounced around the unfinished room.

That wild rush shoved me over the edge. I exploded, painting her guts with thick ropes of hot cum, flooding her depths until I emptied every drop.

I pulled out slow, admiring her gaped asshole, red and twitching, my creamy load drooling out in sticky trails down her thighs. The sight of it, mixed with her squirt's salty scent, made my cock twitch one last time.

Clover handed me her phone, still panting.

"Take a video so I can see how stretched out my asshole is."

I snatched the device, hit record, zooming in on my sperm dripping from her twitching hole, the wet glisten catching the dim light filtering through the plastic-covered windows.

"God, Clover, you're beautiful."

"When you ruin me, I feel beautiful." She took the phone and looked at the video. "Fuck, that's so hot! I missed that fat cock of yours, dude."

She turned and kissed me, her small breasts pressing against my chest.

"You're a goddamn freak, Clover."

"You love it."

"Fuck yeah, I do."

"It's been too long. Has your little harem been keeping you too busy for me?"

"We've stayed in touch," I reminded her.

"Masturbating on video calls is never enough," she sighed. "Nothing substitutes for a hard anal fuck. My dildo never shakes me and gets me to squirt like that. I offered to fly you to my set just to fuck and you turned me down. That was a bitch-ass move, dude."

"I'm sure you had loads of guys willing to please you."

"Pshh," she snorted. "Fucking emotionally stunted little boys and greasy old men. They made me sick. I couldn't wait to get back to Seattle."

"How long can you stay?"

"Six months until I have to go film the next season," she said. "Let's make the most of it."

We pulled on our clothes in the dusty half-light, Clover hopping on one foot to get her sneaker on, nearly toppling into a stack of drywall sheets.

I caught her elbow and steadied her. She grinned up at me, flushed and glowing.

"Thanks, A to the J. For some reason my legs are wobbly AF."

"Mine too, for the same reason."

"Uh, no." Clover giggled and snorted. "You didn't just get a fat cock slamming up your ass, dude."

"True."

"Though I can provide the same experience. I got this huge fucking strap on to peg you with, anytime you like."

"Pass."

"You don't know what you are missing."

"Actually I do. Which is why I'm passing."

"If I can take your cock up my ass, you can take my strap on. I promise you, you can."

"I'll take your word for it, C-Lover."

We giggled as we headed to the new elevator. The doors slid open with a bright chime. I took in the brushed steel walls, soft LED lighting, the faint smell of new carpet as I pressed the button for the parking garage.

"Much better than that rickety construction elevator you dragged me into last time."

Clover leaned against the wall, twisting a strand of blonde hair around her finger.

"That was fire for me, though," she said. "My heart was beating so fast I thought I was going to die before we even got to the top."

"And then we got to the top and you drained the life out of me, girl."

"Hell yeah I did. Theatre may be magic, but my asshole is pure voodoo."

She took my hand and snuggled against my side, her head barely reaching my shoulder. The elevator hummed its smooth descent. Twenty-seven floors of silence between us, and it felt right.

For all her filthy mouth and her appetite for risk, for all the leather and lace and public spectacles, Clover was a soft romantic at heart. She ached for the weight of a man's arm around her, for someone steady enough to lean into. The wild sex was real, but so was this. Maybe more so.

The doors opened onto a cavernous underground garage, empty except for Sylvia's Range Rover gleaming under the fluorescent tubes. Our footsteps echoed off fresh concrete as we crossed to it.

I pulled out into the afternoon sunshine, slowing at the security booth. Mikey sat inside with his feet up. I beeped the horn and waved. He grinned and raised his coffee cup.

Seattle traffic swallowed us immediately. Bumper to bumper along Second Avenue, sunlight pouring between the buildings in bright slashes, warming the dashboard.

The city buzzed with its usual contradictions. Tech workers in collared shirts jaywalking past guys sleeping in doorways, food trucks pumping garlic smoke into air that already smelled like ocean and exhaust.

"So, your show got renewed. You must be thrilled."

Clover shrugged one shoulder.

"The money's way better this season. Like, stupid better. It will double next season. So that's awesome."

"But?"

She picked at a thread on her shorts.

