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  Audition Heat


The studio smelled like ozone and old leather. Salana Blake stood at the mixing board, her fingers tracing the faders as she watched the security feed on her phone. Four men waited in the hallway. Four auditions. Four chances to find exactly what she needed. 
She smoothed her black silk blouse and checked her reflection in the darkened glass. Sharp green eyes stared back at her. Raven hair fell in perfect waves past her shoulders. She looked like she owned the room because she did.
"Send in the first one," she said into the intercom.
The door opened and Daniel Curts walked in. He moved like he expected the room to challenge him. Olive skin stretched over sharp cheekbones. Dark hair fell across his forehead in careless waves. His forearms were a canvas of ink and muscle as he slung a worn Gibson Les Paul across his body.
"You're early," Salana noted.
"I don't like waiting." His voice came out low and rough.
"Good. Neither do I." She gestured to the amp setup. "Show me what you've got. No sheet music. No safety net. Just play."
Daniel's eyes locked onto hers. He didn't look away as his fingers found the strings. The first notes hit like a punch to the chest. Raw and hungry. He played something that sounded like a confession, each bend and slide pulling tension through the air between them.
Salana felt it in her thighs. The way his hands moved. The way he watched her while he played, like he was telling her exactly what he wanted to do to her body. She crossed her legs slowly and saw his jaw tighten.
"You're holding back," she observed.
"I'm testing the room."
"Test harder."
The next riff ripped through the space. Faster. Dirtier. His fingers danced across the fretboard with aggressive precision. Salana rose from her chair and approached him, her heels clicking on the concrete floor. She stopped inches from where he stood, close enough to smell the leather of his guitar strap and the salt of his skin.
"You've got something," she murmured. "But it's buried under all that brooding."
Daniel's hand stilled on the strings. "Maybe I need the right reason to let it out."
Salana reached out and touched his forearm. Her fingers traced the edge of a tattoo, a dragon coiled around a microphone. His muscles tensed under her touch. She let her nails drag lightly across his skin, feeling the heat radiating from him.
"Maybe you do," she whispered. "I'll be in touch."
Her hand lingered a second longer than necessary, her palm pressing flat against his inked skin. Then she turned and walked back to the board.
"Send in the next one."
Elroy Garland bounded into the room like he was already on stage. His smile was bright and immediate, dark curls bouncing as he settled behind the drum kit. He picked up the sticks and spun them between his fingers with practiced ease.
"So what do you want to hear?" he asked. "Fast? Slow? Something in between?"
"Surprise me."
He didn't hesitate. The beat exploded out of him, a thunderous groove that shook the floor through Salana's heels. His hands moved with athletic grace, each hit precise and powerful. He played like he was having the best time of his life and wanted everyone to know it.
Salana watched his shoulders flex under his thin t-shirt. Sweat started to shine on his forehead. The fabric clung to his chest, outlining the hard planes of muscle beneath. He caught her looking and grinned wider.
"You like what you hear?" he called over the crash of cymbals.
"I like what I see."
He didn't miss a beat, but his eyes darkened with something more primal. The rhythm shifted, became something deeper and more deliberate. Each stroke of the drum seemed to pulse through Salana's body, settling low in her belly. He was showing off now, and she didn't mind. She liked a man who knew how to perform.
When he finished, he was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling rapidly. He set the sticks down and ran a hand through his damp curls.
"So?"
"You're energetic," Salana said. "I'll need to see if you can follow direction."
"I can follow anything you want." His eyes traveled down her body boldly.
She smiled slowly. "We'll find out. Next."
Jacoby Harriman walked in with the measured stride of someone who knew he was the smartest person in any room. His auburn hair was neatly styled, his blue eyes sharp and assessing. He carried a bass guitar like an extension of his own body.
"I've heard your work," he said without preamble. "Impressive production. Questionable lyrical choices on the third track."
"I didn't ask for notes," Salana replied.
"You're getting them anyway." He plugged in and adjusted his strap. "But I'm willing to overlook creative differences if the pay is right."
Salana laughed. She couldn't help it. "Play something that makes me forget you're an asshole."
Jacoby's fingers found the strings. The bass line that came out was smooth and insidious, a low pulse that vibrated through the room. He played with technical perfection, every note placed with mathematical precision. But there was heat underneath it. A controlled burn that made Salana's skin prickle.
She walked around him in a slow circle. He kept playing, but his eyes followed her. She could see the tension in his jaw, the way his knuckles whitened on the neck of the bass. When she passed behind him, she let her fingers brush the back of his neck. His playing faltered for just a moment.
"You're good," she said. "But you're stiff. You need to loosen up."
"I'm perfectly relaxed."
"No, you're perfectly controlled. There's a difference." She stopped in front of him. "I need someone who can let go."
Jacoby's fingers slowed. "Maybe I just need the right teacher."
Salana held his gaze. "Maybe you do. I'll think about it."
She turned away before he could respond. One more. The anticipation built in her chest like a held breath.
Nate Coleman entered quietly. He was the youngest, she could tell. There was a softness to his features, a gentleness in his hazel eyes that seemed almost out of place in the hard-edged world of professional music. He carried a small keyboard case and set it up with careful precision.
"I know I'm not what you're looking for," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "But I wanted to try anyway."
"Why?"
He looked up at her. "Because your music makes me feel things I can't explain. And I want to be part of that."
Something shifted in Salana's chest. "Play for me."
Nate's fingers touched the keys. The sound that emerged was liquid and warm, a cascade of notes that built into something almost transcendent. He played with his eyes closed, his whole body swaying. There was a vulnerability in his playing that made Salana's breath catch.
She moved closer without thinking. The music wrapped around them both, intimate and private. She stood behind him, close enough to see the way his shoulders moved, the way his hands danced across the keys. She could smell him now, something clean and young and eager.
"You're beautiful when you play," she said softly.
Nate's fingers stumbled. He opened his eyes and looked back at her. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to lose focus."
"Don't apologize." She placed her hand on his shoulder, feeling the warmth of him through his thin shirt. "Keep playing."
He did. The music swelled, and Salana let her fingers trace down his arm. She felt him shiver. His playing grew more confident, more expressive. She leaned closer, her breath warm against his ear, and let her hand drift to his chest. His heart hammered beneath her palm. He was responding to her touch, opening up like a flower under sunlight.
Her fingers found the top button of his shirt. She traced along the collar, feeling the rapid pulse at the base of his throat. Nate's playing intensified, the notes becoming something desperate and yearning. She smiled against his ear.
"That's it," she whispered. "Let it all out."
When he finished, the silence felt heavy. Nate turned on the bench, his face flushed, his lips slightly parted. His eyes were dark with something he was trying to hide.
"Did I pass?"
Salana looked at him. Then she looked at the security feed, where the other three men waited in the hallway. Each one had something she wanted. Each one had a hunger she could see.
"You all pass," she announced. "Every single one of you."
She walked to the door and opened it. The four men looked at her, surprise flickering across their faces.
"I'm putting together a band," she said. "A real band. The kind that makes history. But I don't just need musicians. I need men who are willing to give everything they have to this. To me."
Daniel stepped forward. "What does that mean exactly?"
Salana smiled. "It means we're going to spend a lot of time together. Late nights. Long drives. Close quarters." She let her gaze travel over each of them, slow and deliberate. "I need to know if you can handle that kind of intimacy."
"I can handle anything," Jacoby said.
"We'll see." Salana reached out and touched Daniel's arm again, feeling his muscle flex beneath her fingers. Then Elroy's shoulder, her hand sliding across the damp fabric of his shirt. Jacoby's chest, her palm pressing flat against his heart. Nate's cheek, her thumb brushing the corner of his mouth. Each touch lingered, a promise wrapped in skin.
She could feel the heat coming off all four of them. The air in the hallway had grown thick with it. Elroy's chest still rose and fell from his drumming. Daniel's jaw was tight, his dark eyes hungry. Jacoby watched her with clinical precision, but she could see the pulse jumping in his throat. Nate's lips were parted, his breath shallow.
"First rehearsal is tomorrow at noon," she said. "Don't be late."
She turned and walked back into the studio, leaving the door open behind her. She could feel their eyes on her back, could feel the heat of their attention like a physical weight pressing against her spine.
Salana sat down at the mixing board and pulled up the recordings from each audition. She played them back, one after another, and let the music wash over her. Four men. Four different energies. Four bodies she wanted to learn. She pressed her thighs together and felt the ache that had been building all afternoon.
She reached down and slipped off one heel, then the other. Her fingers traced up her own calf, behind her knee. She closed her eyes and listened to Nate's piano piece one more time, remembering the way his heart had beaten under her hand. Then Daniel's guitar, raw and wanting. Elroy's drums, primal and insistent. Jacoby's bass, controlled and deep.
Her hand drifted higher. She let the music play as she imagined all four of them in the room with her, surrounding her, their hands and mouths and bodies pressing close. The tension that had been coiling in her belly all day finally released in a shuddering wave that left her breathless in the leather chair.
She smiled and started making notes for tomorrow.






