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Gina

I slipped into the acting class ten minutes late, my cafe uniform still reeking of coffee grounds and desperation. The old theater space felt smaller than usual. Twenty folding chairs arranged in a semi-circle, most occupied by the usual suspects - Trust Fund Tommy with his perfectly styled bedhead, Sorority Sarah checking her reflection in her phone, and the rest of Mitch Henderson's hopefuls.

Mitch stood center stage, arms crossed. "Nice of you to join us, Gina."

I mumbled an apology and grabbed the last empty chair. My feet ached from the double shift. Eight hours of "Would you like room for cream?" had left me drained, but this was what I saved my energy for. What I lived for.

Tommy delivered his monologue from "Death of a Salesman" like he was ordering a latte. Mitch tore into him.

"Where's the pain? The desperation? This is Willy Loman's breaking point, not your Instagram story."

When my turn came, I poured everything into Blanche DuBois's final scene. The madness, the fear, the broken dreams. My hands shook. My voice cracked exactly where it should.

Mitch's face gave nothing away. He moved on to the next student without a word.

Class ended. Chairs scraped against hardwood as everyone filed out.

"Gina." Mitch's voice stopped me. "Stay behind for a sec."

My heart jumped. Finally. After three months of silence, he'd noticed something.

"You've got raw talent." He leaned against the stage. "Real potential."

I bit back a smile.

"Actually, I might have an opportunity for you. Friend of mine is casting a short film."

"What kind of film?" The words tumbled out. "When's the shoot? Is there a script I can-"

"Easy there." He held up a hand. "It's... more of a private project. He's looking for someone expressive. Someone comfortable being... fully expressive."

Before I could process what that meant, his phone buzzed. He checked it, smiled.

"Perfect timing. Come on in!"

The door opened. A short man entered, expensive watch glinting under fluorescent lights. His smirk made my skin crawl.

"Jones, meet Gina." Mitch gestured between us. "Gina, this is the producer I mentioned."

Jones circled me slowly, eyes roaming. I felt naked, exposed. Like prey.

"She'll do nicely," Jones said. "If she's... amenable to our arrangement."

Jones's fingers trailed through my hair. My stomach clenched but I forced myself to stay still. This was an audition. Had to be. Even if it felt wrong.

"Such beautiful dark waves," Jones murmured. "Natural color?"

"Yes," I managed.

"And those eyes." He turned to Mitch. "You weren't exaggerating. Deep brown, almost black. Haunting."

"Told you she was perfect." Mitch's voice had an edge I'd never heard before. "That olive skin too. Exotic but not too ethnic, you know what I mean?"

I wanted to snap that I knew exactly what he meant. That my Mexican heritage wasn't some marketing point. But I stayed quiet. Let them talk about me like I wasn't there.

Jones's hand moved to my chin, tilting my face up. "Good bone structure. Full lips. How tall are you, sweetheart?"

"Five-six."

"Petite. But curves in all the right places." His gaze slid down my body. "The camera will love her."

My skin crawled. But wasn't this what I'd been waiting for? My big break? Everyone had stories about creepy producers. About paying dues. This was normal. Right?

"Turn around," Jones commanded.

I did. Slow. Mechanical. Like a mannequin on display.

"Perfect," he breathed. His hand brushed my shoulder. "Just perfect."

Mitch cleared his throat. "So, should we discuss the... terms?"

"Yes." Jones finally stepped back. "Let's talk business."

Mitch cleared his throat. "Congratulations you have your first role, Gina, but part of the deal is a private engagement. With both of us."

The words hung in the air like poison gas. My stomach clenched hard enough to hurt.

I looked from Mitch to Jones and back again. Their expressions told me everything. This wasn't a misunderstanding. This was exactly what it sounded like.

"A private engagement," I repeated. My voice came out flat. Dead. Like it belonged to someone else.

Jones smiled. The kind of smile that doesn't reach the eyes. "Consider it part of the audition process. Off-book, of course."

The words hit like a slap. Jones pulled out a thick envelope, fanned crisp hundreds.

"A thousand now. More after. Also, a starting role in the movie. Contract is already drawn up. All you need to do is perform your best." His voice was smooth as oil, practiced. The way he said "perform" made my stomach turn. I'd heard this pitch before, in different rooms, with different men. Same predatory eyes. Same envelope of cash. Same lies dressed up as opportunity.

I have always been able to say no.

Always.

But, seven years of waiting tables and sleeping on a mattress on the floor for this. Not a dream. A transaction.

My stomach turned. Rent was due next week. I was three months behind.

"Do we have an understanding?" Jones asked, patting the envelope.

I stared at the money. Enough to cover rent and groceries. Maybe even get my car fixed. The words formed in my throat but wouldn't come out.

Mitch sighed, impatient. "Look, Gina, we don't have all night. Yes or no?"

My mouth went dry. The walls of the theater seemed to close in. This wasn't acting. This wasn't art. This was something else entirely.

"I don't think I—" I started.

"There's the door." Mitch pointed. His face hardened. "But I'd suggest if you exit, don't come back. Class is full next semester anyway."

Seven years of auditions. Of "not quite right for the part." Of watching less talented actresses land roles because they knew someone. Because they did what I wouldn't.

I turned and walked toward the exit. My legs felt disconnected from my body. Heart hammering against my ribs like it wanted out.

"Pity," Jones called after me. "This would have set you up. One night for a career. Most girls understand the trade."

I reached the door. Placed my hand on the knob.

What was I doing? Walking away from opportunity? Or saving what little dignity I had left? Mom's voice echoed in my head: "Sometimes you have to be practical, mija." Was this practical? Was this what she meant? I knew it was not.

My hand trembled on the doorknob. The silence behind me felt heavy, expectant. I could feel their eyes boring into my back.

I closed the door. Clicked the lock.

"Excellent!" Mitch shouted, already loosening his shirt. "Smart girl."

Jones walked closer, stopped directly in front of me. His cologne was expensive, cloying. He ran a finger down my cheek.

"Now you strip," he ordered. "Slowly. Like you mean it."

I stood frozen, unable to move. The locked door behind me suddenly felt like a mistake. A trap I'd set for myself.

"Did you hear me?" Jones's voice hardened. "Strip. Now. Or leave. You decide."

I closed my eyes, trying to focus on anything but the situation I'd landed myself in. The smell of stale coffee and cheap cologne faded, replaced by the imaginary scent of a five-star dressing room. The hum of fluorescent lights became applause, thunderous and deafening.

"Gina." Jones's voice was cold, impatient. "We are waiting. Stop playing games.”

I took a shaky breath and began to undress. Slowly, as he'd ordered. One button at a time, like I was peeling away layers of Gina—the waitress, the dreamer—and revealing someone else: Gina Morales, Oscar-winning actress extraordinaire.

Mitch licked his lips as my blouse hit the floor, revealing a lacy bra that was more for my benefit than anyone else's. "Nice," he muttered under his breath. "Very nice."

I didn't dignify him with a response. Instead, I focused on the imaginary audience, their invisible eyes boring into me as I slid my jeans down my hips with exaggerated slowness. My panties followed—black and sheer—leaving me standing in nothing but my heels and bra.

"Oh, fuck me," Jones breathed out loud enough for both of them. "You were right about her body." His eyes roamed over me like he owned me already—and in this moment, maybe he did.

I couldn't help but shiver as his gaze lingered on my breasts before traveling lower... lower still... My cheeks flushed red-hot despite myself; even in character, it was difficult to ignore their lecherous stares like I was nothing more than meat on display at an auction block.

"Now the bra," Jones ordered impatiently. He leaned back in his chair like this was just another Tuesday night at the office for him—and maybe it was; God knows how many girls had been through this before me or would come after me if I walked out that door now without signing on the dotted line...

I stood there, naked and shivering, as Jones eyed me like a hungry predator. Bile churned in my stomach, but I couldn't look away from the envelope on the table—the one thing standing between me and eviction.

"Come here," he said, crooking his finger.

I hesitated, my feet feeling like lead. This was it. The point of no return. Once I took that step, there was no going back. But what choice did I have? I owed it to my dreams, to Mom's sacrifices...

Slowly, as if in a trance, I walked over to him. He smirked as he patted the worn leather couch next to him. "That's a good girl." The words stung more than they should have.

Jones unzipped his pants before I could react, and out sprang his... manhood—neither big nor small, but it might as well have been a snake for all the appeal it held to me now. My stomach lurched at the sight of it pulsing in front of me like some obscene dare.

"Kneel," he ordered coldly.

I hesitated for a second too long before dropping down onto my knees in front of him—a supplicant at the altar of Hollywood's darkest desires. Humiliation burned hotter than any flame as Jones gripped my hair roughly and guided my face closer to his crotch.

I closed my eyes, trying to block out the reality of the situation as I leaned in closer to him. My stomach churned, but I forced myself to think of Mom's proud face in the audience, clapping for her talented daughter.

Jones moaned as my lips brushed against his... thing, sending a wave of revulsion through me. Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed it down, focusing on the imaginary applause instead.

"That's it," he purred, running his fingers through my hair like I was some kind of pet. "Suck it like you mean it."

I did as he said, taking him deeper into my mouth despite every fiber of my being screaming at me to stop. I powered through—literally and figuratively—willing myself to be somewhere else entirely.

"Oh yeah," he moaned louder now, his breathing ragged with desire or disgust; I couldn't tell which anymore. "You're a natural." The irony wasn't lost on me as I continued to fake it for both our sakes.

His grip on my hair tightened as he thrust shallowly into my mouth, each movement making this charade all the more real—and all the more degrading. Tears stung at my eyes but remained unshed; weakness had no place here if I wanted what was mine: a shot at stardom... even if it meant crawling through the gutter first.

"Faster," he grunted between clenched teeth as he bucked his hips harder against me now; clearly enjoying every second of his power over me while Mitch looked on lecherously from across the room—silent witnesses to my undoing.

Jones was getting closer, his breathing ragged and erratic. I knew the end was near, but I wasn't prepared for what came next. He yanked me up by my hair, causing me to gasp in pain, and practically threw me onto the couch. My wrists were pinned above my head as he positioned himself behind me. I knew what was about to happen, but that didn't make it any easier.

"Relax, baby," he grunted in my ear, as if that would somehow make this less horrific. "This is your big break." His cruel laughter echoed in the room as he entered me roughly from behind, tearing through any remaining shreds of my self-respect.

I clenched my teeth, refusing to make a sound that might please him. He rammed against me without mercy, each violent movement reminding me what I'd sacrificed for a chance at fame.

"Oh fuck," he whispered hoarsely by my ear, his fingers digging into my sides like metal clamps as he approached his finish. "I'm... I'm..."

He withdrew at the last second—at least I thought he had—and slumped against my back with a deep exhale that might have been relief... or perhaps just the satisfaction of adding another victim to his list? It made no difference because moments later I felt something warm splash across my lower back as he released himself onto my skin and the furniture beneath us both like some perverse marker claiming what he'd taken.

Jones rolled off me, zipping himself up with a satisfied grunt. I lay there, numb, my body no longer feeling like my own. My skin crawled where he'd marked me. I wanted to scrub myself raw.

"Not bad," he said, tucking in his shirt. "For an amateur."

I reached for my clothes, desperate to cover myself, to regain some shred of dignity. That's when I noticed Mitch. He'd been watching the whole time, his eyes never leaving my body. Now he stepped forward, already naked.

I froze. His pale, sagging flesh hung in all the wrong places. Stomach protruding over skinny legs. Chest hair gray and patchy. Nothing like the confident acting coach who commanded the stage. Just an aging predator with hungry eyes.

"We're only getting started, honey," he said, moving closer. "One night for an eternity of fame."

My stomach lurched. One wasn't enough. They wanted to take turns. Pass me between them like a toy. I'd agreed to this. I'd locked the door myself.

Mitch reached for me, his hands clammy against my skin. I flinched but didn't pull away. Couldn't. The envelope of cash sat on the table, my ticket out of poverty. My big break.

His breath reeked of scotch as he leaned in, pressing his lips against my neck. "You'll thank me for this someday," he whispered. "When you're accepting your Oscar."

I closed my eyes, retreating deep inside myself. Found that quiet place where no one could touch me. Where I was still Gina Morales, the girl with dreams untarnished by men like these.

"We've got all night."

I did not know who said the words.

It no longer mattered.

* * *

A month later, I'm still here. Still pouring overpriced coffee for underemployed writers. Still alive, though sometimes I wonder if what's left of me deserves the term.

