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​Chapter 1: Glamour Underneath
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The city of Los Angeles existed in layers.

There was the version tourists photographed from the Griffith Observatory, that sprawling constellation of lights stretching to the Pacific, beautiful and boundless and utterly indifferent. Then there was the version that existed beneath that postcard — the gridlock and the smog and the quiet desperation of ten million people close enough to touch but never really touching. And then, below even that, there was the version that only a certain kind of person ever glimpsed: the Los Angeles of private elevators and blacked-out SUVs, of gated compounds and standing invitations and the particular silence that money buys.

Charlotte Voss lived in all three simultaneously. She just didn’t belong to any of them.

Her penthouse sat on the thirty-fourth floor of a glass tower in West Hollywood, the kind of building whose architecture communicated wealth so loudly it didn’t need to say anything else. The living room windows ran floor to ceiling, and at seven-fifteen on a Friday evening in October, the city below burned amber and violet, the last of the daylight bleeding out over the ocean in long horizontal strips of color. It was stunning. Charlotte barely saw it anymore.

She stood in front of the mirror in her dressing room — a room larger than the apartment she’d grown up in outside Fresno — and studied her own face with the clinical detachment of someone examining evidence at a crime scene.

Her makeup artist, a small, efficient man named Davi with quick hands and a gift for silence, was working on her left eye with a fine-tipped brush. The foundation was already flawless, poreless, the kind of finish that erased every crease and shadow, every evidence of the three glasses of Sancerre she’d had before he arrived, every trace of the hour she’d spent in the bathroom at two in the morning two nights ago, crying with her forehead pressed against the cool marble floor, not even sure what she was crying about.

“Still,” Davi murmured.

“I’m still.”

“You’re not still.”

Charlotte exhaled. She forced herself to stop clenching her jaw.

She was thirty-one years old and had been famous for nine of them — genuinely, uncomfortably, you-can’t-go-to-a-grocery-store famous for about five. Two Golden Globes. One Academy Award nomination. A franchise that had made the studio four billion dollars and made her, in the estimation of three consecutive Forbes lists, the most bankable actress in Hollywood. Her face was on billboards in forty countries. She had been on the cover of Vogue six times. There was a Reddit thread with three hundred thousand subscribers dedicated to analyzing her filmography.

None of which helped with the particular quality of silence that filled the penthouse when Davi packed up his kit and left.

“Done,” he said, stepping back. He tilted his head, appraised her. His expression was what it always was — professional satisfaction. The face of a craftsman who had rendered good work. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you, Davi.”

He was gone in four minutes. She heard the elevator chime in the hallway and then there was only the ambient hum of the building and the distant city below.

Charlotte looked at herself.

She did look incredible. The dress was Valentino, deep navy that shifted toward black in shadow, off-shoulder, fitted through the body and flaring just slightly at the knee — sophisticated without trying, which was the hardest trick in the wardrobe. Her hair was up in a way that looked effortless and had taken her stylist ninety minutes. Her jewelry was borrowed from Harry Winston: diamonds at her ears and throat, old money weight on her wrists.

She looked like a woman who had everything.

She turned away from the mirror and poured herself a fourth glass of wine.

Twelve miles east, in a compound in the Los Feliz hills that the architectural press had called “a monument to controlled audacity,” Ethan Cole stood barefoot on the concrete edge of his infinity pool and looked at nothing.

He was forty years old. He had founded two companies, one of which he’d sold for eight hundred million dollars at thirty-two, the other of which — Nexus Technologies — was currently valued at somewhere north of forty billion depending on the day and the mood of the market. He had offices in eleven cities and a board of directors who deferred to him with the particular politeness reserved for people who could end careers with a phone call.

He was barefoot and alone and the water in the pool was lit pale blue beneath him and he was thinking about his father.

Not by choice. He never thought about his father by choice. It happened the way bad weather happened — you looked up and the sky had changed and there was nothing to be done about it except wait for it to pass.

His father’s name had been Raymond Cole, and he had been a mean, small-spirited man from Bakersfield who believed that the measure of a person was their capacity for suffering and that if you hadn’t suffered enough, you hadn’t earned the right to want things. He’d driven a delivery truck and drank on weekends and when Ethan was nine he’d told him, not cruelly but with the flat conviction of someone stating observable fact, that he was never going to amount to a goddamn thing.

