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Chapter 1

The Call
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The ice well was running low again, and I had exactly forty-five seconds before the bartender on main rail started giving me that look—the one that said you had one job, Leo, and it involves frozen water.

I hauled the bucket off the floor mat, shoulder screaming from the weird angle, and shouldered through the swinging door into the back hallway of Delilah's. Ten PM on a Thursday. The place was packed with the kind of Bushwick crowd that ordered fourteen-dollar cocktails made with ingredients I couldn't pronounce and then tipped like the drink had personally offended them.

This was not the career my BFA had promised.

I dumped ice into the well, restocked the lime wedges, swapped out the empty Tito's for a full one, and checked the garnish tray—all before Marcus could open his mouth. He gave me a grudging nod instead. High praise from a guy who'd once told me I had "the urgency of a stoned cat."

My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I ignored it. Phones behind the bar were a fireable offense, and I needed this job for at least two more months, or until my landlord discovered that the "two tenants" on the lease had quietly become three when Jonah's girlfriend started staying over seven nights a week.

It buzzed again.

And again.

Three buzzes meant either my mother was having a crisis about something she'd seen on Facebook, or my agent had actual news. Since my agent, Dana, communicated roughly once per lunar cycle, I gave Marcus the "one second" finger and ducked into the stockroom.

Four texts. All Dana.

Call me.

Actually don't call me, you're probably at work. Read this first.

Vincent Hale is casting. Privately. I got you a slot.

Tuesday 2pm. Don't be late, don't be weird, don't wear that grey henley you think is your lucky shirt. It has a hole in the armpit.

I read the texts three times. Then I leaned against a stack of Modelo cases and said "holy shit" out loud to nobody.

Vincent Hale.

Vincent fucking Hale.

The man had directed three films in the last decade, and every single one had detonated at festivals like a grenade tossed into a library—quiet, precise, and devastating. November Light had made its unknown lead a household name overnight. The Still Point had been nominated for everything except Best Animated Short. His actors didn't just get noticed. They got transformed. There was a reason people in the industry talked about working with him the way people talked about religious experiences—hushed, reverent, slightly unhinged.

And Dana had gotten me a slot.

I typed back with shaking thumbs.

What's the project?

Her reply came fast. New film. Untitled. He's keeping it close. No sides, no script pages in advance. The audition is just you and him in a room.

What am I supposed to prepare?

He said, and I quote, "Tell him to come as himself." That's it.

That's not helpful, Dana.

I'm aware. But it's Vincent Hale, Leo. If he told you to show up in a clown suit and recite the phone book, you'd do it.

She wasn't wrong.

One more thing, she added. This is a private audition. Invitation only. Very small pool. Whatever he's looking for, he's being selective about it. Don't fuck this up.

Inspirational.

I pocketed my phone and stood in the stockroom for another thirty seconds, letting it sink in. Then I went back behind the bar and spent the rest of my shift pouring drinks with the manic energy of a man who'd just been told his entire life might be about to change.

Or not. Probably not. I'd been here before—the surge of hope, the audition high, the inevitable thanks-but-no-thanks email three weeks later. I'd learned not to get ahead of myself.

I got ahead of myself immediately.

•  •  •
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Jonah was on the couch when I got home at one-thirty AM, eating cereal out of a mixing bowl because all our regular bowls were in the sink, which was essentially a biohazard at this point.

"You look like you just got laid," he said through a mouthful of off-brand Cheerios. "Or you're having a stroke. Hard to tell."

"Vincent Hale."

Jonah's spoon stopped halfway to his mouth. "Shut the fuck up."

"Dana got me a private audition. Tuesday."

"Vincent Hale. The November Light guy. The one who made Jake Altman cry on camera so hard it won a Spirit Award."

"That's the one."

"Jesus, Leo." He set the bowl down. Jonah and I had come up together—same BFA program, same years of grinding, same shitty apartment. He understood exactly what this meant. "What's the role?"

"No idea. No sides, no script. He just wants me to show up."

"That's... intense."

"Dana used the word 'selective.'"

Jonah leaned back, studying me. He had that look he got when he was about to say something I didn't want to hear. We'd known each other long enough that I could see it coming like weather.

"What?" I said.

"Nothing. Just—I've heard things about his process. It's supposed to be pretty..." He searched for the word. "Involved."

"Involved how?"