The money helped. Paid my rent. Fixed my car. Almost gone now, like everything else in this city—temporary solutions to permanent problems. The envelope he'd handed me is empty, just another memory of someone who thought cash could make things better. In L.A., money is just another kind of lie people tell themselves. It vanishes fast, leaving nothing behind but the same old cracks in the ceiling, the same broken dreams. At least I got the transmission fixed before the last hundred disappeared.

A running car turned out did not do much for shame I carried.

I wipe down the counter for the third time in ten minutes. My hands need the movement. My mind needs the distraction. Of course Mitch never called. Neither did Jones. They got what they wanted and disappeared, leaving me hollow and used up.

The worst part? I'm not even surprised. I expected it.

But during the sex I hoped.

Turned out hope was your worst enemy. It always is in this town. Men make promises with their hands that their hearts never intended to keep.

I've learned to recognize the pattern—the way they look at you differently afterward, already planning their exit while you're still catching your breath. The sheets cool fast in Los Angeles, even on summer nights. By morning, there's nothing left but the indent in the pillow and maybe a business card if they were feeling particularly generous. False currency in a city that trades exclusively in false promises.

"You should quit," Maria said, reading my thoughts as she restocked the pastry case. "Not just this job. The whole acting thing."

I didn't answer.

What was there to say? She was probably right. The truth had a way of landing harder when it came from Maria, who never sugarcoated anything, not even the overpriced muffins we served. Seven years in this city had worn my dreams thin, like the soles of the discount heels I wore to auditions. Each callback that never came circled me back to this counter, this apron, this life I was supposed to be passing through, not settling into.

The mid-afternoon lull settled over Café Oliva. Two screenwriters typing furiously in the corner. A tourist couple arguing over a map. Then the door swung open, and he walked in.

Not flashy.

Not loud.

But something about him pulled focus like a black hole. Tailored charcoal suit. No tie. Expensive watch. He didn’t approach the counter right away. Instead, he scanned the room, eyes moving deliberately, like he was reading invisible text in the air.

I busied myself with the espresso machine, pretending not to notice him. Men who looked like that were trouble in ways I couldn’t afford anymore.

Finally, he stepped up to the counter. I felt his presence before I looked up.

“Black coffee. No sugar. No milk.”

His voice was deep water—smooth surface, dangerous depths. Not rehearsed, just confident. Like he’d never had to raise it to be heard.

I looked up. Steel-gray eyes caught mine. Held them a second too long. I broke away first, reaching for a cup.

“Name?” My voice sounded smaller than I wanted it to.

“Ethan.”

As I turned to pour his coffee, someone bumped into me from behind. Hot liquid splashed over my hand and onto the counter. I bit back a curse.

“Sorry,” I muttered, grabbing a rag to clean the mess.

“Rough day?” he asked.

I looked up, expecting mockery, but his expression was neutral. Observant.

“Just another day failing upward,” I replied, the sarcasm thick enough to spread.

One corner of his mouth lifted. Not quite a smile. “You an actress?”

The question hit like a slap. I stiffened. “Is it that obvious?”

“It’s the eyes,” he said. “You look like you’ve been carrying a hundred characters and no one noticed.”

Something cold and sharp twisted in my chest. Being seen was dangerous. Especially now. “What, are you a casting director or something?”

“Agent, actually.” He reached into his jacket, pulled out a business card, slid it across the counter.

I picked it up. Heavy cardstock. Minimal design. Ethan Wolfe. Wolfe Talent Group.

He was real. The realization felt like vertigo. I’ve known about Wolfe Talent Group ever since I got to LA seven years ago. It was the agency. The talk of the town. The place where careers were made or broken with a single phone call. The kind of outfit that had its name whispered in bathroom stalls at auditions, like a prayer or a curse. They didn’t represent just anyone. They represented people who mattered.

And there he sat—Ethan Wolfe himself. The mythical dealmaker in the flesh.

I tucked the card into my apron pocket. “Thanks. But I’m not really auditioning for anything right now.”

“You don’t need to,” he said before turning to leave. “You already showed me something.”

* * *

I spent the next week with Ethan Wolfe's card burning a hole in my apron pocket. Each morning I'd take it out, study the embossed lettering, then tuck it away again. His words echoed: "You already showed me something." What had he seen? The tired waitress? The failed actress? The woman who'd compromised herself for a chance that never materialized?

The one who surrendered herself and dignity to a pair of industry players who lacked even the basic decency to consider her for a role. Trading flesh for empty promises, over and over in a single night. Emptying themselves into and on her as if she was only furniture. Nothing. A receptacle. A steppingstone on their path to somewhere better.

And perhaps he was also one of those players.

I forced the image away and tucked the business card away once more. Some memories don't fade. They just wait for quiet moments to resurface, like bodies in a lake.

Thursday night, I sat on my bed staring at his number on my phone. My finger hovered over the call button, then retreated. Text would be safer. Less vulnerable.

"This is Gina from the café," I typed. "You gave me your card." I hit send before I could change my mind.

Three dots appeared immediately. "Glad you reached out. There's a small mixer tomorrow night. Industry people. No pressure. Just talk. Interested?"

I stared at my phone. The old familiar hope flickered, dangerous and warm. I should say no. Pack my bags. Go back to East LA. Tell my mother she was right. But something about the way he'd looked at me—like he was actually seeing me—made me type: "Where and when?"

The address he sent was for a rooftop bar downtown. Not fancy enough to intimidate, not seedy enough to worry. I chose my safest dress—navy blue, high neckline, hits below the knee. Flats, not heels. No one was getting the wrong idea tonight.

The rooftop buzzed with conversation when I arrived. String lights crisscrossed overhead, casting a warm glow over clusters of people. Not the usual Hollywood crowd—no peacocking, no desperate laughter. Just people talking, listening. Real conversations.

Ethan stood near the bar, deep in conversation with an older woman. He glanced up, saw me, and immediately excused himself.

"You came," he said, his voice carrying a note of genuine surprise. Like my presence mattered.

"I did," I replied, my hands fidgeting with my purse strap.

He introduced me around. A screenwriter working on her first feature. Two actors fresh off an indie that was gaining festival buzz. A female director who squeezed my arm and said, "You have presence, honey. Don't let anyone tell you different."

Throughout the night, I felt Ethan's eyes on me from across the room. Not predatory. Observant. I couldn't decide if it made me nervous or safe.

Later, we ended up alone on a quieter section of the balcony. The city sprawled below, a carpet of lights stretching to the horizon.

"So why am I really here?" I asked, finally.

"I told you—"

"No," I interrupted. "Why am I here? Why give your card to a waitress?"

Ethan was quiet for a moment. "Because I recognize talent when I see it."

The words unlocked something in me. Before I could stop myself, I was telling him everything—the years of rejection, the roles that went to prettier girls, girls who slept with the right people. Even Mitch and Jones and what they'd asked of me. What I'd done.

He didn't flinch. Didn't offer empty sympathy. Just listened.

When I finished, he said, "There are still people in this town who don't trade talent for flesh. I only work with people who've been told no too many times."

Silence stretched between us.

"Why help me?" I finally asked.

"Because I want to," he said simply. "And because I don't think you've had someone believe in you without asking for something first."

* * *

Three weeks later, I landed an audition. Not some sleazy backroom deal, but a real shot—a supporting role in an indie drama that actually had financing. Ethan had sent my headshot to the casting director, said I'd be perfect. I'd prepared for days, running lines until my roommate threatened to move out.

When I walked out of that room, I knew. For once, I'd nailed it. No stumbling, no second-guessing. Just me becoming someone else for three perfect minutes. The director had that look—the one they get when they stop seeing you as desperate cattle and start seeing possibility.

The callback notice came two hours later. My phone buzzed while I was pouring coffee for a table of industry types who wouldn't remember my face. I checked it in the back hallway, heart hammering. I called Ethan immediately.

"They want to see me again tomorrow," I said, my voice shaking. I leaned against the wall, suddenly light-headed. Seven years of rejection makes good news feel dangerous.

"I told you," he said. I could hear the smile in his voice. That confident, I-knew-it-all-along tone. "Dinner tonight. We're celebrating."

We ate at a small Italian place where the waiters didn't hover and the wine came in carafes. The kind of restaurant where nobody's scanning the room for celebrities or angling for a better table. Ethan knew the owner, of course. He knew everyone. Afterward, we walked, the city alive around us. Not the Hollywood strip with its desperate glitter, but the real Los Angeles—food trucks and street art and people living their actual lives. The air smelled like jasmine and exhaust. A perfect L.A. night. I kept my hands in my pockets, afraid to reach for his, afraid to break whatever spell this was. Seven years of rejection teaches you to hold good moments like soap bubbles—beautiful but ready to pop at the slightest touch.

"Tell me about your family," he said.

So I did. About my father who died too young. My mother who worked two jobs and still found time to drive me to community theater rehearsals. My sister who thought I was chasing rainbows.

"And you?" I asked. "The mysterious Ethan Wolfe origin story?"

He laughed, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. Something shadowed passed over his face before he told me. About growing up with money but no warmth. About parents who funded his existence but outsourced the raising of him. About wanting to create something real in an industry built on fakery. His words were measured, like he was editing as he spoke, giving me the director's cut rather than the raw footage.

"Money teaches you what matters isn't what you have," he said, "but what you build."

"My last client," he said, his voice dropping. "She was talented. Beautiful. We were... close. She couldn't handle the pressure. Overdosed in her bathtub."

I didn't offer empty words. Just took his hand and held it.

When we reached his building—a converted warehouse with exposed brick and steel beams—he hesitated.

"Nightcap?" he asked. "No pressure."

I should have said no. The smart Gina would have. But I wasn't being smart Gina tonight. I was being lonely Gina, tired-of-empty-apartment Gina, the Gina who'd watched too many actresses get their big break after following men like him home. The Gina who remembered how his hand felt when I'd reached for it, warm and solid, like something I could hold onto in a city built on quicksand.

"Yes," I said.

His apartment was exactly what I'd expected—modern furniture, shelves of books, framed vintage film posters. What I hadn't expected was the golden retriever that bounded toward us, tail whipping the air.

"Leo," Ethan said, "meet Gina."

Leo promptly dropped a tennis ball at my feet. It was grimy, slobbery, practically neon against the dark hardwood floor. The ball sat there like an offering, a test. I glanced at Ethan, who leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, watching me with that unreadable expression. The dog stared up at me with liquid eyes, tail still sweeping back and forth in hopeful arcs. Apparently, I was being auditioned by both Wolfes tonight.

We ended up on his couch, shoes off, glasses of whiskey in hand. Leo sprawled across our feet like we'd been doing this for years.

"Thank you," I said, "for seeing me. Not just as an actress. As a person."

"That's the whole point, isn't it?" he said. "You're not a commodity."

I looked at him, really looked. "You make me feel like I'm allowed to take up space."

He reached out, brushed a strand of hair from my face. His fingers lingered. "You deserve more space than you know."

The air between us changed, thickened. When he leaned in, I met him halfway.

The kiss started soft, questioning. Then deepened into something hungry, something that had been waiting. His hands framed my face, asking permission with every touch. I answered by pressing closer.

"Gina," he whispered against my mouth.

"Yes," I said. To the question he hadn't asked. To everything.

He took my hand, led me toward his bedroom. The door closed behind us.

His bedroom was minimal—a California king bed with charcoal sheets, a single bedside lamp casting amber light across the room. He turned to me, his eyes asking a question.

"I'm nervous," I admitted. The words fell out before I could catch them.

"We can stop. Anytime." His voice was low, steady. "You say the word, I'll call you a car."

I shook my head. "It's not that. It's... what happened before. With Jones and Mitch."

Understanding crossed his face. He stepped back, giving me space. "I'm not them, Gina. This isn't a transaction."

"I know." And I did know. That was the terrifying part.

He approached slowly, like I might spook. His fingers found the top button of my blouse. "May I?"

I nodded, my breath catching as he undid each button with deliberate care. The fabric parted, exposing my skin inch by inch. His eyes followed his hands, taking in every detail. When he pushed the blouse from my shoulders, I fought the urge to cover myself.

"You're beautiful," he said. Not like a line, but like a fact he'd just discovered.

His lips found my neck, trailing down to my collarbone. Every touch was a question that my body answered before my mind could catch up. My hands gripped his shoulders, needing an anchor as the room seemed to tilt.

His fingers traced the edge of my bra, following the line where lace met skin. I felt the clasp release, felt the straps slide down my arms. The cool air raised goosebumps across my chest.

"Still okay?" he asked.