"The show itself is getting kind of stale. After my catchphrase went viral, everything changed."

"Oh, Chad. Already!?"

"Yeah." She scrunched her nose. "Once that became the go-to meme for premature ejaculation, the producers went full tilt into trying to manufacture more meme-able moments. Like, that's literally what they discuss in the writers' room now. Not story. Not character. Fucking meme potential."

"Give me an example."

Clover grimaced, her whole face crinkling.

"Okay, so there's this episode where my character is making pancakes, right? And Chad, like, bumps the mixing bowl and pancake batter splatters all over my face. And my line is..." She dropped into her character's perky voice. "'Oh Chad, look at the mess you made on my face!'"

"No way."

"I swear on my life, AJ. That is the actual line they wrote for me."

I laughed so hard I almost missed my lane change.

"Your producers went really hard into the sexual angle for a character who's supposed to be wholesome."

"The show runners know sex sells. That's why they had me in goddamn bikinis for like four episodes straight. My character lives in Minnesota. In winter. But sure, let's find reasons to put Clover in a two-piece."

"You okay with all that?"

She examined her fingernails and sighed.

"As long as I'm getting fat stacks, I don't give a fuck what the gross old men in Hollywood do to my character."

The words came out breezy, but I caught the way her jaw tightened at the end, the slight drop in her shoulders.

Clover loved that character. She'd built her from a three-line bit part into the breakout role of the show. She felt protective over her the way a mother feels protective over a child being handled by strangers.

I reached over and patted her knee reassuringly. Clover looked down at my hand, and a small, genuine smile softened her face. She shifted in her seat, tucking one leg beneath her.

"Okay, I'm tired of talking Hollywood bullshit." A sly look spread across her features. "I heard a rumor. A really shocking, scandalous rumor."

"What rumor, Clover?" I asked, playing along.

"I heard that a certain hot-shot theatre director has been having rendezvous with a certain fifty-three-year-old assistant."

"Where'd you learn a fancy word like rendezvous?"

She slapped my arm.

"I'm mad smart, yo. Now stop deflecting. Is it true you're fucking Edwina?"

"I don't kiss and tell."

Her snort-laugh filled the car.

"That's as good as an admission, dude!"

I kept my eyes on the road and smiled.

"AJ, she's old enough to be your mother."

"The older the bottle, the sweeter the wine."

"Ugh. So is she good in bed?"

"Sounds like you want to taste Edwina's pussy for yourself."

Clover held up both hands in mock horror.

"Look, I got no problem with older women. Sylvia? All day. But Edwina is a little too far even for me."

"Wow. I finally found Clover May Judy's sexual limits. This is a historic moment."

"You have no idea how far I'll go. But you'll find out soon enough."

"Is that a promise?"

"That's a promise." She leaned over and kissed my cheek, her lips warm and soft. "Remember, AJ. C-Lover stands for Cunt Lover as well as Cock Lover."

The estate gates parted and I steered up the winding drive, old-growth cedars throwing cool shadows across the hood. Clover pressed her face to the window and sighed.

"I missed this place."

I swung around behind the main house and the pool came into view. Four women sat around the patio table, glasses of lemonade catching the light. They stood as I brought the Range Rover to a stop.

Clover's breath hitched.

"Holy shit. She's so big."

My eyes found Sylvia. Her belly swelled round and full beneath a white linen dress, eight months of new life borne with the same confidence she brought to everything.

Seeing Sylvia carrying my child always made me question if I was dreaming. It still felt unreal.

Clover flung her door open and sprinted across the flagstones. She wrapped Sylvia in a careful hug, then dropped both hands to the curve of her belly, palms spread wide.

I killed the engine and watched their joyful reunion, taking in the moment. As I approached the table, Sylvia was making introductions.

"Clover, this is Jiyoo. Jiyoo, meet Clover."

Jiyoo's pink hair bounced as she stepped forward. They exchanged a hug that was instant and genuine, Jiyoo beaming her relentless sunshine smile.

I slid my arm around Sylvia's waist and kissed her cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin, the steady pulse beneath it.

"When are you due?" Clover asked.

"Less than four weeks."

"Do you know if it's a boy or a girl?"

"A girl."