"Like, not your standard read-and-handshake situation. He pushes people. Gets in your head. A couple actors I know who auditioned for The Still Point said it was the most uncomfortable experience of their careers." He paused. "Also the best."

"Great. Uncomfortable and great. My two specialties."

"I'm serious. The guy has a reputation for—I don't know how to say this without sounding dramatic—breaking people down to get what he wants from them. And then putting them back together on screen."

"You're making him sound like a cult leader."

"I'm making him sound like a genius who knows how to find the thing you're hiding and drag it out of you." Jonah picked up his cereal again. "Which, honestly, you could probably use."

"Thanks."

"You know what I mean. You're good, Leo. You've always been good. But you play it safe. You give them the version of yourself you think they want to see, and it's polished and competent and completely fucking forgettable."

He said it casually, the way only someone who'd watched you fail for three years could. Not cruel. Just honest. And it landed in that bruised spot between my ribs where I kept all the things I knew about myself but didn't like to examine.

"Maybe Hale is the guy who gets you past that," Jonah said. "Or maybe he eats you alive. Either way, it'll be interesting."

"You're really selling this."

"I'm jealous as shit, if that helps."

It did, actually. I stole a handful of his cereal and went to my room.

•  •  •
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I couldn't sleep. Obviously.

I lay on my mattress—no frame, just the mattress on the floor like the twenty-five-year-old cliché I was—and pulled up Vincent Hale on my phone. I'd seen his films, all three. I'd studied them in school, written a paper on November Light for my Advanced Scene Study class. But I'd never done a deep dive on the man himself.

There wasn't much to dive into.

He barely existed online. No social media. A sparse IMDb page. A handful of interviews, most of them print, all of them from years ago. He didn't do press junkets. He didn't show up at industry parties. He made a film every three to four years and disappeared in between.

The interviews I found were careful, controlled. He spoke about performance the way a surgeon might talk about anatomy—precise, clinical, deeply respectful. One quote stopped me:

"Most actors show me a mask and expect me to applaud the craftsmanship. I'm not interested in the mask. I'm interested in the face underneath. The problem is, most people don't know their own face."

I read it twice. Then I stared at the ceiling and thought about what Jonah had said. You give them the version of yourself you think they want to see.

The version. Always a version. Polished Leo, charming Leo, Leo-who-hits-his-marks-and-thanks-everyone-on-the-way-out. Three years of auditions and every single one had been a performance of I'm the guy you want, calibrated to whatever I thought each room was looking for.

And none of them had been looking for me. Or, more accurately, I'd never actually shown them me. I'd shown them options. Selections. A menu of Leos. Pick the one that fits.

What would happen if someone refused to pick? If someone sat across from me and said no, not that one, not that one either, stop performing and show me something real?

The thought made my stomach tighten.

I kept scrolling. Found an old interview with Jake Altman, the actor from November Light. He'd done it three years after the film came out, and the way he talked about Vincent Hale was—there was no other word for it—reverent.

"He sees you. Not the performance. Not the technique. You. And the first time it happens, it's terrifying. You want to run. You want to give him something safe instead. But he won't take it. He sits there and waits until you stop hiding, and when you finally do, when you finally show him the real thing—" Altman had paused here, and the interviewer noted he'd gotten emotional. "—he makes you feel like it was worth it. Like you're worth it."

I locked my phone and dropped it on my chest.

Like you're worth it.

My father's voice, somewhere in the back of my brain, offering the counterargument it always offered: Worth is earned. Worth is demonstrated. Worth is the grade, the trophy, the callback. Worth is what you produce, not what you are.

Thanks, Dad. Very helpful. Really glad you're still taking up rent-free space in my psyche at one-forty-five in the morning.

I rolled over. Closed my eyes. Opened them. Closed them again.

Tuesday. Four days. No script, no sides, no preparation. Just me, walking into a room with a man who apparently saw through masks for a living.

The question wasn't whether I was good enough.

The question was whether I was brave enough to let him see that I wasn't sure.

•  •  •
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The next four days were a particular form of torture.

I worked my shifts at Delilah's. I went to the gym because I didn't know what else to do with the anxiety and I figured if Vincent Hale was going to stare at me, I might as well have arms that looked like I'd tried. I ran lines from monologues I'd memorized over the years, then stopped, because there were no lines to run. I tried meditating. Lasted four minutes before my brain started screaming again.