"Yes," I breathed.

His mouth traveled lower, mapping me with lips and tongue. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to reach him. When his hands moved to my jeans, I didn't hesitate. I wanted the barriers gone.

As clothing disappeared, reality sharpened. I felt him press against me, and panic fluttered in my chest. He was... massive. The size of my forearm. More than I'd experienced. My breath caught. A strange mix of desire and apprehension coiled inside me. I'd never been with someone like Ethan—someone who made me feel so small by comparison. His body was hard everywhere mine was soft, powerful where I felt fragile. I swallowed, wondering if I was in over my head. But his eyes found mine, questioning, patient despite the tension in his muscles. The choice was still mine.

"I don't think..." I started.

"We'll go slow," he promised, reading my concern. "I'll prepare you. We don't have to do anything you don't want."

I swallowed hard. "I haven't... not with someone your size."

His eyes held mine, serious. "We stop when you say stop. No questions asked."

My eyes widened as Ethan slipped out of his boxers. There was no other way to describe it.

He was enormous.

My hand trembled as I reached out, not sure if I should touch him or run. Both seemed like reasonable options. I'd seen men naked before, but Ethan was... different. Built different. Like comparing a switchblade to a hunting knife.

He moaned softly when my fingers finally curled around him. Not even close to circling him completely. His skin was hot velvet stretched over steel. My pulse quickened, a complicated mix of fear and something darker, more primal.

"We'll take it slow," Ethan repeated, his voice dropping an octave. No smile now. Just intensity and promise.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. My throat felt tight. He covered my hand with his much larger one, guiding my movements, teaching me what he liked without words. Up. Down. Twist slightly. His breath hitched. Mine too.

I studied his face instead of looking down. Safer that way. His jaw clenched with each stroke, restraint written in every tense line of his body. He was holding back. For me. The realization made something loosen in my chest, even as other parts of me tightened with anticipation.

Ethan's lips blazed a path down my body, deliberate as a man with a map. Each kiss left my skin burning. At my collarbone he paused, then continued down to my breasts where he took his time. No rushing. No uncertainty. His mouth closed over each nipple until they hardened against his tongue. I couldn't help arching up against him.

I moaned. Couldn't stop it. Didn't want to.

He moved lower with the confidence of a predator. My stomach muscles jumped under his touch. My breathing turned shallow, uneven. Waiting.

When he reached the junction of my thighs, he paused. Inhaled deeply. His eyes flicked up to mine—dark with intent—before his head lowered again. The first touch of his tongue against me was electric. Precise. Devastating. My fingers clawed at the sheets, anchoring myself against the sensation.

He knew what he was doing. That much was obvious. His tongue explored every inch of me, learning what made me gasp, what made me tremble. His fingers joined the assault, parting me with careful pressure. Making room.

The contrast was almost too much—his hot mouth against my most sensitive flesh, the rough scratch of stubble against my inner thighs. I'd never felt anything like it. Never imagined Ethan Wolfe would be here, doing this, making me feel like I was the only woman who mattered. Not just seen. Savored.

"Ethan," I managed between gasps. My voice sounded foreign to my own ears. "I can't... it's too much..."

His eyes met mine, pupils blown wide. No smile this time. Just raw hunger. Then he doubled his efforts, his tongue flicking faster while he slid two fingers inside me. The stretch was exquisite. Perfect. His rhythm was relentless, building pressure low in my belly that threatened to shatter me completely.

No stopping it now. No going back.

My body went rigid. The pressure built like a gathering storm, every nerve ending alive and screaming. Ethan's tongue moved with devastating precision, his fingers curling inside me, finding that spot that made stars explode behind my eyelids. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Could only feel.

"Let go," he murmured against me, the vibration of his voice sending new shockwaves through my system. "I've got you."

The dam broke. Release crashed over me in violent waves, starting where his mouth worked against me and radiating outward until even my fingertips tingled. I cried out—a sound I'd never heard myself make before, raw and primal. My hips bucked against his face, but his strong arm held me in place, forcing me to ride out every aftershock, every tremor.

Time fragmented. I couldn't tell if it lasted seconds or minutes. My body convulsed, muscles clenching around his fingers as he guided me through it, never stopping, never letting up until I was gasping, begging, pushing weakly at his shoulders because I couldn't take anymore.

When he finally lifted his head, his mouth was slick, his eyes dark with satisfaction. He looked dangerous. Powerful. Like he'd just claimed something.

"Breathe," he said, moving up my body, pressing a kiss to my sternum where my heart hammered against my ribs.

I sucked in air, realized I'd been holding my breath. My limbs felt heavy, disconnected. Aftershocks still rippled through me, little electric pulses that made me twitch beneath him.

"I've never..." I started, then stopped. Words seemed inadequate. Clinical. What could I possibly say that wouldn't sound ridiculous? That no one had ever made me feel like that before? That I hadn't known my body could respond that way?

He seemed to understand anyway, a knowing half-smile lifting one corner of his mouth. His hand stroked my side, soothing now rather than inflaming.

"We're just getting started," he promised.

I felt him hard against my thigh, a throbbing reminder of his arousal. Ethan's breathing was ragged in my ear, and I knew he was holding back for me. He slid down, positioning himself at my entrance.

"Are you sure?" he asked, his voice rough with restraint.

"Yes," I breathed, my body aching for him in a way I'd never known possible. This man—this enigmatic, dangerous man—wanted me. And I wanted him just as much.

He didn't need further encouragement. Slowly, so very slowly, he pressed inside me. The sensation was... different from anything I'd ever felt before. He was thick——and it stretched me in ways that were both uncomfortable and exhilarating. My muscles clenched around him involuntarily, as if trying to keep him out and pull him closer at the same time.

"I've got you," Ethan whispered in my ear, his voice low and soothing despite the tension thrumming through his body. "Just breathe."

I focused on his words as he eased himself inside me millimeter by excruciating millimeter. It hurt—there was no denying that—but there was also something primal about it: the sensation of being filled by this man who had once seemed so unattainable. The pain began to ebb, replaced by a delicious fullness that made my core throb with needy anticipation.

"Tell me if it's too much," he said through gritted teeth, but the steel in his voice left no doubt that he wouldn't stop unless absolutely necessary. And part of me didn't want him to stop either; part of me craved the way he made me feel: stretched to my limits yet held together by sheer willpower alone.

"I... I can handle it," I panted out between clenched teeth as he finally bottomed out inside me with a low groan of satisfaction that sent shivers down my spine despite the discomfort between my legs. My fingernails dug into his shoulders, leaving half-moon indentations in his skin. Seven years in this city had taught me plenty about pain. This kind, at least, came with promise.

His forehead pressed against mine, our breaths mingling in the narrow space between us. Neither of us moved. The moment hung suspended, like the last frame of film before the reel runs out. His eyes locked onto mine, searching for something. Permission, maybe. Or surrender.

* * *

I woke to sunlight streaming through unfamiliar curtains. For a moment, disorientation gripped me—then the weight of an arm across my waist brought everything rushing back. Ethan. His penthouse. Last night.

My body ached in places I'd forgotten existed, but it was a good ache. The kind that reminded you you'd been thoroughly, completely wanted.

I shifted slightly, careful not to wake him. His face in sleep was different—younger somehow, the hard lines softened. His dark hair fell across his forehead, and his mouth, usually set in that controlled line, was relaxed. I resisted the urge to trace his lips with my finger.

His eyes opened suddenly, catching me staring. No slow drift to consciousness for Ethan Wolfe. One moment asleep, the next fully alert.

"Morning," he said, voice rough with sleep.

"Hi." Shyness crept over me like a second skin. Daylight had a way of making everything seem more exposed.

His hand slid up my bare back, tracing my spine. "Sleep okay?"

"Better than I have in years."

His smile was slow, satisfied. "Good."

"Is that coffee I smell?" I asked, noticing the rich aroma for the first time.

"Timer. Should be ready." He stretched, muscles rippling beneath tanned skin. "Though I'm not particularly motivated to get out of bed."

"Me neither." I bit my lip, surprising myself with my boldness.

Something playful sparked in his eyes. "No?"

Decision made, I spun around in one fluid motion, straddling him. The sheet fell away, leaving me bare from the waist up. His eyes darkened as they swept over me.

"Definitely not," I said, feeling his body respond beneath me. Already hard, already wanting.

I reached between us, wrapping my fingers around his length. He sucked in a breath, hands gripping my hips.

"Gina..."

I slid down his body, never breaking eye contact as I took him in my mouth. His groan was primal, encouraging. As I worked him with my tongue, a strange thought surfaced: I'd done this before—with others, with Jones and Mitch—but never like this. Never because I wanted to. Never because I chose to. The difference was everything.

This wasn't about auditioning or proving myself. This was about power—my power. My choice. For the first time in years, I felt completely in control of my own story.


Chloe

The studio sits in Silver Lake, tucked behind a vegan café and a crystal shop. No sign. Just a black door with a buzzer. I check the address three times before I press it.

"Come up."

His voice through the intercom. Deep. Bored, almost.

The stairs creak. My palms sweat against the strap of my purse. I wore the good jeans—the ones that make my ass look round without trying too hard. A cream silk blouse, buttoned to the collarbone. Professional. Respectful. The kind of outfit that says I take this seriously.

The door at the top is already open.

Inside, it's darker than I expected. No windows. Just track lighting aimed at a single leather couch, a director's chair, and a camera on a tripod. The walls are exposed brick. There's a faint smell of sandalwood and cigarettes.

Landon Hayes leans against the brick, arms crossed.

He's taller than he looked in interviews. Broader. Black T-shirt stretched across his chest, sleeves rolled to show those forearms—veiny, inked, the kind that make you think about hands around throats. His jaw is shadowed with stubble. Eyes dark and unreadable.

"Chloe."

Not a question. He already knows.

"Hi—yes. Thank you so much for—"

"Sit."

He gestures to the couch. I perch on the edge, knees together, purse in my lap like a shield.

He doesn't move. Just watches me. Studying.

"You read the script?"

"Three times."

"Then you know there's an intimacy scene."

My throat tightens. "I do. I'm comfortable with—"

"We're doing it today."

The air shifts.

"I—what?"

"Just us. No crew. I want to see if you can handle it." He pushes off the wall, moves toward the camera. "Most actresses freeze up when it's real. When there's no one to hide behind."

"I thought this was a callback—"

"It is." He adjusts the lens. Doesn't look at me. "This is how I work. If you can't do this, you can't do the film."

My pulse hammers in my ears.

"Okay."

He turns. Looks at me fully now. Something flickers in his expression—approval, maybe. Or hunger.

"Stand up."

I do.

"Drop the purse."

It hits the floor.

He crosses to me. Stops close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. Close enough that I can smell him—cedar and sweat and something darker.

"You're too stiff," he says. "Your shoulders. Your hips. You're performing polite."

"I'm just—"

"Breathe deeper. From here." His hand presses against my stomach, just above my navel. The heat of his palm sinks through the silk. I suck in air.

"Better. Again."

I breathe. His hand stays.

"The character—she's not innocent. She wants this. She's been starving for it." His voice drops lower. "Show me that."

"I don't—how do I—"

"Stop thinking." His other hand comes up, cups the side of my face. Thumb brushing my cheekbone. "Act like you want me."

My knees go soft.

"Landon—"

"Show me."

He's not smiling. Not coaxing. This isn't seduction. It's a test.

I lift my chin. Part my lips. Try to summon something bold, something raw. But all I feel is the thundering in my chest and the slow, creeping heat between my thighs.

His thumb drags across my lower lip.

"Better."

Then he steps back. Walks to the director's chair. Sits, legs spread, forearms resting on his thighs.

"Come here."

I move without thinking. Stop in front of him.

"Closer."

I step between his knees.

"The scene starts with her on the floor," he says. "She's begging. But not with words. With her body. With her mouth."

Oh God.

"I want to see how you'd play it."

My face burns. "You want me to—"

"I want you to act."

But his hand is already at his belt. The clink of metal. The rasp of a zipper.

This isn't the script. This isn't—

He pulls himself free.

I stop breathing.

He's huge. Thick and heavy and already half-hard, resting against the black denim. The head flushed dark. A vein running up the underside that makes my mouth water even as panic claws up my throat.

"You're staring."

"I—I've never—"

"Good." His voice is gravel. "Then it'll be real."

He doesn't touch me. Doesn't pull me down. Just waits.

And I realize: this is the audition.

I lower myself. Slowly. Knees hitting the concrete floor. It's cold through the denim. My hands shake as I brace them on his thighs.