Ethan had spent thirty years in direct argument with that statement.

He’d won, by any quantifiable measure. Raymond Cole had died of liver failure six years ago, mean and broke, in a facility in Bakersfield where the hallways smelled like disinfectant and boiled food, and Ethan had paid for the funeral without attending it and had not cried once. He’d been in Singapore for a product launch and he’d given the keynote with the news fresh in his pocket and he’d been brilliant, and afterward he’d gone back to his hotel room and drunk a bottle of Scotch and stared at the ceiling and felt nothing except a terrible, expanding emptiness that had never entirely closed.

He still sometimes woke up at three in the morning with his father’s voice in his ear.

Never going to amount to a goddamn thing.

He turned away from the pool. His assistant, Marcus, appeared in the doorway of the house behind him — young, efficient, perpetually in possession of a tablet.

“Car’s here in twenty,” Marcus said.

“I know.”

“You should probably—”

“I know, Marcus.”

He went inside.

The Veil Foundation Gala was held at the Huntington Estate in Bel-Air, a property that had been built by a railroad magnate in 1924 and passed through enough hands and enough renovations to now feel like a carefully curated fantasy of old wealth — real enough to be convincing, polished enough to erase any discomfort. The grounds had been lit with ten thousand warm-white lights strung through the trees, and the air smelled of jasmine and money and the particular floral sweetness of too many expensive fragrances occupying the same space.

Charlotte arrived at eight forty-five, fifteen minutes after she was supposed to, which was calculated. Too early and you looked eager. Too late and you were being difficult. Fifteen minutes was the sweet spot — it said I’m busy, not I’m difficult — and she’d been calibrating this particular arithmetic for years without ever finding it anything other than exhausting.

Her publicist, Renee, was waiting beside the car. Renee was fifty-three, tiny, and possessed of an organizational ferocity that Charlotte found both indispensable and quietly terrifying.

“Press line first,” Renee said, voice low, not a greeting but an operational briefing. “There’s a Variety photographer who’s been specifically requested by the Foundation so don’t walk past him. Dinner seating has been shuffled — you’re at the main table now, Hartman’s people called in a favor. Don’t sit next to Richard Paige if you can help it.”

“Why?”

“He’s drunk. He was drunk when he arrived at eight. He’ll be catastrophically drunk by nine-thirty.”

“Wonderful.”

“You’ll also probably run into Mara Devlin. She’s here with her new director.”

Charlotte’s expression didn’t change. She had spent years perfecting the absence of expression as a social instrument.

“Good for Mara,” she said.

Renee gave her a look that communicated: we’ll discuss your feelings about that another time. Then she handed Charlotte her clutch and stepped back.

Charlotte walked the press line.

She had done this so many times that the mechanics of it had become entirely unconscious — the precise smile, three-quarter turn of the body, the angle of the chin that the cameras preferred, the way of laughing at something a photographer said without actually processing what they’d said. She was very good at it. The photographs would be extraordinary. The woman in the photographs would look luminous and present and completely at ease.

The woman inside the photographs was thinking about nothing and everything simultaneously, feeling the familiar compressed sensation in her chest that she’d had since her mid-twenties and that three different therapists had identified as chronic anxiety and one had identified as grief, though he’d never quite explained what she was grieving.

Inside, the estate was devastating in its beauty. The ballroom ceiling was thirty feet high and the chandeliers dripped crystal and the flowers — white peonies and orchids and something else she didn’t know the name of — were arranged in architectural columns throughout the room. The guests were the particular Los Angeles variety of powerful: studio heads and hedge fund managers, a senator from California and a former secretary of state, directors and producers and actors and the specific category of person who was famous enough to be recognized but whose actual function was unclear.

Charlotte accepted a glass of champagne from a passing server and moved through the room with practiced ease, which is to say she smiled and spoke and touched arms and laughed and deflected and received and did all the things the room required, and felt utterly, completely alone inside of it.

She spotted Mara Devlin across the room and chose a different direction.

She found herself near the long windows that opened onto the terrace, and for a moment she allowed herself to simply stand there and breathe. The garden was lit and still, and beyond the tree line the city glittered. She could feel the champagne doing its gentle mathematics in her blood.

This is your life, she thought. Be in it.

She had been telling herself some version of that for years. She was still working out what the instruction actually meant.

Ethan arrived at nine-fifteen and hated the room on contact.