I did what every actor does when they can't prepare: I prepared anyway. I re-watched all three of his films. I studied the performances—not the plots, the performances. The way his actors moved. The way they paused. The way they seemed to vibrate at a frequency that felt less like acting and more like exposure, like someone had peeled back their skin and pointed a camera at the raw nerve underneath.

That was what he wanted. The nerve.

The thought terrified me. It also, if I was being honest with myself at two AM in my boxers eating peanut butter from the jar, thrilled me in a way that felt uncomfortably close to arousal.

Not sexual arousal. More like—the thrill of standing on something very high and looking down. The knowledge that you could fall. The part of your brain that whispered jump even as the rest of you gripped the railing.

I wanted to be seen like that. Peeled open. Found.

I'd been performing my entire life. For my father, who loved me proportionally to my achievements. For my teachers, who praised the mask and never asked about the face. For casting directors who wanted a type—"give me brooding," "give me charming," "give me the best friend." I'd been giving and giving and giving, and not once had anyone said stop giving me what I think I want and show me what you're hiding.

Except, apparently, Vincent Hale made a career of exactly that.

Monday night I stood in front of my closet—such as it was, half a rod in a room the size of a parking space—and tried to figure out what "come as yourself" meant, sartorially.

"Not the grey henley," Jonah called from the living room, because apparently Dana had texted him too.

"I know about the armpit hole."

"Wear the black t-shirt. The one that fits."

"They all fit."

"Leo. You own one shirt that actually fits, and it's the black one. Wear it. Dark jeans. Clean shoes. Don't try too hard."

I pulled out the black t-shirt. Held it up. It was just a t-shirt. A little tighter than the others, maybe. I caught my reflection in the window—holding up a shirt, shirtless, looking at myself with an expression that was either determination or nausea.

Come as yourself.

I didn't know who that was. Not entirely. Not the version underneath all the other versions.

But maybe that was the point. Maybe Vincent Hale didn't need me to know. Maybe he just needed me to stop pretending I did.

I hung the shirt on the doorknob for tomorrow. Brushed my teeth. Got into bed.

And lay there in the dark, heart hammering, thinking about a man I'd never met who apparently had the ability to see through people—and wondering what he'd see when he looked at me.

Wondering if I wanted him to find something.

Wondering if I was more afraid he would, or that he wouldn't.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

First Look
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I knew he was wrong for the role before he opened his mouth.

Too young. Too pretty. Too eager. He walked into my studio like every other twenty-something actor who'd passed through that door in the last six weeks—shoulders squared, chin lifted, projecting a confidence he didn't feel. I could see the effort from thirty feet away, and effort was the opposite of what I needed.

I watched him from the monitor bay, where two cameras were already running. He didn't know that. Actors never performed naturally when they knew the cameras were live, and the first ninety seconds of an audition—before the handshake, before the pleasantries, before they slipped into their rehearsed version of themselves—were the only seconds that mattered.

He stood in the middle of the studio and looked around. Not posing, not yet. Just absorbing. The warehouse space tended to do that to people—thirty-foot ceilings, exposed brick, skylights that threw long shafts of light across the concrete floor. I'd designed it that way. I wanted actors to feel small when they walked in. Not intimidated. Honest. It's harder to hide in a room that dwarfs you.

He ran his hand through his hair. Nervous gesture, unconscious. Good. Then he shoved his hands in his pockets, caught himself, pulled them out. Crossed his arms. Uncrossed them. Settled on hooking his thumbs in his front pockets—a compromise that said I don't know what to do with my body when no one's told me what to do with it.

That was interesting.

His head turned toward the monitor bay. He couldn't see me through the glass—it was one-way from his side—but he looked anyway, like he could feel something watching. His jaw tightened. Not fear. Anticipation. The particular expression of someone who wanted to be tested and was terrified of it in equal measure.

That was more interesting.

I picked up the pages from my desk—the scene I'd prepared for cold reads—and walked out onto the studio floor.

His eyes found me immediately. I watched them do the thing every actor's eyes did: a rapid, involuntary scan. Taking in the data. Calculating what to give me. I was used to this. I was tall, and I knew my presence read as deliberate, and I'd long since stopped being self-conscious about the fact that I took up space like I'd been assigned to it.

What I noticed was the half-second delay before his mask went on. Most actors had it ready. Smile loaded, hand extended, so great to meet you already forming on their lips before I'd taken three steps. This one—Leo Carter, twenty-five, BFA from Tisch, three years of nothing that mattered on his résumé—had a gap. A flicker between his real face and his performance face.