Up close, he's even bigger.

"Open."

I part my lips.

"Wider."

I obey.

He wraps one hand around the base, guides himself to my mouth. The head brushes my lower lip—warm, soft skin over rigid heat. I taste salt.

"Take it."

I close my lips around him. Just the tip. My jaw already stretches.

"More."

I try. Slide forward. He hits the back of my tongue and I gag, pull back, gasping.

"Again."

"It's too—"

"Again."

I sink down. Breathe through my nose. He pushes deeper and my eyes flood. I choke, spit gathering at the corners of my mouth, but I don't stop. Can't stop.

His hand tangles in my hair. Not forcing. Just holding.

"Good girl."

The praise melts something inside me. I whimper around him and his grip tightens.

"Suck."

I hollow my cheeks. Try to find a rhythm. But he's so thick I can barely move, can barely breathe. Drool runs down my chin. Tears streak hot down my face. My throat burns.

"Look at me."

I force my eyes up. Meet his.

He's watching. Intent. Pupils blown wide. Jaw clenched.

"You're crying on it," he says. Quiet. Almost reverent. "Fuck, that's perfect."

Shame floods me. But so does something else. Something wet and aching between my legs.

I take him deeper. Gag again. My nails dig into his thighs.

"That's it. Choke on it."

I do. Over and over. Until my jaw screams and my vision blurs and I'm nothing but spit and tears and the obscene wet sounds filling the room.

His hips shift. Just barely. Pushing in as I pull back. I moan and the vibration makes him curse under his breath.

"Fuck—"

He pulls me off. Rough. I gasp for air, chest heaving, face soaked. 

My hand moves without permission, fingers wrapping around what I can't fit in my mouth. But I can't grip him fully—he's too thick, my fingers won't meet around his girth. The realization sends another wave of shame and heat through me.

He groans. Deep and rough. The sound vibrates through his chest, through me.

"Christ—yes."

His head falls back against the wall. Throat exposed. I watch his face transform, watch control slip just slightly from those sharp features. It's intoxicating. Knowing I did that.

I pull back just enough to lick along his length. Base to tip. Tasting salt and skin and something distinctly him. My tongue traces the thick vein running underneath and he hisses between his teeth.

"Fucking hell—"

I shouldn't be here. Shouldn't be doing this. This isn't an audition—it's something else entirely. Something that makes my chest tight with shame even as arousal pools hot and insistent between my thighs.

But I can't stop. Don't want to stop.

I take him back into my mouth. Deeper this time. My hand works what won't fit, stroking in rhythm with my lips. Tears stream freely now, mixing with the spit coating my chin. I'm a mess. Completely wrecked.

And he's watching it all happen with those dark, hungry eyes.

His breathing changes. Gets ragged. His grip in my hair tightens to the point of pain.

"I'm going to—" His voice breaks off into a growl. "Don't stop. Don't you fucking stop."

I wouldn't even if I could. I'm lost in this. In him. In the way he tastes and sounds and the obscene wet noises filling the small space.

His whole body goes rigid. A strangled curse tears from his throat.

Then he's coming. Hot and thick on my tongue. Too much. I try to swallow but there's so much I choke, coughing as it spills from my lips. The taste is overwhelming—bitter and salty and completely foreign.

More shame crashes over me. But underneath it, something else entirely. Pride, maybe. Or satisfaction. I did this to him. Made this powerful, controlled man fall apart.

For a long moment, he just stares at me. Hand still fisted in my hair. His cock twitches, glistening.

Then he tucks himself back in. Zips up like nothing happened.

I'm still on my knees.

"You've got the part."

My brain can't catch up. "What?"

"Shooting starts in two weeks. My assistant will send the contract." He stands. Steps past me toward the door. "You can go."

I stumble to my feet. Wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. My legs shake.

"That's it?"

He glances back. Expression unreadable.

"That's it."

I grab my purse. Move toward the stairs on autopilot. My face burns. My throat aches. I can still taste him.

At the door, I pause.

"Landon—"

"Don't be late on the first day."

The door shuts behind me.

I make it halfway down the stairs before I have to stop. Press my forehead against the cool wall. My underwear is soaked through. Ruined.

I just got cast in a major indie film.

And all I can think about is the weight of him on my tongue.

***

I make it to my apartment in Echo Park without crying.

That feels like an accomplishment.

The door locks behind me with a hollow click. I drop my purse, my keys. Stand in the middle of the cramped living room and stare at nothing.

What did I just do?

My phone buzzes. A text from my mom asking how the audition went. Three emojis. Prayer hands, a star, a heart.

I silence it.

The bathroom mirror shows the damage. Mascara streaked down my cheeks. Lips swollen and red. A faint bruise forming on my jaw where his hand gripped too tight. My blouse has a wet spot near the collar—spit or cum or both.

I look wrecked.

I look exactly like what I am.

The shower runs scalding. I strip, throw the clothes in the hamper, then think better of it and shove them in the trash. Evidence. Like I committed a crime.

Didn't I?

The water pounds against my shoulders but it doesn't wash away the feeling. That heaviness in my stomach. The way my throat still aches when I swallow. I scrub my face with the expensive cleanser I bought at Sephora when I first moved here—back when I still believed being pretty and polite would be enough.

It comes off pink. Skin raw underneath.

I scrub harder.

You're crying on it. Fuck, that's perfect.

His voice loops in my head. That roughness. The way he watched me struggle and didn't help. Just held my hair and let me choke.

My hand stills against my collarbone.

I shouldn't have liked it.

But I did.

I sink to the shower floor, pull my knees to my chest. Steam fills the tiny bathroom. My breath comes shallow.

This wasn't an audition. Not really. He didn't ask me to read lines or show emotional range or demonstrate chemistry with an imaginary scene partner. He asked me to get on my knees and prove I could handle being used.

And I did it.

Worse—I was good at it.

The water turns cold before I can convince myself to stand. I wrap in a towel, dripping across the tile to my bedroom. The apartment is silent except for the hum of the refrigerator and distant traffic.

I should feel triumphant. I got the part. This is what I moved to LA for—a real role in a real film with a director who actually matters.

Instead I feel split open. Exposed.

I pull on an oversized shirt, crawl into bed even though it's barely seven. My phone glows on the nightstand. Notifications stacking up. Texts from my roommate asking if I want Thai food. An email from my agent with three exclamation points in the subject line.

I ignore all of it.

Close my eyes.

And immediately I'm back there. On my knees. His hand in my hair. The weight of him stretching my jaw until tears spilled without permission.

Take it.

More.

Good girl.

Heat pools low in my belly. Unwanted. Undeniable.

My thighs press together.

No.

I roll onto my side, try to think about anything else. The script—I should reread the script. Memorize my lines. Research the character's background and motivation and emotional arc.

But all I can think about is how thick he felt. How my fingers couldn't wrap around him fully. How the head hit the back of my throat and I gagged but he didn't stop, didn't pull back, just held me there and let me struggle through it.

How part of me wanted to stay there forever.

My hand slides between my legs before I can stop it. I'm wet. Soaked through. The shame of it makes my face burn but I don't stop. Can't stop.

I touch myself and imagine his hands instead. Rougher. More demanding. I imagine him bending me over that leather couch, shoving my jeans down, not bothering with gentleness because he knows I don't want gentle.

I imagine him splitting me open. Too big. Too much. Making me take it anyway.

The orgasm hits fast and hard. My back arches off the mattress. I bite my pillow to muffle the sound and ride it out, gasping, shaking.

Then I lie there. Chest heaving. Skin flushed.

Hating myself.

I prostituted myself for a role.

I got on my knees for a man I don't know and let him use my mouth like a—

My phone rings.

Unknown number.

I almost don't answer. But what if it's him? What if he changed his mind? What if this was all some fucked up test I failed by actually going through with it?

"Hello?"

"Chloe Nguyen?" A woman's voice. Brisk. Professional.

"Yes."

"This is Miranda Chen, Landon's assistant. Congratulations on booking the role."

My throat closes. "Thank you."

"Table read is scheduled for this Friday at ten a.m. I'm sending the details now. Before that, Landon wants a private rehearsal to work through your scenes."

Of course he does.

"When?"

"Tomorrow. Six p.m. Same location."

Less than twenty-four hours.

"I'll be there."

"Great. He also wanted me to tell you—" A pause. Paper rustling. "—to wear something easy to move in. You'll be blocking the physical scenes."

Physical scenes.

My pulse kicks up. "Okay."

"Perfect. See you Friday."

She hangs up.

I stare at the phone. My reflection in the black screen shows wide eyes, messy hair, flushed cheeks that stand out against my golden-brown skin, the flush creeping down my neck in blotchy patches that make my Vietnamese features look even more delicate—high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes still glassy from what just happened, full lips swollen and darker than usual.

I should say no. Call her back and say I'm sick, I'm busy, I changed my mind.

But I won't.

Because when I think about seeing him again—about being alone in that studio, about what he might make me do—terror and anticipation tangle so tight I can't tell them apart.

I want this.

That's the part that scares me most.

Not that he took advantage. Not that I compromised myself. But that when his hand tightened in my hair and he pushed deeper, past the point where I could breathe, past the point where it was comfortable or controlled—I moaned.

I wanted more.

I lie back down. Stare at the ceiling. Traffic sounds drift through the window. Somewhere downstairs, a couple argues in Spanish. Normal life happening all around me while I spiral.

My throat still aches.

My jaw still feels stretched.

And between my legs, I'm wet again.

Tomorrow I'll see him. Tomorrow he'll touch me, move me, position me however he wants. He'll call it rehearsal but we both know it's something else.

I'm terrified.

I'm thrilled.

I pull the blanket over my head and try to sleep. But every time I close my eyes, I taste salt and feel the phantom weight of him on my tongue.

And I count the hours until I can have it again.

***

I show up ten minutes early. Stupid. Desperate. But I can't help it.

The same black door. The same buzzer. This time when I press it, there's no voice. Just a click as it unlocks.

I take the stairs slower than yesterday. My hand trails along the railing—something to hold onto. I wore yoga pants like she said. Easy to move in. A sports bra under a loose tank top. Hair pulled back. No makeup except mascara because I couldn't stand the thought of my bare face under those lights.

The door at the top stands open again.

Inside, it's different. The couch is gone. There's a bed now—queen-sized, unmade, sheets dark gray. Track lights aimed down at it like a spotlight. The camera's still there, red light blinking.

He's recording.

Landon stands beside the bed. No shirt. Just black jeans slung low on his hips. The tattoos I glimpsed yesterday cover his chest, his ribs, disappearing into the waistband. His muscles shift as he adjusts something on a nearby table.

He doesn't look up.

"Lock the door."

I do. The deadbolt slides home with a sound that feels final.

"Come here."

My legs move. Stop at the edge of the bed, close enough to see the ink clearly now—geometric patterns, script I can't read, a woman's face rendered in shadow on his ribcage.

Close enough to smell him. Sweat and that cedar scent and something sharper. Whiskey, maybe.

"We're working on scene forty-three," he says. Still not looking at me. "The bedroom. You've read it."

"Yes."

"Tell me what happens."

My throat's dry. "She—I—come to his apartment. To talk about the film. But he..."

"But he what?"

"He doesn't want to talk."

"And?"

"He takes what he wants."

Now he looks at me. Those dark eyes drag down my body, assessing. Not sexual. Clinical. Like I'm a prop.

"Get on the bed."

I climb onto it. The mattress dips. Sheets cool against my palms.

"On your back."

I lie down. Stare at the exposed beams crossing the ceiling. My heart hammers so loud I'm sure he can hear it.

The bed shifts as he kneels beside me. One hand braced on the other side of my head. Caging me in.

"In the scene, she's scared," he says. "But she wants it. That contradiction has to show in your body. You understand?"

"I think so."

"Show me scared."

I tense. Pull my arms in.

"No. That's actress bullshit. Real fear is different." His hand wraps around my wrist, pins it above my head. "Your pulse races. Right here." His thumb presses the delicate skin. "I can feel it."

It's true. My heart pounds against his touch.

"Breathe faster. Shallow."

I try. My chest rises and falls in quick bursts.

"Better. But you're still performing." His other hand slides down my ribs, settles on my hip. "Real fear makes you freeze. Or run. You're doing neither."

"Because I know it's—"

"No talking."

His hand tightens on my hip. Thumb hooking under the waistband of my yoga pants.

"Now show me want."

Oh God.

"Landon—"

"Show. Me."

I arch. Just slightly. Press up into his palm.