  
  First Rehearsal Command


The studio air hung thick with unspoken tension. Salana leaned against the mixing console, arms crossed, watching her four musicians set up their equipment. Daniel tuned his guitar with aggressive precision, his jaw tight. Elroy stretched his wrists, bouncing on his heels with nervous energy. Jacoby adjusted his bass strap with deliberate slowness, his blue eyes scanning the room like he was calculating something. Nate sat at the keyboard, fingers hovering over the keys, his gentle gaze darting between the others. 
They'd been in the same room for barely a quarter hour and already the space felt too small.
"Alright," Salana said, her voice cutting through the hum of amplifiers. "Let's run 'Midnight Burn' from the top. Daniel, you're pushing the intro too hard. Pull it back, let it breathe."
Daniel's fingers stopped moving. He looked up, his dark eyes meeting hers. "It's supposed to hit hard. That's the point."
"The point is dynamics," she replied, holding his gaze. "You hit hard when I tell you to hit hard. Trust me."
He held her stare for a beat longer than necessary, then nodded once. "Fine."
They ran through the song twice. The first pass was rough, each musician playing as if they were the lead. Elroy's drums overpowered Nate's keyboard lines. Jacoby's bass wandered, searching for a pocket that didn't exist. Daniel's guitar screamed when it should have whispered.
Salana stopped them after the second chorus. "Everyone, take five. Daniel, come with me."
She didn't wait for a response. She
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