It wasn’t that the room was unpleasant. It was that he recognized it — not this specific room, but the architecture of the performance it contained. He’d been in a thousand versions of this room. The particular performance of wealth at ease with itself, the studied casualness, the language of who was standing next to whom and who had declined to make eye contact and what all of it communicated. He’d learned to move through rooms like this because he had to. Because being a billionaire required a certain fluency in the ceremonies of billionaires, regardless of whether you believed in them.

He had spent his childhood outside them, pressing his face against the glass.

He still sometimes felt like that nine-year-old boy in these rooms. He’d gotten very good at not showing it.

He spoke to three board members and a senator and a studio head he’d done a streaming deal with, and he was charming and present and said the right things, and the whole time some sub-vocal frequency in him was running the kind of self-monitoring that never fully shut off, the perpetual internal audit: Are you doing this right? Are they taking you seriously? Do they see what you came from?

He got another drink and migrated toward the edge of the room.

That was when he saw her.

She was standing near the terrace windows, slightly apart from the room, and she was not performing — or rather, she was performing the role of someone at ease, but Ethan had spent enough time in rooms full of performers to recognize when the performance had a seam in it. There was something in the set of her shoulders, something in the particular way she was looking at the garden beyond the glass, that suggested the room behind her was not where she actually was.

He knew her face. The entire world knew her face. Charlotte Voss, three syllables that had become their own kind of shorthand in the culture — for talent, for beauty, for the specific category of celebrity that seemed to operate at a frequency slightly above ordinary human experience.

He watched her for a moment — not with predation, but with the specific attention of someone who has recognized something unexpected. A quality, in the midst of all this gorgeous noise, of genuine solitude.

He moved toward her without making a decision to do so. That was the strange part, afterward — he couldn’t identify the moment of volition. He was standing twenty feet away and then he was standing beside her, and the city was glittering through the glass between them, and she turned and looked at him with dark eyes that held, for a fraction of a second before the social reflex reasserted itself, a flash of something nakedly, surprisingly unguarded.

“You were somewhere else just now,” he said.

She looked at him. The social smile was there but it arrived a beat late.

“I’m sorry?”

“You weren’t in the room,” he said. “You were thinking about something else. Something out there, or just — somewhere else.” He paused. “I didn’t mean that as a criticism. I was doing the same thing.”

She held his gaze. He had the impression of someone measuring the distance of a jump.

“Ethan Cole,” she said.

“Charlotte Voss.”

“I know who you are.”

“I know who you are.”

She looked at him for another moment and then something in her expression shifted — not the performance-ease, not the calibrated warmth she’d been applying to the room all evening, but something more specific and more interesting. The thing behind the performance. He caught a brief, complicated glimpse of it the way you catch a glimpse of depth beneath moving water.

“You were somewhere else too,” she said.

“Bakersfield,” he said. “A long time ago.”

She tilted her head slightly. “I was in Fresno.”

“Not literally.”

“No,” she said. “Not literally.”

They were quiet for a moment and it was not an uncomfortable silence, which was itself surprising — silences in rooms like this were almost never quiet. They were filled with the labor of social management. This one simply existed.

“I usually hate these things,” he said.

“Everyone in this room hates these things. That’s not an interesting thing to say.”

He surprised himself by laughing — genuinely laughing, not the rehearsed version. “Fair.”

“Why are you here, then?” she asked. “The Foundation?”

“Tax structure and optics,” he said. “You?”

“I actually do care about the Foundation’s work,” she said, and he could tell it was true and also that she was slightly surprised to be saying a true thing. “But also because Renee told me I had to be.”

“Renee’s your—”

“Publicist, handler, warden. She’s been running my life since I was twenty-three.” She glanced across the room toward a small, dark-haired woman who appeared to be tracking Charlotte’s location with quiet precision. “She’s watching us right now and calculating what this looks like.”

“And what does it look like?”

Charlotte’s eyes came back to his. The look in them was direct in a way that the room hadn’t prepared him for — unperformed and a little dangerous, the look of someone who had decided to stop being careful for thirty seconds.

“Like something,” she said.

The air between them had altered in some specific, molecular way he couldn’t quantify. He was forty years old and had been in enough rooms with enough beautiful women to have developed a reliable immunity to the theater of attraction. This was not theater. That was what was disorienting. Whatever was happening in this twelve-inch corridor of air between them was not being performed by either of them, and he hadn’t experienced that in so long that he couldn’t immediately identify what he was feeling.