"Better. Again."

I do it. Roll my hips. Feel the heat of his hand through the thin fabric.

"The character—she tries to fight it. Tells herself no. But her body says yes." He pulls the waistband down an inch. Cool air hits my skin. "Like this. She's saying stop but her hips are lifting."

I'm not acting anymore.

His hand slides lower. Fingers tracing the edge of my underwear.

"Please—"

"Please what?"

"I don't—this isn't—"

"It's blocking. I'm showing you how the scene plays." His voice stays level. Detached. But his hand moves with purpose. Slips beneath the cotton. "She's wet before he even touches her properly. That's important. The audience needs to know she wanted this from the start."

His fingers find me. Slick and ready. I gasp.

"See? Method acting."

He doesn't ease into it. Two fingers push inside, rough and sudden. My back arches off the bed.

"Fuck—"

"Stay still."

I can't. His fingers curl, hit something that makes sparks burst behind my eyes. My hands fly to his shoulders—nails digging in without permission.

"No." He catches both wrists with his free hand. Pins them above my head again. "Actress hands are delicate. Soft. Yours shake. They grip. They claw." He thrusts deeper and I cry out. "Use your real hands, Chloe. Not the ones you think I want to see."

I'm falling apart. He's barely touching me and I'm falling apart.

His thumb finds my clit. Circles it with exactly the right pressure. Not gentle. Demanding. My thighs tremble.

"That's it. Let me feel you shake."

I'm going to come. Already. Too fast. The pressure builds low in my belly, spreads through my limbs like fire.

"Landon—I'm—"

He stops.

Pulls his hand away completely. Sits back on his heels.

I make a sound—half sob, half protest. My hips chase his touch but he's already standing, moving to the table. Wiping his fingers on a towel like he just finished some routine task.

"What—why did you—"

"You'll come when I let you."

My whole body screams. I'm so close, right on the edge, and he just—stopped.

"That's not fair—"

"The character doesn't get what she wants right away. Neither do you." He tosses the towel aside. Looks at me sprawled on the bed, pants shoved down, chest heaving. "You're learning the role. This is part of it."

Tears prick my eyes. Frustration. Humiliation. Need so sharp it hurts.

"Get dressed. We're done for today."

"But—"

"Done."

I pull my pants up with shaking hands. My underwear's soaked through. Ruined. I can feel the wetness between my thighs as I stand.

He's already at his laptop, reviewing the footage. Like I'm not even here.

I grab my bag. My keys. My legs barely hold me.

At the door, I pause.

"Do we rehearse again - "

"Will send details."

"Will you—" I swallow. "Will we rehearse again?"

He doesn't look up from the screen.

"We'll rehearse until you get it right."

I leave before I can beg him to touch me again.

The stairs feel endless. My legs shake with every step. By the time I reach my car, I'm trembling so hard I can barely get the key in the ignition.

I sit there. Engine running. Hands gripping the wheel.

He didn't kiss me. Didn't undress me fully. Barely touched me at all, really.

And I've never been so desperate in my life.

I drive home with my thighs pressed together, trying to ignore the ache. Trying not to think about his fingers inside me, his thumb on my clit, the casual cruelty in his voice when he said you'll come when I let you.

Like I'm his to control.

Like I already belong to him.

The worst part?

I want to.

***

The text comes through at 9 p.m. on Thursday.

Malibu. Tomorrow. 6 PM. Pack for the weekend.

No question mark. No "if you're available" or "would you like to." Just a command dressed up as information.

I stare at my phone until the screen goes dark. Then I pick it up and read it again.

My roommate Jess leans against my doorframe, wine glass in hand. "Hot date?"

"Rehearsal."

"All weekend?" She raises an eyebrow. "With tall, dark, and method?"

Heat crawls up my neck. "It's for the film."

"Uh huh." She sips her wine. Studies me with that look—the one that sees too much. "Just be careful, Chloe. Guys like that..."

"Like what?"

"They know exactly what they're doing. And you—" She gestures at me with her glass. "You're still figuring yourself out."

She's not wrong.

But I text back anyway.

I'll be there.

His response is immediate.

Good girl.

Two words. My thighs clench.

Jess notices. Of course she notices.

"Jesus. You've got it bad."

I throw a pillow at her. She laughs and retreats to her room, but her words echo after she's gone.

You're still figuring yourself out.

I pack light. Yoga pants, tank tops, underwear I bought last year and never wore because they felt too revealing. A sundress that might be appropriate for... what? Dinner? Does he expect me to eat with him? Sleep in a guest room?

The instructions didn't say.

I add a toothbrush. Face wash. The expensive moisturizer my mom sent for Christmas. Normal things. Like this is normal.

It's not normal.

I barely sleep. When I do, I dream of his hands. His voice. The way he looked at me on that bed—clinical and hungry at the same time.

Friday drags. I go through the motions. Coffee shop shift in the morning because I still need money. Small talk with customers who don't know I spent yesterday with a man's fingers inside me. That in twenty-four hours I'll be alone with him for an entire weekend.

What does he want from me?

What will I let him take?

Everything, probably.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, it settles warm and heavy between my legs.

***

The Pacific Coast Highway unspools like a ribbon. Ocean on my left, cliffs on my right. My hands grip the steering wheel at ten and two—the way my dad taught me.

The GPS directs me up a private road. Gravel crunches under my tires. Trees close in overhead, blocking the late afternoon sun.

Then the house appears.

Not a house. An estate. Glass and steel cantilevered over the cliff, floor-to-ceiling windows reflecting the ocean. Modern. Expensive. The kind of place that shows up in architecture magazines.

Of course he lives here.

I park next to his Range Rover—black, naturally. Cut the engine. Sit there breathing.

My phone buzzes.

Door's open. Come up.

No greeting. No "welcome." Just another command.

The front door swings inward when I push it. Reveals an open-concept space—living room flowing into kitchen flowing into a deck that hangs over nothing but air and water. Everything white and gray and clean. No clutter. No personal touches except a guitar propped in the corner and stacks of film books on the coffee table.

"Upstairs."

His voice carries from somewhere above. I follow it, climbing a floating staircase that makes my stomach drop. At the top, a hallway. Three doors. One open.

I step through.

The bedroom is massive. King bed with charcoal sheets. More windows. The ocean spreading endless and dark. He stands on the balcony, back to me, phone pressed to his ear.

"I don't care what the producer thinks. We shoot it my way or I walk."

A pause.

"Then we walk."

He hangs up. Turns. Sees me hovering in the doorway.

"You made it."

"You gave good directions."

The corner of his mouth twitches. Almost a smile. "Put your bag down."

I set it beside the dresser. My hands feel empty without it.

He moves past me, close enough that I smell him. That cedar scent mixed with ocean salt. Closes the door. The click reverberates.

"You read the script again?"

"Twice more."

"Then you know your character spends three weeks living with him before filming starts." He leans against the dresser, arms crossed. "Total immersion. She becomes his. Eats when he says. Sleeps when he says. Fucks when he says."

My breath catches.

"That's what I'm offering you." His eyes pin me in place. "This weekend. You live as her. Think as her. Feel as her."

"For the role."

"For the role," he agrees. But something in his tone suggests that's only half true. "You want to be a star, Chloe? Be her. Live her. Let me break you into her."

Break me.

The words should sound threatening. They don't.

"What would that—what does that mean exactly?"

"It means you do what I tell you. When I tell you. No questions. No hesitation." He pushes off the dresser. Stalks toward me. "It means you trust me to know what you need before you know it yourself."

He stops inches away. Doesn't touch me. Just looks down with those dark eyes that see everything.

"Can you do that?"

I should say no. Should grab my bag and run back to my safe, small apartment where the stakes are low and I can keep pretending I'm in control.

"Yes."

The word comes out steady. Sure.

His expression shifts. Approval. Possession. Hunger.

"Good." He steps back. Gestures to the room. "This is where she lives. Your character. Three weeks before the cameras roll, she moves into his space. Gives up her apartment. Her privacy. Her autonomy."

I look around. Try to see it through her eyes. The bed where she'll sleep—where he'll use her. The balcony where she'll stand and wonder what she's become. The closet where her clothes will hang next to his.

"She's terrified," I say quietly.

"And?"

"And she's never felt more alive."

He watches me. Weighing something.

"Undress."

My heart stops.

"What?"

"She arrives with nothing. Stripped down. Vulnerable. Show me that." His voice stays level. "Take off your clothes, Chloe."

This is it. The line. Cross it and there's no going back.

My hands shake as I reach for the hem of my shirt. Pull it over my head. The sports bra underneath is plain black. Functional. I peel it off too.

Cool air hits my skin. My nipples tighten.

The yoga pants next. I shimmy them down, step out of them. Stand there in just the lace underwear I bought yesterday—black, sheer, the kind that hides nothing.

His eyes drag over me. Slow. Thorough. Cataloging every curve, every imperfection.

"All of it."

I hook my thumbs under the waistband. Hesitate.

"You're already wet," he observes. "I can see the stain from here."

Shame floods me. He's right. The fabric clings to me, darkened with evidence of my arousal.

I push them down. Kick them aside.

Naked. Completely naked while he remains fully dressed. The power imbalance should feel wrong.

It feels perfect.

He circles me. Doesn't touch. Just looks. I feel his gaze like hands—tracing my shoulders, the curve of my spine, the swell of my ass. My skin prickles. Burns.

"She's beautiful," he says. Not to me. About me. "But she doesn't know it yet. She thinks she has to hide. To shrink." He stops in front of me. "Show me how she stands when no one's watching. When she thinks she's safe."

I let my shoulders drop. My arms fall to my sides instead of covering myself. Chin up. Breathing steady.

"Better." He reaches out. I tense. But he doesn't touch my skin—just lifts a strand of my hair, lets it slide through his fingers. "When I touch her, she'll shake. Not from cold. From need."

"Yes."

"When I spread her open, she'll beg. But not for me to stop."

"No."

"Say it."

My voice comes out rough. "She'll beg you not to stop."

His hand drops. He steps back. Points to the bed.

"Lie down."

I climb onto it. The sheets are cool and soft—expensive cotton that probably costs more than my rent. I settle in the center, on my back, staring up at him.

He doesn't move. Just watches from the foot of the bed.

"What you're feeling right now—the ache between your legs, the way your skin feels too tight—that's where she lives. In that space between wanting and having." His voice drops lower. Intimate. "I'm going to keep you there. All weekend. Right on the edge."

"Landon—"

"I'm going to strip you down to nothing. No defenses. No performance. Just raw need." He braces his hands on the footboard. Leans forward. "And when you're so desperate you can't think straight, when you'd do anything I ask just to come—that's when I'll fuck you."

My thighs press together. I whimper.

"Not before. Not until you're completely mine."

He straightens. Walks to the door.

"Wait—where are you going?"

"Downstairs. I have work to do." He pauses at the threshold. Looks back. "Stay there. Don't touch yourself. Don't move. Just lie there and think about what's coming."

"How long—"

"Until I'm ready."

The door closes.

I'm alone.

Naked in his bed. Wet and desperate and shaking exactly like he said I would.

My hands fist in the sheets. Every nerve ending screams. The ache between my legs builds with each passing second. I can feel my pulse there, throbbing, begging.

He said not to touch myself.

I won't.

But God, I want to.

Outside, the ocean crashes against the rocks. The sun sinks lower, painting the room in shades of orange and gold. Shadows lengthen. My skin cools. But the heat inside doesn't fade.

It grows.

I imagine his hands. His mouth. That thick cock I choked on. I imagine him climbing onto this bed, spreading my thighs, pushing inside until I scream.

Too big. Too much.

Perfect.

Time stretches. Minutes feel like hours. My body hums. Aches. Pleads.

And somewhere downstairs, he knows exactly what he's doing to me.

This is the role. This desperate, needy thing trembling in his sheets.

I'm not acting anymore.

I'm becoming her.

***

I wake to pressure.

Not sound. Not light. Just the slow, insistent drag of fingers between my legs.

My eyes fly open. The room's still dim—early morning gray filtering through the windows. Landon lies beside me, propped on one elbow, watching my face as his hand works.

"Morning."

I try to speak but all that comes out is a gasp. He's already found my clit, circling it with his thumb while two fingers slide inside. No hesitation. No warm-up.

Like he owns this body.

"Landon—I—"

"You stayed all night." His voice is rough with sleep. "Good girl."

The praise makes me clench around his fingers. He feels it, smirks.

"So fucking wet already." He curls his fingers and I arch off the mattress. "Did you dream about me?"