Clover clapped her hands together.

"Oh my God! Okay, and who's the father?" she joked.

Sylvia's green eyes flicked to me, one corner of her mouth lifting.

"I might have a suspect or two," she laughed.

"I also heard the movie of 52 Acres is going into production next year?"

"It does," Sylvia nodded. "That gives me about eight months to bond with my daughter and lose the pregnancy weight before filming starts. I'll be leaning on Edwina since this big lug will be busy directing the movie."

"A to the J is directing?" Clover snorted. "What does Mr. Gorst University Theatre Snob know about cinema?"

"Not much," I admitted. "But I'll be working with one of the best cinematographers in Hollywood. She handles all the technical aspects of the shoot, which leaves me free to direct the performances."

"That's actually kind of dope. How'd you get connected with her?"

"Sylvia's father made the connection," Marie said quietly.

Clover's eyebrows shot up. She turned to Sylvia.

"You reconciled with Bryce?"

"Reconciled is a strong word." Sylvia touched her belly absently. "We've taken steps to get closer. He wants to be part of my life, especially with the baby. I'm open to it, as long as it's on my terms."

Clover pulled her into another hug, gentler this time.

"I'm so happy for you, Syl. And I'm calling it now. You're getting nominated for everything. Golden Globe. SAG. Oscar. All of it."

Sylvia laughed, the sound loose and unburdened.

"I just want to make a good movie."

Edwina appeared with two glasses of lemonade, the ice clinking. I took mine and patted her ass as she handed the second glass to Clover.

"Your lemonade is perfect for a summer day, Edwina."

Pink rose in Edwina's cheeks. She adjusted her glasses and retreated to her chair with a quiet smile.

Clover sipped her lemonade with a grin and pointed at me.

"One person who will definitely not be getting an Oscar nomination for his acting is you, A to the J."

"No argument there. We've got a couple of young actors auditioning for Kenneth. My acting days are over." I gestured toward Marie with my glass. "Marie's been hired to write the screenplay."

"It's just making adjustments for the camera as opposed to the stage. The main thing is Ajax is directing, so I'm comfortable working with him and Sylvia." Marie glanced at Jiyoo. "And Jiyoo."

"Wait, I thought Jiyoo couldn't do the role because of her contract?" Clover said.

Jiyoo bounced on the balls of her feet.

"That was true until a week ago! My agency agreed to release me from my contract with GenZed23 at the end of this year. I'm working on a solo career and continuing acting."

"And the best part is she will be able to eat whatever she wants once the contract is over," Edwina said. "I am going to put at least ten pounds on this girl. She is much too skinny."

Jiyoo's cheeks flushed pink to match her hair.

"If I gain ten pounds, maybe I'll finally have boobs."

"If you don't get boobs," Sylvia said, bracing both hands against the small of her back, "you can borrow some of mine. I can barely walk without toppling over."

"You have never been more beautiful than now, Sylvia." Edwina's Italian accent softened her words. "Pregnancy suits you."

I sipped my lemonade and let my gaze move across the women.

Sylvia radiant and heavy with our child.

Marie with her messy hair and fierce brain.

Jiyoo, free for the first time in her life, vibrating with possibility.

Edwina, warm and steady, the quiet center that held the household together.

And now Clover was finally back where she belonged.

A calm settled in my chest. Not excitement, not relief. Just the simple, bone-deep comfort of being exactly where I was supposed to be with exactly the people I was meant to have in my life.

Clover caught my expression and slapped my arm.

"Look at that face. You must feel like a King sitting here surrounded by your harem of beauties."

"I don't feel like a King," I said slowly. "Just a man who finally found his place in the world with the people he loves."

"Amen to that," Sylvia said quietly.

From behind the guesthouse, a flash of red fur came trotting into the sunlight. Belinha padded across the warm flagstones, tail wagging, nose working overtime. She made straight for Clover, who scratched behind the spaniel's silky ears.

I raised my glass of lemonade.

"To the magic of theatre. And the magic of our chosen family."

Five glasses met in the air with a bright, clean sound. The warm summer sun poured down on all of us, golden and generous, the promise of summer and the days to come filling the warm air.

THE END
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