In that flicker, I saw something unguarded. Young, startled, acutely alive. And then it was gone, replaced by the pleasant, professional expression he'd probably been practicing in his bathroom mirror for four days.

"Mr. Hale." He extended his hand. Firm grip, not too aggressive. "Thank you for seeing me."

"Vincent." I shook once and released. "I don't use formalities in my studio. It creates distance, and distance defeats the purpose."

"Okay. Vincent." He said my name like he was trying it on. Testing the weight of it.

I gestured toward two chairs I'd set up in the center of the space, angled toward each other under the best light. "Sit."

He sat. Immediately. No hesitation, no negotiation about which chair. He took the one I'd pointed to and settled into it like he'd been given a stage direction, which, in a sense, he had.

I sat across from him. Close enough that the space between us felt intentional. Three feet, maybe. Conversation distance, if the conversation was one you didn't want anyone else to hear.

"I'm not going to ask you to perform," I said.

He blinked. "What?"

"I've read your résumé. I've seen your reel. You're technically proficient, you take direction, and you have the right face for camera work." I let that sit for a beat. "None of that is why you're here."

He was quiet for a moment. Recalibrating. I could see it happening—the rehearsed version of himself scrambling to adjust to a conversation he hadn't prepared for. Good. I wanted him off-balance. Off-balance was where the truth lived.

"Why am I here?" he asked.

"Because your agent tells me you're hungry. And I'm not interested in actors who are satisfied."

"I'm definitely not satisfied."

"I know. I can see it." I leaned back slightly. "You've been doing this for three years. Small parts. Near-misses. The kind of career where you're always close enough to taste it and never close enough to swallow. That does something to a person. It makes them either desperate or defiant. I want to know which one you are."

He held my gaze. His eyes were remarkable—dark brown, almost black in this light, with a transparency that most actors trained out of themselves by their second year of school. He hadn't. Whether that was a choice or a failure of technique, I wasn't sure yet.

"Can't I be both?" he said.

I almost smiled. Didn't. "We'll see."

•  •  •
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I didn't ask him about his training, his process, his "approach to character." I'd heard those answers a thousand times from a thousand actors, and they were all the same dressed-up version of I pretend to be someone else and hope it's convincing. I didn't care about his craft. I cared about what was underneath it.

"When was the last time you cried?" I asked.

He stiffened. Barely. A micromovement in his shoulders, a slight pull at the corners of his mouth. "In general, or in a performance?"

"In general."

"I—" He stopped. Regrouped. I watched him decide between the honest answer and the comfortable one. "Last month. My mom called to tell me my dad was selling the house I grew up in. Not because he had to, just because he was downsizing. Didn't ask if I wanted anything from it."

"And you cried about the house?"

"I cried about not being asked."

There it was. The first real thing he'd given me. Not polished, not calibrated. A small wound, offered up because I'd asked for it directly. Most people wouldn't have given it. He did, and it cost him—I could see the cost in the set of his jaw, the way his hands pressed into his thighs.

I filed it. Moved on.

"What scares you?"

"About acting?"

"About anything."

He was quiet longer this time. I let the silence work. Silence was the most effective tool I had. People couldn't stand it. They'd fill it with something, and what they filled it with was almost always the truth, because the truth was what surfaced when there was nothing else to reach for.

"Being ordinary," he said finally. "Doing all of this—the auditions, the shitty apartment, the barback shifts at two AM—and finding out at the end that I was just average. That I wanted something extraordinary and didn't have it in me."

"That's a good answer."

"Thank you."

"It's also a performance."

His mouth opened. Closed. A flush crept up the side of his neck—not embarrassment, exactly. Something hotter than that. Frustration? Exposure?

"I'm not—"

"You are. That answer is true, but it's also the version of true that sounds good in an audition. Self-aware, vulnerable, relatable. You've probably said some variation of it before—to a therapist, to a friend, to yourself in the mirror." I held his eyes. "I'm not interested in the version that sounds good. Give me the real one."

The flush deepened. Spread across his collarbones, visible at the open neck of his black t-shirt. His breathing changed—shorter, shallower. Fight or flight, triggered not by danger but by proximity to honesty.

"I'm scared no one will ever really see me," he said. Quietly. Almost angrily. "That I'll keep performing and performing and no one will ever say that's enough, you don't have to earn this, you can just be here. I'm scared that everything good in my life will come with conditions, and I'll keep meeting them because I don't know how to stop."