"Yes—"

"What did I do to you?"

"Everything." The word breaks on a moan. "You did everything."

His thumb presses harder. Circles faster. The pressure builds so quick it steals my breath. I'm still wound tight from last night—from lying here for hours untouched, aching, desperate.

"Going to come for me?" he murmurs against my ear.

"Please—"

"Then come."

Permission. Finally. The orgasm crashes through me like a wave. My back bows, thighs shaking, a cry tearing from my throat that sounds nothing like me. He doesn't stop. Keeps working me through it until I'm gasping, oversensitive, trying to twist away.

"Too much—"

"I'll tell you when it's too much."

He pulls his fingers out. Brings them to my mouth.

"Taste."

I part my lips. He pushes inside and I taste myself—salt and musk and evidence of what he does to me. My tongue works around his fingers and his eyes go dark.

"Fuck." He pulls free. Rolls on top of me in one fluid motion.

His weight pins me to the mattress. The thick ridge of his cock presses against my thigh through his boxer briefs—hard and huge and making my breath catch.

"Been hard since I left you here last night," he growls. Grinds against me. "Sat downstairs listening to you whimper. Knowing you wanted to touch yourself. Knowing you didn't."

"I followed the rules—"

"You did." His hand tangles in my hair, yanks my head back. Exposes my throat. "Now you get rewarded."

He kisses me.

Not gentle. Demanding. His tongue invades my mouth the same way his fingers invaded my body—taking what he wants. I moan into it, hands scrambling for purchase on his shoulders. His skin is hot under my palms. Muscles shifting as he settles between my spread thighs.

He pulls back. Sits up on his knees. Shoves his boxer briefs down.

His cock springs free. Thick and flushed dark and already leaking. Bigger than I remembered. My stomach flips.

"It won't fit," I whisper.

"It will." He wraps one hand around the base. Strokes once. "You'll make it fit."

He positions himself at my entrance. The broad head pushes against me and even though I'm soaked, even though I came minutes ago, the stretch is immediate. Intense.

"Oh God—"

"Breathe."

He pushes forward. Just the tip breaching me. I'm already so full and he's barely inside.

"Too big—Landon—"

"You can take it." His other hand grips my hip hard enough to bruise. "Your character takes every inch. So do you."

He thrusts.

Not gentle. Not slow. He drives forward and splits me open. The burn is immediate, shocking, perfect. I scream—can't help it—and his mouth crashes over mine, swallowing the sound.

He doesn't stop. Doesn't ease in. Just takes and takes until he bottoms out and I feel him everywhere. So deep I can't breathe around it.

"There." He pulls back to look at me. My face must show the shock, the overwhelming fullness. "All of it. Every fucking inch."

Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. Not from pain—though there's that. From the sheer intensity of being this full. This claimed.

He pulls out almost completely. Slams back in.

I sob against his shoulder.

"Say the line."

My brain can't process. "What—"

"Scene forty-three. Page sixty-two." He thrusts again. Harder. "Say. The. Line."

It comes back through the haze. Her words in the script when he first takes her.

"I'm—I'm yours—"

"All of it."

"I'm yours to use—"

He drives in deep and holds there. Grinding. "And?"

"However you want—"

"Fuck yes." He pulls out. Flips me onto my stomach before I can process. "Hands on the headboard."

I scramble to obey. My fingers wrap around the wood. He yanks my hips up, positioning me on my knees, face pressed into the pillow.

Then he's inside me again. The angle is different—deeper, if that's possible. He hits something that makes stars burst and I keen, high and desperate.

"That's it." His hand fists in my hair. Pulls my head back. "Let me hear you break."

He fucks me in earnest now. Long, brutal strokes that shake the bed. The headboard slams against the wall. I can't do anything but take it, hang on, feel myself stretched and filled and claimed over and over.

"This is what she needs," he growls. "What you need. To be fucked so hard you forget everything but my cock."

I'm babbling now. Please and yes and oh God and his name on repeat like a prayer.

"Going to fill you up," he says against my ear. "Mark you inside. Then you'll walk around all day feeling me leak out of you."

The words push me over. I come without warning, clenching around him so hard he curses. My whole body seizes. The orgasm tears through me violent and complete.

He doesn't slow down. Fucks me through it. Chases his own release with ruthless precision.

"Mine," he snarls. "Say it—"

"Yours—"

"Again—"

"Yours—I'm yours—"

He slams in one final time and holds. I feel him pulse inside me. Feel the warmth flooding deep. He groans long and low, hips jerking through the aftershocks.

For a moment, we stay frozen like that. Connected. His chest against my back, both of us shaking and gasping.

Then he pulls out. I collapse forward, boneless and wrecked. Feel his release start to slide down my thigh.

The mattress shifts as he stands. I don't move. Can't move. Every muscle feels liquid.

"Get up."

His voice cuts through the haze. I force my eyes open. He's standing beside the bed, cock still half-hard and glistening, looking down at me with an expression I can't read.

"We're not done."

"I can't—"

"You can." He reaches down. Pulls me upright by my arm. My legs barely hold me. "Kitchen. Now."

He half-leads, half-drags me out of the bedroom. Down the stairs. My thighs are slick. I can feel him dripping with every step.

The kitchen is all white marble and stainless steel. Morning light pours through the windows, making everything too bright. Too real.

He bends me over the counter. The cold stone presses against my breasts, my cheek. My feet barely touch the floor.

"Scene sixty-eight," he says. Kicks my legs wider. "Morning after. He takes her again before coffee."

"Landon—"

His hand comes down on my ass. Hard. The crack echoes.

I yelp. He soothes the sting with his palm, then positions himself again.

"We're rehearsing."

He pushes inside. Still sensitive from before, I feel every inch. Every ridge. The stretch is almost too much but my body opens for him anyway.

"Fuck—still so tight—"

He sets a punishing rhythm immediately. The counter digs into my hipbones. My hands scramble for purchase on the smooth surface, find nothing. I'm completely at his mercy.

"This is the scene where she realizes," he grunts. Punctuates each word with a thrust. "She's. Not. Acting. Anymore."

"Oh God—"

"She wanted the role. Got the role. But somewhere along the way—" He leans over me, cages me in. "—she stopped pretending."

His hand slides around to my clit. Finds it swollen and oversensitive. I cry out.

"She doesn't want the fame anymore," he continues. His fingers work in rhythm with his hips. "Doesn't want the cameras. Just wants this. Just wants him."

I'm sobbing now. From sensation. From truth.

"Say it, Chloe."

My real name. Not the character. Me.

"I want this—"

"More."

"I want you—"

"Truth."

The orgasm builds again. Impossible. I shouldn't be able to come again but it's there, cresting, inevitable.

"I need you—" The words pour out. "I need this—need you inside me—need you to own me—"

"Yes—"

"Please—Landon please—I'm yours—not for the role—not for anything else—just yours—"

He drives in deep and grinds. His fingers pinch my clit and I shatter. The orgasm rips through me so hard I black out for a second. Come back gasping, trembling, his name still falling from my lips.

He follows. Groans against my neck and pulses inside me again. Filling me more. Marking me deeper.

When he finally stills, we're both breathing hard. Sweat-slicked. Shaking.

He doesn't pull out. Just stays buried inside me while his hand comes up to cup my jaw. Turns my face toward him.

His eyes lock on mine. Dark and intense and seeing everything.

"You're mine now." His voice is quiet. Absolute. "Not the character. You."

A tear slides down my cheek. He catches it with his thumb.

"Say yes."

"Yes."

"Say you're mine."

"I'm yours."

"Again."

"I'm yours." My voice breaks. "I'm yours, Landon. All of me."

Something shifts in his expression. Softens just slightly. He leans down and kisses me. Gentle this time. Almost tender.

When he pulls back, he's smiling. Barely. Just the corner of his mouth.

"Good girl."

He finally withdraws. I feel the immediate loss, the emptiness. His release runs down my thighs in earnest now. Evidence of ownership.

He lifts me off the counter. Turns me to face him. Cups my face in both hands.

"This weekend," he says. "You're not leaving this house. You're not getting dressed. You're staying just like this—marked and used and mine."

My legs tremble. "Okay."

"And when we go back—when rehearsals start, when cameras roll—everyone's going to see it. How you look at me. How you respond to my touch. They'll think it's acting."

"But it's not."

"No." He traces my bottom lip with his thumb. "It's not."

I should feel trapped. Owned. Lost.

Instead I feel found.

He steps back. Looks me over. His eyes linger on the evidence of what we just did glistening on my thighs.

"Go shower. Then come back down. I'll make breakfast."

Like this is normal. Like he didn't just claim every part of me.

I nod. Turn toward the stairs. My legs shake with every step. Between my thighs, I feel the ache. The stretch. The proof that he was here.

That I'm his now.

And when I reach the bathroom, when I catch my reflection in the mirror—hair wild, lips swollen, skin flushed, eyes glazed with something that looks like satisfaction and surrender—I don't recognize myself.

The girl who showed up for an audition is gone.

In her place is someone new.

Someone who begs.

Someone who breaks.

Someone who belongs to him.

And for the first time since I moved to LA, I'm not pretending to be anyone else.

I'm just me.

His.


Zara

The studio door clicks shut behind me, and I'm already apologizing.

"I'm so sorry I'm late. The subway—"

"Stop."

Dante doesn't look up from the desk. He's flipping through headshots, mine somewhere in that stack, probably at the bottom. The single overhead light casts shadows across his jaw, makes the grey in his dark hair look silver.

I clutch my bag tighter. "Should I start with the Portia monologue or—"

"Neither." He slides a stapled script across the desk. Not the sides I prepared. Different pages, dog-eared and marked up in red pen. "Read this."

My throat goes dry as I scan the scene heading. Interior. Bedroom. Night.

Oh no.

"This isn't... I prepared the courtroom scene."

"I know what you prepared." He stands, rounds the desk with that predatory grace I've only seen from the back of auditorium seats. Up close, he's bigger. Broader. The scent of expensive cologne and something darker fills the space between us. "But I need to see if you can handle the real material."

I look down at the pages. The dialogue drips with innuendo, escalates into something explicit. My cheeks burn.

"Out loud, Zara."

His voice wraps around my name like he's tasting it.

I swallow and start reading, but my voice shakes. The words feel obscene in my mouth, even though they're just lines. Touch me. Make me forget everything but your hands.

"Louder."

I try again. He moves behind me, close enough that I feel his breath on my neck.

"You're rushing." His hand settles on my shoulder, heavy and warm through my thin blouse. "Acting isn't about reciting. It's about feeling."

"I'm trying—"

"Don't try. Do." He turns me around, and suddenly I'm trapped between him and the desk. His eyes are dark, unreadable. "What does your character want in this scene?"

"She wants..." I can't think with him this close. "Connection?"

"Bullshit." He leans in. "She wants to be fucked. She wants to surrender. Say it."

"She wants to surrender."

"And you?" His thumb brushes my jaw. "What do you want, Zara?"

The answer should be the role. It should be about my career, about finally making it. But standing here, pinned by his gaze, I want something I've never let myself admit.

"I want to be good enough."

"Good enough for what?"

"For this. For you." The words tumble out. "For the stage."

He studies me for a long moment. Then he steps back, gestures to the floor.

"Show me."

I blink. "Show you what?"

"The scene doesn't happen standing up." His voice drops. "Get on your knees."

My bag slips from my fingers. This isn't—we're not actually—

But his expression doesn't change. Patient. Commanding. Waiting.

I sink down, legs folding beneath me, and the hardwood is cold through my tights. From here, he's enormous. My head barely reaches his belt.

"Hands on my thighs."

I place them there, feeling muscle flex beneath expensive fabric. My heart slams against my ribs.

"The character touches him here." He guides my hand higher. "She wants this. She's nervous but desperate. She's never done it before but she needs to please him."

Oh God. My fingers tremble against the growing hardness beneath his zipper.

"Are we still..." I look up at him. "Is this still acting?"

"Does it matter?" He cups my face, thumb tracing my bottom lip. "You want the role? Then give me the real you. Not the scared girl who hides backstage."

He unzips slowly. The sound fills the quiet studio like a starting gun.

I should leave. Should stand up, grab my bag, tell him this is inappropriate and I'm calling my agent. But I don't have an agent. And I do want this—not just the role, but this. Him. The way he looks at me like I'm not invisible.

He pulls himself free, and my breath catches.

He's thick. Too thick. The head flushed and intimidating, already glistening. I've only done this once before, fumbling and awkward with a college boyfriend who finished in thirty seconds. This is different. Dante is different.