Something that felt like danger. The productive kind.

“I don’t particularly want to go back into that room,” he said.

“No,” she said. “Neither do I.”

She looked down at the champagne in her hand, then at the garden beyond the glass, then back at him. The city spread behind them, ten million lights indifferent to whatever was happening here, and the jasmine smell was heavy through the open terrace door, and the music from somewhere deeper in the house was low and unidentifiable.

He had not planned to be standing here. He had not planned to feel this.

Charlotte Voss looked at him with those dark, impossible eyes and said, very quietly, so that only he could hear it over the ambient noise of the room:

“Buy me another drink. And don’t tell me anything true about yourself for at least twenty minutes. I need to think of you as slightly less real before I can handle the actual version.”

He stared at her.

Then he laughed again — that genuine, unguarded sound that felt strange in his mouth — and reached past her to signal a passing server.

“Twenty minutes,” he said. “I can do twenty minutes.”

“Good.” She took the new glass and turned back to the window, and he turned with her, and they stood side by side and looked at the lit garden and the city beyond it, and the room continued its performance behind them, all of it suddenly very far away.

He was aware of the warmth of her, the slight proximity. The way she held herself — the visible architecture of someone who had been performing for so long that the performance had partially become the person, but only partially. The underneath was still there. You just had to know to look for it.

He didn’t know yet what he was going to do with that knowledge.

But he knew, standing there at nine-twenty-seven on a Friday night in Bel-Air while the city burned below and the party moved behind them, that something was already irrevocably in motion — some sequence had begun, some clock had started, and neither of them could hear it yet but both of them, beneath the champagne and the careful words and the twenty minutes of not-quite-truth, already felt the first vibration of it in their chests.

Something that felt like the opening note of a song that ends badly.

Something he was going to follow anyway.
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​Chapter 2: Enticing Shadows
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The first text came at 11:47 on a Sunday morning.

Charlotte was in her kitchen, barefoot on cold marble, reading a script that her agent had called transformative and that she privately thought was derivative garbage dressed up in awards-season vocabulary. She had a mug of black coffee going cold beside her and her hair unwashed and yesterday’s mascara still faintly haunting the undersides of her eyes. The performance was entirely off. There was no one to perform for.

The number wasn’t saved in her phone.

You said you needed me less real. Consider this a compromise.

She stared at it for a long moment. Turned her phone face-down on the counter. Picked it back up.

How did you get this number, she typed.

I asked Marcus Chen’s assistant. Told her I needed to discuss a potential collaboration.

That’s a lie.

It’s a story. There’s a difference.

She set the phone down again. Looked at the script. Picked the phone up.

What do you want, Ethan.

The response took four minutes — long enough that she had started to feel something dangerously close to disappointed — and then:

Twenty more minutes. Different venue.

They met at a wine bar in Silver Lake, which was neither of their territories and therefore felt vaguely illicit, like a place they’d agreed upon for a handoff. It was Tuesday afternoon, a strange window when the city seemed to exhale, the lunch rush gone and the evening crowd not yet arrived. The room was long and dark-wooded and smelled of aged cork and something herbaceous she couldn’t identify.

He was already there when she arrived, which she hadn’t expected. He’d taken a corner booth in the back, his jacket off, a glass of something red already half-gone. He looked different in the daylight that filtered weakly through the tinted front windows — less armored, she thought. Still, there was something about the way he sat, the loose tension in his shoulders, like a man who was always halfway ready to move.

“You’re early,” she said, sliding in across from him.

“I’m always early.” He said it like it meant something more than punctuality. “It’s a control thing. My therapist has thoughts about it.”

“Do you actually see a therapist or is that something people like us say to seem self-aware?”

He looked at her. “Both.”

She laughed despite herself, and he ordered her a glass of the same Barolo without asking, which should have annoyed her and somehow didn’t.

They stayed for two hours.

It was strange, the way they talked. Neither of them was particularly honest — she understood that even in the middle of it, could feel the architecture of the thing they were building, all the selective reveals and careful deflections — but there was something more real in it than most conversations she had. Most conversations in her life were transactions. This felt like something else. Something with more friction to it, more actual resistance, the way a real road feels under tires versus the frictionless nothing of a dream.