The studio was very quiet.

I looked at him. He looked back at me with an expression that was half defiance and half terror, like a man who'd just stripped naked in public and was daring someone to look.

I looked.

"Good," I said. "That's what I needed."

He exhaled. Shaky, controlled. His hands were trembling slightly against his thighs. He pressed them flat to stop it.

"What is this project?" he asked. "What are you casting?"

"A film about two men. One who controls, and one who lets himself be controlled—until he doesn't." I paused. "It's a love story. It's also a story about power, and the difference between performing intimacy and experiencing it."

"How explicit?"

"Very."

The word landed in the three feet between us. He didn't flinch. But his throat moved—a swallow, involuntary, the kind of autonomic response you can't rehearse.

"I need an actor who can be genuinely vulnerable on camera. Not perform vulnerability—be vulnerable. There's a difference that audiences feel even if they can't articulate it. Most actors can cry on cue. Very few can let you see them actually need something." I looked at him steadily. "In the last five minutes, you've shown me both. The performance and the real thing. You know which moment was which. So do I."

He held my gaze. Something shifted in his expression—the mask didn't come back, but it trembled at the edges, like he was fighting the urge to reassemble it. The fact that he was fighting it, rather than just letting it snap back into place, told me more than anything he'd said.

"I'm going to give you a scene," I said. "Cold read. Take as long as you need with it. I'll step out."

I handed him the pages. Five of them, printed single-sided, no scene heading, no character names beyond M1 and M2. Just dialogue and stage direction.

I watched his eyes move to the first line. Then the second. Then the third. The flush that had been fading came back, darker, and crept up past his collar to his jaw.

He didn't look up.

I stood. "I'll be in the monitor bay. Take the room. Read it aloud when you're ready."

I left him there, sitting in the chair under the skylight, holding five pages that described two men in a hotel room—one telling the other exactly what to do, exactly how to undress, exactly how to let himself be seen. The scene was explicit. It was meant to be. Not as titillation—as a test. The words on those pages would tell me nothing. His body's reaction to them would tell me everything.

•  •  •
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I sat in the monitor bay and watched him on the screen.

He read the pages twice in silence. The first time, his face went through a rapid sequence—surprise, discomfort, something he quickly suppressed that looked very much like arousal, and then a careful blankness that was its own kind of tell. The second time, slower, he mouthed the words. His lips moved around the dialogue—take it off, slowly, I want to watch—and his free hand drifted to his own collar, fingers touching the base of his throat.

He didn't know he was doing it. That was the thing. He wasn't performing a reaction to explicit material. He was having one. Privately, or so he thought.

His tongue touched his lower lip on the third page. Brief, unconscious. He shifted in the chair—a subtle readjustment that could have been discomfort or could have been something else. His breathing was visible even on the monitor. The rise and fall of his chest under that black t-shirt, slightly too quick, slightly too deep.

I should have looked away. At a certain point, watching someone's involuntary responses without their knowledge crossed a line from professional observation into something else—something that required acknowledgment, at minimum, and consent, more appropriately.

I didn't look away.

I told myself it was because this was my process. I'd watched dozens of actors read this scene. I'd observed their reactions, catalogued their tells, assessed their suitability for the role based on how authentically they responded to the material. This was what I did. This was the job.

But I'd never leaned closer to the monitor before. I'd never noticed the exact shade of flush on an actor's neck, the precise moment their pupil dilation became visible even on a low-resolution feed. I'd never felt my own pulse shift in response to watching someone else respond.

Leo Carter set the pages down. Pressed his palms against his knees. Took one long, steadying breath.

Then he straightened, looked at the empty room, and began to read.

His voice shook on the first line. Not a lot. Just enough. He was reading M2's dialogue—the one being directed, being undressed, being watched. He read it like a man who was embarrassed to want the things the words described. Not performing embarrassment. Experiencing it.

And his voice—Christ. It was different from his conversation voice. Lower, rawer, with a grain to it that wasn't technique. It was the sound of someone whose throat had tightened around something they weren't sure they should be saying out loud.

I listened to him read the line I'll do whatever you tell me to and my hand tightened on the arm of my chair.

Professional. This was professional.

He read the scene all the way through. Four minutes. By the end, his voice had steadied, but his breathing hadn't, and there was a fine tremor in his hands that the camera caught when he set the pages on his lap.

I stood up. Straightened my shirt. Pressed my palms flat on the desk the way he'd pressed his on his knees, for the same reason—to still something that had started moving without permission.