"Open."

I part my lips, but he doesn't push inside. Instead, he traces my mouth with the tip, smearing wetness across my bottom lip.

"Wider."

I obey, jaw stretching as he slides in slowly. The taste of him floods my tongue—salt and musk and something addictive. I try to take more but gag immediately, eyes watering.

"Breathe through your nose." His hand fists in my hair, not pulling, just holding. "That's it. Just the tip for now."

I work my tongue around him, clumsy and uncertain. Saliva pools in my mouth, drips down my chin. I must look ridiculous. But when I glance up, his expression has shifted into something raw.

"Fuck. You look perfect like this." He pushes deeper. "Struggling and eager and mine."

The praise sends heat straight between my legs. I hollow my cheeks, try to take him further. It's too much—he hits the back of my throat and I choke, pulling back.

"Sorry," I gasp. "I can't—"

"Yes, you can." He tightens his grip on my hair. "Again."

This time when he slides in, I relax my jaw more, let him guide the pace. Slow thrusts that make my eyes water and my throat convulse. I'm drooling now, spit running down my neck, soaking into my collar. Obscene wet sounds fill the studio.

"Good girl. Taking me so well." His voice is rough. "Such a pretty mouth."

I whimper around him, and his hips jerk forward involuntarily. The praise makes me bold—I grab his ass, pull him deeper even though it makes me gag. I want to be good at this. Want to make him lose that iron control.

"Zara—" My name comes out strangled. "I'm close."

He tries to pull back but I don't let him. I lock eyes with him, keep sucking, messy and desperate. His taste floods stronger, and then he's pulsing hot across my tongue.

I swallow reflexively, some of it escaping the corner of my mouth. He watches me the entire time, chest heaving, fingers still tangled in my hair.

When he finally releases me, I sit back on my heels, wiping my mouth with shaking hands. My knees ache. My jaw throbs. I've never felt more exposed or more alive.

Dante tucks himself away, zips up with steady hands like nothing happened. But his eyes stay on me—dark and satisfied.

"The role is yours." He picks up my bag, holds it out. "Rehearsals start tomorrow. Nine AM."

I take it on autopilot, struggling to stand on numb legs.

"That's it?"

"That's it." He returns to the desk, back to business. "Don't be late this time."

I stumble toward the door, still tasting him, still feeling the ache in my throat. My hand's on the handle when he speaks again.

"Zara."

I turn.

"You were right. You are good enough." His smile is sharp. "We're going to make you better."

***

I lie flat on my back in my apartment, staring at the water stain on the ceiling that looks like a continent I can't name. My hand drifts between my legs, fingers circling through slick heat, but nothing builds. Just frustration spiraling tighter.

I replay the studio. His hand in my hair. The weight of him on my tongue, the stretch that made my jaw ache. The way he looked at me after—satisfied, possessive—before dismissing me like I was nothing.

My fingers move faster, chasing something that stays just out of reach. I imagine him watching me do this, imagine those dark eyes tracking every movement. My hips lift off the mattress, thighs trembling, but the release won't come. It's like my body knows something's missing.

He's missing.

I pull my hand away with a frustrated sound. The clock reads 3:47 AM. Rehearsal starts in five hours.

***

The studio is different in daylight. Bigger. Exposed brick walls and industrial windows letting in harsh morning sun. Fifteen actors mill around, stretching and chattering. I recognize a few faces from other auditions, callbacks where I never made it past the first round.

Dante stands center stage with the director, pointing at blocking notes. He wears the same black on black, looks like he didn't sleep either. When I walk in, his gaze passes over me without pause.

My stomach drops.

"Zara!" The director waves me over. "You're playing Margot. Have you read the full script?"

"Not yet, I—"

"Here." She thrusts pages at me. "Study the arc. Margot starts repressed but transforms into someone unrecognizable. It's a demanding role."

"I can handle it."

Dante finally looks at me then. His expression gives nothing away. "We'll see."

The morning drags through table reads and blocking. Dante doesn't address me once. Doesn't ask my interpretation, doesn't correct my line delivery. When I fumble a transition, it's the director who steps in.

He acts like last night didn't happen. Like I didn't kneel for him, didn't swallow him down while he gripped my hair and called me perfect.

By lunch break, my nerves are shredded.

I escape to the wings, tucked behind a rack of costume pieces, when footsteps approach. Heavy. Deliberate.

"You think hiding back here will help you find the character?"

I spin around. Dante fills the narrow space, blocking my exit. The distant sounds of the cast laughing over sandwiches feels miles away.

"I wasn't hiding. I was just—"

"Just what?" He moves closer. "Waiting for me to pay attention to you?"

Heat floods my face. "No. I don't expect special treatment because—"

"Because you sucked my cock yesterday?" His voice is low, brutal. "Good. Because you won't get any."

The words hit like a slap. I open my mouth but nothing comes out.

"Out there"—he jerks his head toward the stage—"you're just another actress who needs to prove she deserves this role. I don't care how pretty you looked on your knees. That was the audition. This is the work."

My throat tightens. "Then why did you—"

"I wanted to see if you could handle it. The vulnerability. The surrender." He braces one hand against the wall beside my head, caging me in. "You want this role? You give me your everything. Not just your mouth. Not just your body. Everything. Understand?"

His proximity makes it hard to breathe. I can smell his cologne, see the flecks of grey in his beard up close. The memory of his taste floods back.

"I don't understand what you want from me."

"Yes, you do." His thumb brushes my jaw, the same way it did yesterday. "You know exactly what I want. You're just scared to give it."

"I'm not scared."

"Liar." But he says it almost tenderly. "Margot starts scared too. Spends the whole first act hiding behind what's expected. Then someone breaks her open and she becomes..." He pauses, eyes searching mine. "Incandescent."

My breath comes shallow. This close, I notice his pulse jumping in his throat. He's not as unaffected as he pretends.

"How does someone break her open?"

"They make her feel everything she's been running from." His hand slides to my neck, thumb resting against my racing pulse. "Fear. Shame. Desire. They don't let her hide."

"And you think you can do that to me?"

"I already have." He steps back, breaking the spell. "Tomorrow we block the bedroom scene. Be ready."

He walks away, leaving me trembling in the wings.

***

I barely remember the afternoon rehearsal. The subway ride home blurs past. My apartment feels smaller than usual, walls pressing in.

I drop my bag and sink onto the futon that doubles as my couch. The script pages crinkle beneath me. Margot's lines swim together, her transformation from repressed to awakened tracking too close to something real.

My phone buzzes. A group text from the cast about drinks tonight. I ignore it.

Instead I curl up, knees to chest, and the tears come. Not sad crying—something messier. Frustration and confusion and arousal tangled so tight I can't separate them.

He ignores me in public but owns me in the dark.

What kind of dynamic is that? What does he actually want? And why do I keep coming back for more, hungry for whatever scraps of attention he throws my way?

I press my palm between my legs again, still slick from this morning's failed attempt. This time I don't imagine gentle touches or romantic scenarios. I imagine Dante's voice, rough and commanding.

Give me everything.

My fingers work faster. I picture him watching me like this, sprawled out and desperate. Picture him telling me how to touch myself, where, how fast. Picture him making me beg for permission to come.

The orgasm crashes through me sudden and sharp. I bite down on my fist to muffle the sound, body arching off the futon as wave after wave hits.

When it fades, I lie there panting. The water stain on the ceiling hasn't moved. Nothing's changed except now I know the truth.

I don't just want the role.

I want him to break me open.

***

The text comes at 10:47 PM.

Studio. Now.

No explanation. No please. Just an address I already know and an expectation I'll obey.

I should be furious. Should tell him I'm not his personal on-call anything, that if he wants to rehearse we can schedule like professionals. Instead I'm pulling on clothes, calling a rideshare, heart hammering against my ribs.

The building's dark when I arrive except for the third-floor studio. One window glowing like a lighthouse, pulling me in.

He's waiting center stage when I push through the door. Still in black, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms corded with muscle. A single work light casts everything in stark relief.

"You're late."

"You gave me twenty minutes—"

"Excuses already?" He tosses me the script. "Page forty-seven. The confrontation."

I flip to the scene. Margot and her lover, post-argument, all raw emotion and physical intensity. We blocked it yesterday but I fumbled every transition, too aware of the other actors watching.

"We can run it tomorrow with—"

"We're running it now." He moves toward me with that predatory grace. "Your blocking is fine. Your delivery is acceptable. But you're not in it."

"I'm trying—"

"Stop trying." He's close enough now that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "You keep performing shy when Margot is past that. She's already been broken open. She knows what she wants."

"I know that. I just—"

"Show me." His hand settles on my hip, heavy and possessive. "Start from 'I'm done pretending.'"

I swallow and find the line in my head. "I'm done pretending this doesn't consume me."

"Weak." His fingers tighten. "You sound like you're asking permission. Margot isn't asking anymore."

I try again, voice stronger. His other hand comes to my waist, adjusting my stance—feet wider, spine straighter. The touch burns through my thin shirt.

"Better. Keep going."

"You want honesty? I think about you constantly. Your hands, your mouth, the way you—" My voice cracks.

"Why'd you stop?" His breath warms my neck.

"I forgot the next line."

"Liar." He spins me around, presses my palms flat against the exposed brick wall. "You're still acting shy. Still hiding behind the character instead of embodying her."

His body cages me from behind, solid and overwhelming. I feel him everywhere—chest against my back, thighs bracketing mine, the hard length of him pressing into my ass.

"Margot doesn't pretend to be owned," he growls against my ear. "She is owned. She craves it. Do you understand the difference?"

"Yes."

"I don't think you do." His hand slides under my shirt, palm hot against my stomach. "Let's try something. Run the scene again. Every time you deliver a line wrong—hesitant, performative, fake—you get punished."

My breath catches. "Punished how?"

His hand cracks across my thigh, sharp and stinging through my jeans. I yelp.

"Like that. Now start over."

I scramble for the first line, but my voice shakes. "I'm done pretending—"

Another slap, harder. The sound echoes through the empty studio.

"You're still pretending right now." His fingers work my jeans open, dragging them down to my knees. "Feel it, Zara. Stop performing and feel it."

The cool air hits my exposed skin. I'm wearing basic cotton underwear, nothing sexy, but he makes a satisfied sound anyway.

"Again."

"I'm done pretending this doesn't consume me." Better this time, steadier.

"Good." His hand smooths over the spot he slapped, soothing. Then slides higher, fingers tracing the edge of my underwear. "Next line."

"You want honesty?" My voice breaks as he hooks the fabric aside. "I think about you constantly—oh God—"

"Don't stop." One finger slides through slick heat, circling but not entering. "Say the whole line."

"Your hands—" I gasp as he pushes inside, just one finger but it's enough to make my knees buckle. "Your mouth, the way you make me—"

"Make you what?" He adds a second finger, stretching me. "Say it."

"Make me forget everything else."

"Louder." His thumb finds my clit, pressure perfect and maddening. "Or I stop."

"You make me forget everything else!" The words echo off brick and exposed beams. "I don't recognize myself anymore and I don't care because—"

He curls his fingers and my legs nearly give out. I press my forehead against the wall, panting.

"Because what?" His voice is rough. "Finish it."

"Because this—you—feel more real than anything I've ever—"

Another slap across my thigh, vicious. I cry out.

"You're still hiding." He withdraws his fingers completely. "Still performing. Give me the real you, Zara. Not the actress. You."

Tears prick my eyes. Frustration and need coiling so tight I might shatter.

"I don't know how!" It rips out of me, raw and honest. "I don't know how to be that exposed and not disappear."

"Yes, you do." His fingers return, three now, filling me completely. "You're doing it right now. Vulnerable and desperate and perfect."

He fucks me with his hand, each thrust deliberate and devastating. His other arm bands across my stomach, holding me upright when I start shaking.

"Tell me what you need," he commands. "Real words. Not Margot's. Yours."

"I need—" My voice breaks. "I need you to make me stop thinking. Stop hiding. I need—"

"Say it."

"I need you to own me." The admission tears through me. "Completely. I need to stop being afraid of being seen because when you look at me I feel—"

"Feel what?" His thumb presses hard against my clit.

"Incandescent." The word is half-sob, half-moan. "Like I'm burning and it's the most alive I've ever—oh fuck, please—"

"Please what?"

"Please let me come." Tears stream down my face now. "Please, Dante, I can't—"

"You can. And you will." His fingers drive deeper, relentless. "Because you're mine. On stage and off. You understand?"

"Yes!"