He told her he was considering dropping a studio deal he’d been circling for eight months. She asked him why and he said, “Because I don’t want to make another thing I’m not afraid of.”

She thought about that for a long time after she left.

The second meeting was a week later. His house this time — a glass and concrete thing in the hills above Los Feliz that looked from the street like controlled aggression, all angles and intention. She drove herself, which she almost never did, and sat in the car for a full minute at the bottom of his driveway before going up.

Inside, it was quieter than she’d expected. More books than she’d anticipated, stacked in actual piles rather than displayed on gallery shelves the way her own were. Evidence of someone who actually read the things.

They drank whiskey on the back terrace and she looked at the city spread out below and thought about how strange it was that she could spend fifteen years here and still sometimes feel like she was looking at a map of someone else’s life.

“Tell me something you don’t tell people,” she said.

He was quiet for a moment. The city pulsed below them, that relentless amber glow.

“When I was twelve,” he said, “my father lost everything in about eleven months. Drugs and bad investments and a couple of other things I probably still don’t have the full picture on. We went from a six-bedroom in Hancock Park to a two-room apartment in Reseda. And my mother—” He stopped. Turned his glass. “My mother handled it by making it a performance. She’d grown up with money and losing it felt like losing a role she’d been cast in since birth. So she kept performing it even when there was nothing left to perform. We kept up the appearances, kept attending the right events in the right clothes, kept the right people in the phone. Except at home. At home it was—”

He didn’t finish that sentence.

“What was it,” Charlotte said. Not a question, exactly.

“Quiet,” he said. “The specific quiet that means people are not talking about the actual thing.”

She understood that kind of quiet. She had grown up inside a different version of it.

“I turned eighteen,” he continued, “and I had about four hundred dollars and I drove the car I’d been given for my sixteenth birthday — the last extravagance, technically — to an audition someone told me about, and I got the part, and that was that. The career was partly talent and mostly the understanding that I already knew how to perform stability I didn’t feel. Turns out that’s a marketable skill.”

Charlotte looked at him for a long time.

“You’re the first person I’ve told that to in about four years,” he said.

“Why me?”

“Because you understood the performance comment at the party.” He glanced at her. “You made that face.”

“What face?”

“The one people make when you’ve accidentally named something true about them.”

She said nothing. The city below them was indifferent and beautiful and absolutely merciless, the way it always was.

“Your turn,” he said.

She thought about deflecting. It would have been easy — she was very good at it, had built an entire public persona out of the specific art of seeming open while revealing nothing. But she was very tired of the things she was good at.

“I’ve been having panic attacks before every major appearance for about two years,” she said. “Full ones. The kind where you’re genuinely not sure you’re going to be able to breathe again. I take something for it now, which helps, but before I figured that out I was just—” She made a small, precise gesture with her hand. “White-knuckling it. Smiling for the cameras. Saying it’s such an honor and then going back to the car and shaking.”

“Does your team know?”

“My publicist suspects. My agent doesn’t know, or pretends not to. I think mostly what they know is that I’m difficult to reach sometimes and that I occasionally cancel things last minute and that the cancellations always have very good, professionally plausible explanations.” She paused. “I’m very good at very good explanations.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve read the press.”

“Everyone reads the press.”

“I didn’t mean it as a compliment.”

She looked at him sharply and he met her eyes without apology and she felt something shift in the air between them — a tectonic thing, small but significant, the way certain minor movements are the ones that actually change the landscape.

“No,” she said. “I know you didn’t.”

The third meeting was at her place.

She told herself it was logistical — her house was on the west side, closer to the thing she had to be at later, easier to get from — and she half-believed it until he walked through her front door and she felt the specific charge in the room change the way it changed when something is about to happen.

It was a Thursday. She’d had a press day that left her scraped raw — six hours of the same twelve questions dressed in different clothing, the same performative laughter at the same jokes about her early career, the careful navigation of the topic of her last relationship which the tabloids still circled like something not yet dead. She’d gotten home and washed her face and put on jeans and a gray t-shirt and poured two glasses of wine and thought, for a moment, about canceling.

She didn’t cancel.

He arrived at eight and she handed him a glass without ceremony and they drifted into the kitchen the way people do in each other’s spaces when they’ve reached a particular degree of ease, and she was aware of him watching her in a way that had become familiar over these few weeks, this specific quality of attention he had, like she was something being read rather than looked at.