Then I walked back out onto the studio floor.

•  •  •
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He looked up when I came through the door. His expression was the most open thing I'd seen all day—uncertain, flushed, searching my face for a verdict. Not an actor's face. A person's face. The face underneath.

"That was a first read," I said. Neutral. Measured. "How did it feel?"

"Intense." He cleared his throat. "The material is—"

"Explicit. Yes."

"I wasn't going to say that. I was going to say honest." He held my gaze. "It reads like someone wrote it from experience."

Nobody had ever said that before. Not in twenty-six auditions for this role. They'd called the scene bold, brave, challenging, uncomfortable. None of them had called it honest, and none of them had suggested it was autobiographical, because none of them had been paying that kind of attention.

Something in my chest shifted. A click, like a lock turning. I ignored it.

"I'll be in touch," I said.

His face flickered. Disappointment, quickly masked. He'd wanted more—more feedback, more direction, more something. The wanting was visible, practically radiating off him, and it was exactly the quality I'd been searching for: the inability to hide what he needed.

He stood. Extended his hand. "Thank you for—"

"Don't thank me yet."

He held my hand a beat too long. Or I held his. The contact was brief and entirely standard and I felt it in places that had nothing to do with a handshake.

He left. I watched him cross the studio floor and push through the heavy door, and I watched the door swing shut behind him, and I stood in my own carefully designed space and realized that for the first time in six weeks of casting, I'd forgotten I was working.

I went back to the monitor bay. Rewound the footage to the moment he'd touched his own throat while reading the scene. Pressed play.

Watched it again.

And one more time.

Then I picked up my phone and texted his agent before I could talk myself into waiting the professional seventy-two hours.

Callback. Thursday. Same time.
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Chapter 3

The Read
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I got the callback text on Wednesday morning, twenty-two hours after the audition, which was either a very good sign or a sign that Vincent Hale had so few candidates that he was cycling through them on a tight loop. I chose to believe the former because the alternative made me want to crawl under my mattress and stay there.

Thursday. Same time. Same place.

Same scene?

I'd been thinking about that scene for two days. Not productively—not studying it, not analyzing character motivation or emotional beats the way my professors would have wanted. Just thinking about it. The words on those pages drifting through my head at inconvenient moments. Standing in the shower. Lying in bed. Pulling a pint of Guinness for a guy who looked vaguely like a younger, less intimidating version of Vincent Hale, which made me pour the beer so badly Marcus threatened to dock my pay.

Take it off. Slowly. I want to watch.

I'll do whatever you tell me to.

The words weren't the problem. I'd read explicit material before—scripts, audition sides, an off-Broadway show in my senior year where I'd had to simulate a sex scene with a guy I'd been casually sleeping with, which the director had described as "organic casting" and I'd described as "a nightmare." Explicit material was part of the job. You learned to compartmentalize, to separate the words from the reaction, to deliver them with technical precision while keeping your actual body out of the conversation.

Except Vincent Hale didn't want technical precision. He wanted the reaction. The real one. The one I'd been trained to suppress.

And the real one—the one I'd had sitting alone in that studio, reading those pages under the skylight while he watched from behind glass I didn't know was one-way—had been genuine. Visceral. The kind of response that started in my stomach and sank lower, that made my skin feel too tight and my breathing feel like something I'd forgotten how to automate.

I was attracted to the material. Not just intellectually. Not just as an actor appreciating the craft of a well-written scene. I was attracted to the dynamic—the power, the direction, the submission. One man telling another exactly what to do and the other man doing it, not because he was forced but because he wanted to. Because being directed, being controlled, being seen in the act of surrendering control—that was its own kind of intimacy. Deeper than touch. Closer to the bone.

And the man who'd written it was the man I was about to see again in fourteen hours, and I was not going to think about that in the shower. I was absolutely not going to think about his hand on my shoulder, the weight and heat of it, the way it had pressed down like he was testing how much pressure I could take before I moved—

I thought about it in the shower.

It was fast and guilty and confusing, my forehead pressed against the tile, my hand working between my legs while the water went lukewarm. I didn't fantasize about the scene in the script. I fantasized about the moment—that single, specific moment—when Vincent had stood up, crossed the three feet between our chairs, and put his hand on my shoulder to adjust my posture. One hand. Five seconds, maybe. And I'd felt it everywhere.