"Say it again. Louder."

"I'm yours!" I'm screaming it now, not caring who might hear. "I'm yours, please, I need—"

"Come."

The permission shatters me. The orgasm rips through like lightning—white-hot and total. I convulse around his fingers, legs giving out completely. He holds me through it, gentles me through the aftershocks with soft words I can't quite hear over the roaring in my ears.

When I finally stop shaking, he withdraws carefully. Pulls my underwear and jeans back up with surprising tenderness. Turns me around so I'm facing him.

My face is wet. His thumb brushes away tears.

"That," he says quietly, "is how you play Margot."

I laugh, broken and breathless. "By falling apart?"

"By being fearless." He kisses my forehead, chaste and at odds with everything that just happened. "Now go home. Get some sleep."

"That's it?"

"That's it." But his eyes hold mine. "Tomorrow you'll run that scene in front of the full cast. And you'll be magnificent."

He walks me to the door, waits while I collect my bag with shaking hands. When I step into the hallway, he calls after me.

"Zara."

I turn.

"You were right about one thing." His expression softens almost imperceptibly. "You are incandescent."

The door closes between us, leaving me alone in the fluorescent hallway, forever changed.

***

The preview performance unraveled in real time.

I forgot my blocking during the climactic confrontation. Stood frozen while my scene partner improvised around me, his eyes wide with panic. The silence stretched too long. Someone coughed in the audience. When I finally remembered the line, it came out strangled, wrong.

The director called break with a tight smile that fooled no one.

I flee to the dressing room, lock myself in a bathroom stall, and shake so hard my teeth chatter. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead like wasps. I press my palms against my eyes but can't stop seeing it—the audience shifting in their seats, the other actors' faces, Dante in the back row going absolutely still.

I ruined it. Ruined everything.

The door bangs open. Heavy footsteps.

"Zara."

I don't answer. Can't. My breath comes in sharp gasps that might be sobs.

"Get out here. Now."

I unlock the stall with trembling fingers. Dante fills the doorway, jaw clenched, eyes dark with something that looks like fury. The dressing room is empty behind him—he must have cleared it.

"I'm sorry." The words tumble out. "I don't know what happened, I just froze and—"

"You panicked." He moves closer. "Exactly what I trained you not to do."

"I know, I'm sorry, I'll fix it for tomorrow—"

"Will you?" He backs me against the sink. "Because right now you look about two seconds from running out that door and never coming back."

He's right. Every instinct screams to flee, to disappear back into the safety of being invisible. My hands grip the porcelain edge behind me.

"Tell me what you need." His voice drops, rougher. "And don't lie."

The truth claws up my throat. "I need to stop feeling like this. Like I'm about to shatter. I need—" My voice breaks. "I need you to make it stop."

Something shifts in his expression. The anger bleeds into something hungrier, more deliberate. He glances at the door, then reaches back and turns the lock with a decisive click.

"What you need," he growls, "is to remember what you are."

Before I can respond, he lifts me onto the vanity. Makeup brushes and palettes clatter to the floor. The mirror behind me reflects us both—him towering over me, me small and shaking between his arms.

"Look at yourself." He fists my hair, forcing my head back. "What do you see?"

I see a mess. Mascara smudged, face blotchy, costume half-undone where I tore at the collar.

"I see someone who failed—"

His hand cracks across my thigh. "Wrong. Try again."

"I don't—"

"You see someone who's mine." He yanks my tights down, underwear too, leaves them tangled around one ankle. "Someone who belongs to me. On that stage and everywhere else."

The cold mirror presses against my spine. He works his belt open with one hand, the other keeping my legs spread wide.

"You want me to make it stop?" He lines himself up, the thick head of him sliding through wetness I didn't know was there. "Then surrender. Completely."

He drives in without warning. The stretch burns, too much too fast, and I cry out. But he doesn't slow. Just grips my hips hard enough to bruise and takes me with brutal possession.

"This what you needed?" Each thrust punctuates his words. "Me reminding you who owns this body? This fear? This stage fright?"

I can only sob and hold on, fingers digging into his shoulders. The vanity shakes, rattling cosmetics still on the surface. In the mirror I watch him claim me—watch my head fall back, watch his hand wrap around my throat.

"All this?" He squeezes lightly. "Mine. Say it."

"Yours." The word tears out of me.

"Louder." He pounds harder, angles deeper. "Let the whole theater hear."

"I'm yours!" I'm crying now, tears streaming hot and fast. "Please, Dante, I'm yours—"

"That's my girl." His thumb finds my clit, circles with perfect pressure. "Give me everything. Stop running from it."

The climax builds fast and violent. I watch it happen in the mirror—watch myself come apart under his hands, face twisted in ecstasy that looks almost like pain. When it crashes through me, I scream his name.

He follows seconds later, grip bruising, grinding so deep it aches. His groan rumbles against my neck as he pulses inside me.

We stay frozen like that, breathing hard. Sweat and makeup smear the mirror behind my head.

Finally he pulls out, tucks himself away with steady hands. Helps me down on shaking legs, pulls my underwear and tights back up with surprising gentleness.

"Better?" His thumb brushes away tears.

I nod. The panic has drained away, replaced by bone-deep exhaustion and something calmer. Clearer.

"Good." He tilts my chin up. "Now fix your makeup. You're going back out there in ten minutes."

"But the preview's over—"

"Director wants to run the scene again. For notes." His smile is sharp. "And this time, you're going to be fucking perfect. Understand?"

I look at myself in the mirror. Wrecked and claimed and his.

"Yes."

"Yes, what?"

"Yes, Dante." I meet his eyes in the reflection. "I'll be perfect."

He kisses my temple, unlocks the door, and leaves me to put myself back together.

When I walk back onto that stage ten minutes later, I don't shake. Don't freeze. I remember exactly what I am.

His. Completely.

And I shine.

***

The final curtain falls and the roar hits like a physical force.

I stand center stage, chest heaving, sweat cooling on my skin. The lights blind me but I feel them—hundreds of people on their feet, applauding so loud it drowns out thought. Someone thrusts flowers into my arms. Roses, heavy and blood-red.

My castmates pull me into the curtain call line. We bow together, once, twice. But when I step forward for my solo bow, the volume doubles. Someone whistles. Another person shouts "Brava!"

I did it.

I actually fucking did it.

The director hugs me backstage, tears in her eyes. "That was transcendent. You were transcendent."

Other actors swarm with congratulations. Champagne appears from somewhere. My phone buzzes nonstop in my dressing room—texts from people I haven't heard from in months, suddenly eager to celebrate.

But I barely process any of it. My eyes scan the wings, searching.

He's not there.

The high starts to crack. Where is he? He watched from the booth every other performance, took notes I'd find on my dressing room mirror the next morning. Praise mixed with critique, always unsigned but unmistakably his.

Your line delivery in Act Two was flawless. But you rushed the bedroom scene. Remember: she savors the surrender.

Tonight I didn't rush. I savored every moment, let the audience feel Margot's transformation. I became incandescent.

And he's not here.

I escape the crowd, slip through the backstage maze toward the back exit. Need air. Need to think. Need to understand why his absence hollows out this triumph.

I push through the heavy door into the alley—

And there he is.

Dante leans against the brick wall, half-hidden in shadow. Still in black, arms crossed, expression unreadable. But his eyes track me with that familiar hunger.

"You left." The accusation spills out before I can stop it. "Everyone's celebrating and you just—"

"I know what I did." He pushes off the wall, moves toward me with predatory intent. "Couldn't watch you get swarmed by people who don't understand what they just saw."

"And what did they see?"

"My star." He backs me against the wall, palms flat on either side of my head. "Exactly as I made you."

The arrogance should infuriate me. Instead it sends heat straight between my legs.

"I made myself—"

"Liar." His mouth hovers over mine, not quite touching. "You think you'd have gotten there alone? Hiding in the wings, terrified of being seen?"

He's right and we both know it. But I tilt my chin up anyway, defiant.

"Maybe I just needed someone to believe I could."

"I did more than believe." His hand slides to my throat, thumb resting on my racing pulse. "I demanded it. Broke you down and built you back up exactly how I wanted."

"How you wanted?" I laugh, breathless. "What about what I want?"

"Tell me." His grip tightens slightly. "What do you want, Zara?"

The answer comes easier now than it did two months ago. No hesitation, no shame.

"You. All of you. Not just backstage or in locked dressing rooms." I hold his gaze. "I want to be yours everywhere."

Something fierce and possessive flashes across his face. He kisses me hard, tongue demanding entrance, teeth scraping my bottom lip. I open for him, pour all the adrenaline and triumph into kissing him back just as fiercely.

When he pulls away, we're both breathing hard.

"You were perfect tonight." His voice drops to gravel. "Radiant. Confident. Everything I knew you could be."

The praise melts through me, better than any standing ovation.

"Now come show me how my star shines when she begs."

He doesn't wait for an answer. Just grabs my hand and pulls me deeper into the alley, away from the stage door. We end up tucked behind a dumpster—unglamorous and perfect. Private enough.

I sink to my knees before he can tell me to. The concrete is cold and filthy but I don't care. Up here, my triumph still echoes. Down here, I'm his.

Both truths feel powerful.

His eyes darken as I work his belt open with steady hands. No fumbling tonight. No uncertainty. I know exactly what I'm doing, what we both need.

"Look at you." He fists my hair gently. "So eager. Remember the first time? You could barely take me without choking."

"I remember." I free him, stroke the hard length appreciatively. "You made me keep trying anyway."

"Because I knew you could." His thumb brushes my cheekbone. "Just like I knew you'd own that stage tonight."

I take him in my mouth slowly, savoring the weight on my tongue. The taste of him floods familiar and addictive. But this time I don't wait for instruction. I set the pace—deep and deliberate, hollowing my cheeks, using everything he taught me.

"Fuck." His head falls back against brick. "That's perfect. Just like that."

I hum around him and his hips jerk forward. Control slipping. I love that I can do this to him—reduce this commanding, untouchable producer to gasps and groans.

My hand works what my mouth can't reach. Slick sounds fill the narrow space. Someone could walk by, could see us. The thought sends a thrill through me.

I pull off with an obscene pop. "Tell me I was good tonight."

His eyes snap to mine, dark and wild.

"You were extraordinary." Each word comes rough. "The best I've ever seen."

"Tell me I'm yours."

"You're mine." He guides me back to his cock, watches me take him deep. "My star. My perfect girl. Mine."

The possessive praise unravels something in me. I take him deeper, past comfort into territory that makes my eyes water. But I don't stop. Want to give him everything, the way he demands everything from me.

"Zara—" Warning in his tone. "I'm close."

I don't pull away. Just meet his gaze and take him impossibly deeper, swallowing around the head. Permission and demand all at once.

He comes with my name on his lips, pulsing hot across my tongue. I swallow it down, savor every drop, the salt and musk and ownership of it.

When he's finished, I sit back on my heels. Wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Wait for him to collect himself, tuck himself away.

But instead he drops to his knees too. Cups my face in both hands.

"You're everything I knew you'd be." The words land tender, vulnerable. "On stage and here. Everywhere."

I kiss him, let him taste himself on my tongue. When we break apart, he rests his forehead against mine.

"They're going to transfer the show to Broadway." His thumb traces my jaw. "Larger theater. Bigger budget. The director wants you for the run."

My heart stops. "Broadway?"

"You earned it." He pulls back to meet my eyes. "Every second of tonight proved you belong there."

Tears prick sudden and hot. Happy ones this time.

"Will you still..." I hesitate. "Will we still..."

"Think I'd let my star go that easily?" His smile is sharp. "You're mine, Zara. That doesn't change just because the venue does."

Relief and joy and desire tangle so tight I can't separate them. I launch myself at him, kissing him hard enough our teeth click. He catches me, steadies us both, kisses me back with matching intensity.

"Come home with me." Not a question. A command wrapped in invitation.

"Yes."

We stand together, brush off concrete dust. His hand finds mine, laces our fingers together as we walk back toward the theater's light.

Inside, the celebration still rages. But we slip past, invisible in plain sight. Two people who know exactly what they are to each other.

When we reach the street, he hails a cab. Holds the door open.

I slide in, and he follows. His hand settles possessively on my thigh as we pull into traffic.

"You know what happens when we get to my place?" His breath warms my ear.

"You make me beg again?"

"No." His fingers trace higher. "Tonight you get to shine however you want. As loud as you want. For as long as you want."

The promise sends heat flooding through me.

My star turn isn't over.

It's just beginning.

__________________________________________________________________________
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