Drop them. His voice. Calm, measured, like he was adjusting a camera angle instead of touching a person. Like my body was an instrument he was tuning.

I came with my teeth in my lower lip and my free hand braced against the wall, and afterward I stood there in the cooling water and thought, very clearly: You're in trouble.

•  •  •
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I wore the same black t-shirt because I didn't have a better option and because some superstitious part of my brain had decided it was the shirt that got me the callback. Jonah told me I looked "like a low-budget hitman, but in a hot way," which I chose to take as a compliment.

The studio door was unlocked this time. I pushed through it into the warehouse space and found it different—the chairs were gone. The center of the floor was clear, just open concrete under the skylight, and the lighting had been adjusted. Warmer. More intimate. Less like an audition space and more like a stage set for something private.

Vincent was already there.

He was standing by the far wall, reading something on his phone. He looked up when the door closed behind me, and for one unguarded moment I saw something on his face that wasn't the composed, controlled expression I'd been replaying in my head for two days. It was faster than that. More instinctive. His eyes moved from my face down to the shirt and back up again, and something in his expression tightened—a quick contraction, like a fist closing—before the composure reassembled itself.

He'd checked me out. Just for a second. But I'd been watching for it, and I'd caught it, and the knowledge that Vincent Hale had looked at my body with something other than professional assessment sent a pulse of heat down my spine that I had to actively suppress.

"You're on time," he said.

"You said don't be late."

"I said your agent should tell you not to be late. There's a difference. Her instruction versus your instinct." He pocketed his phone. "Which was it?"

"Instinct. I've been early to everything since I was twelve. My dad—" I stopped. I'd given him enough about my father on Tuesday. He didn't need more ammunition.

"Your dad," Vincent repeated. Not a question. An observation. He filed it away the same way he'd filed everything on Tuesday—visibly, deliberately, like he wanted me to know I was being catalogued.

"Are we reading the same scene?" I asked, because I needed to redirect before he started asking me things that would crack me open again.

"No. New pages. Same characters, further in the story." He crossed the studio floor toward me. No hurry. Deliberate strides that ate the distance in a way that felt almost predatory—not threatening, exactly, but focused. Targeted. Like I was the only thing in the room worth moving toward.

He stopped in front of me. Closer than Tuesday. Two feet, maybe less. I could smell him—something clean and woody, not cologne, maybe just soap, but specific enough that my brain immediately started filing it under things I want to smell again.

"The scene I gave you on Tuesday was a test," he said. "Not of your acting. Of your response."

"My response to the material?"

"Your response to being watched while you responded to the material."

My stomach dropped. "You were watching. Through the glass."

"I'm always watching. That's my job." His expression didn't change, but something in his voice did—a slight softening that could have been regret or could have been satisfaction. "You didn't know the cameras were live."

"No."

"Does that bother you?"

The honest answer was complicated. It should have bothered me. The idea that he'd sat behind one-way glass and watched me read an explicit sex scene—watched my face, my body, my involuntary reactions—without telling me I was being observed? That was a violation of something. Privacy, consent, professional ethics, pick one.

But the feeling that moved through me when he said I'm always watching wasn't anger. It was a hot, tight clench below my navel that had nothing to do with ethics and everything to do with the image of Vincent Hale leaning toward a monitor in a dark room, studying my face while I read the words I'll do whatever you tell me to.

"It should bother me," I said.

"But?"

"But I came back."

The corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. Something smaller, more private. An acknowledgment.

He handed me the new pages.

•  •  •
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The scene was a continuation. M1 and M2, the same characters, but deeper into their dynamic. M2 had returned—to the hotel room, to M1, to the arrangement they'd made. This time there was no ambiguity about what was happening. M1 wasn't seducing M2. M2 was choosing to come back. Choosing to stand in the doorway and wait for instruction. Choosing submission not out of naivety but out of need.

The dialogue was sparse. Most of the scene was physical direction—where M2 stood, how he moved, what he removed and in what order. M1's lines were almost exclusively commands, soft-spoken and precise. M2's lines were responses. Not words so much as sounds. Breath. A single yes repeated at intervals that made it feel less like dialogue and more like prayer.

I read it twice. The second time, my hands were shaking.

"We're going to work this scene together," Vincent said.

I looked up. "You're reading M1?"

"I'm not reading anything. I know the scene. I wrote it." He gestured to the open floor. "Stand up. Center."

I stood. Walked to the center of the studio floor. The skylight was directly above me, afternoon sun cutting a rectangle of warm light onto the concrete. I stood in it and felt like a specimen under glass.

Vincent circled me. Slowly. The way you'd walk around a sculpture, assessing angles.

"The problem with your read on Tuesday," he said from behind me, "was that you were performing discomfort. You were embarrassed by the material, and instead of letting me see the embarrassment, you acted it. Performed a version of it that was safe. Contained."

"I didn't—"

"You did. Your voice shook on the first line, and it was real. By the third line, you'd gotten control of it, and the shaking became technique. I don't want technique." He completed the circle, stopping in front of me. "I want the shake."

"You want me to be bad at this?"

"I want you to be honest at this. Which, for someone who's spent three years building a shell of competence to survive an industry that punishes authenticity—yes. It might feel like being bad." He held my gaze. "Can you do that?"

"I don't know."

"Good answer. Start from the top. M2's entrance."

I looked at the pages. The first stage direction read: M2 enters. Stands in the doorway. Doesn't speak. Waits.

I walked to the edge of the lit area. Turned. Stood in the imaginary doorway. Waited.

Vincent watched me from six feet away, arms crossed. After a long moment: "You're standing like an actor hitting a mark. M2 isn't hitting a mark. He's standing in a doorway because he's not sure he should have come back. He wants to be here and he's ashamed of wanting to be here. Find that."

I adjusted. Shifted my weight. Let my shoulders drop from the squared, camera-ready position into something more uncertain. Let the script pages hang at my side instead of holding them in front of me like a shield.

"Better. But you're still performing uncertainty. You're showing me what uncertain looks like. I need you to actually be uncertain." He uncrossed his arms. Took a step toward me. "What are you uncertain about right now? Not the character. You."

"Whether I'm doing this right."

"What else?"

"Whether you're going to tell me I'm not good enough."

"What else?"

My mouth was dry. He was three feet away and closing, and the space between us felt like it was charged with something—static, heat, the particular electricity of two bodies in proximity when one of them has all the power and the other one wants them to use it.

"Whether this is still an audition," I said.

Vincent stopped. Looked at me. His expression didn't change, but his eyes did—something behind them shifted, darkened, focused with an intensity that made my skin prickle.

"Read the first line," he said quietly.

I looked at the page. M2's first line, spoken from the doorway: You told me to come back.

"You told me to come back," I said.

"I don't believe you."

"You told me to come back."

"You're reciting. Stop performing and say it like you mean it. Like you showed up at someone's door at midnight because they told you to and you couldn't not. Like the telling was the thing that got you here—not your own want, but theirs."

I closed my eyes. Breathed. Thought about Tuesday—standing on the sidewalk after the audition, shaking, calling Jonah, not knowing if I'd passed or failed. Thought about Wednesday morning, seeing the callback text and feeling a rush of relief so intense it almost knocked me sideways. Thought about the shower. My forehead on the tile. His hand on my shoulder.

I opened my eyes and looked at him.

"You told me to come back," I said, and my voice cracked on the last word.

Vincent's expression fractured. Just for a second. Just enough for me to see something raw flash across it—surprise, or hunger, or recognition—before it smoothed over.

"Again," he said.

"You told me to come back."

"Again. Don't look at the page. Look at me."

I looked at him. "You told me to come back."

"Good. Now the next line. I'm here."

"I'm here."

"Where?"

"I'm here." I said it differently this time. Not a statement of location. A declaration of surrender. I'm here. I came. I did what you told me to do.

"Good." His voice was lower now, quieter, matching mine. We'd dropped into something—a register, a frequency—that felt separate from the studio, from the audition, from the professional framework that was supposed to be governing this interaction. "The next direction says M1 steps forward and adjusts M2's collar. It's a proprietary gesture. Ownership. He's straightening something that doesn't need straightening because he wants to touch."

Vincent stepped forward.

His hand came up to my collar. The black t-shirt didn't have a real collar—just the crew neck—but his fingers found the fabric at the base of my throat and adjusted it anyway. Tugged it slightly. Smoothed it. His fingertips grazed the skin beneath my ear, and my entire body went tight. Not rigid. Tight. Like a string pulled taut, vibrating at a frequency just below audible.

"The character doesn't pull away," Vincent said. His hand was still on my collar. His thumb rested against my pulse point. He could feel my heartbeat. He had to be able to feel it—it was slamming so hard I was surprised it wasn't visible through my shirt.
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