“How was it,” he said.

“Fine. Fine and completely fucking soul-extracting.”

“The Vanity Fair thing?”

“The Vanity Fair thing.” She took a long swallow of wine. “They asked me about authentic self four separate times. In four different phrasings. As if the phrasing was the problem.”

“Was it?”

“What?”

“Was the phrasing the problem?”

She turned to look at him. He was leaning against the counter with his glass, watching her with that particular undivided attention that she still hadn’t quite gotten used to.

“No,” she said. “The problem was that they wanted a real answer and I was never going to give one, and we both knew it, and so the whole thing was a very elaborate and expensive fiction that everybody smiled through.”

He nodded slowly.

“That’s most of it, isn’t it,” he said. “Most of what we do.”

“Most of what we do.”

They were standing maybe three feet apart. Close enough that she was aware of his physical specificity — the particular height of him, the slight tension he always carried in his jaw, the way his hands were around the glass, long fingers, a small scar along the base of his right thumb she’d noticed before and never asked about.

The thing that had been building over three meetings and eleven days of intermittent, electrically charged text messages was now standing in her kitchen with them, and it was large enough that neither of them was pretending it wasn’t there anymore.

“Charlotte,” he said.

“Don’t qualify it,” she said. “Whatever you’re about to say — don’t.”

A beat.

He set his glass on the counter and crossed the three feet and kissed her, and it wasn’t gentle. It was the kind of kiss that acknowledges what it actually is — want that has been compressed into too small a space for too long — and she kissed him back the same way, her hand coming up to his chest and then to the back of his neck, and the wine glass she was holding she set blindly on the counter without breaking contact and it didn’t fall.

He walked her backward until she was against the kitchen island, and she pulled at his shirt and got it untucked and ran her palms up the flat of his stomach, the heat of his skin, and he made a sound low in his throat that she felt more than heard.

“Bedroom,” she said against his mouth.

“Where.”

“Down the hall.”

They made it down the hall imperfectly — pausing twice, once against the wall outside the living room where he kissed her throat and she let her head fall back against the plaster and closed her eyes, and once in the hallway itself where she pulled his shirt over his head and let herself look at him — the lean architecture of his torso, the shallow scar along his left ribs she hadn’t known about — and he looked back at her with those dark, reading eyes, and something in the exposure of the moment felt almost unbearable.

Then they were in the bedroom and she turned on one lamp, the small one on the far side, because darkness felt like hiding and she didn’t want to hide, not tonight.

He undressed her deliberately — drawing her shirt over her head, unhooking her bra with a focus that she recognized as intentional, like he was paying careful attention to each step of the thing. She unzipped her jeans and he helped her out of them and she stood in just underwear and watched him take his own jeans off and she reached for the waistband of his boxers and his breath changed audibly.

When he pulled her panties down and off and she was fully bare, he didn’t immediately reach for her — he looked at her. Actually looked, the way people rarely do, the way that feels like being read rather than consumed, and she didn’t cover herself, which was unusual. She let him look.

“Come here,” she said.

He pushed her back onto the bed and positioned himself over her and kissed her again, and when his hand moved down between her thighs she was already wet and he groaned softly at the discovery, and she arched into his hand when two fingers pressed inside her. He worked her slowly, with the same focused attention he applied to everything, watching her face, adjusting — and she realized he was learning her the way he’d been learning her all along, reading the details, cataloguing what made her gasp and what made her grab his wrist and press harder.

She came the first time with his fingers still inside her and her teeth pressed together against the sound she wanted to make, and he watched her through it with a concentration that was almost unsettling — like he was memorizing it.

After, she pulled him up her body and reached between them to wrap her hand around his cock, hard and thick and insistent, and stroked him until his jaw tightened and he said Charlotte, just her name, rough at the edges.

She angled her hips. He pressed into her slowly, inch by deliberate inch, and the stretch of him dragged a sound out of her that she didn’t plan. He buried himself fully and stopped and they both held still for a moment — that specific, suspended second when a body adjusts, recalibrates.

Then he moved.

They found a rhythm that started measured and became something else — her nails in his back and her hips rising to meet him and his forehead pressed to her temple and the sound of their breathing and the frame of her bed hitting the wall. She came again with her legs locked around him and her face pressed to the curve of his shoulder, and he followed not long after, his whole body tensing, his grip on her hip going tight enough to mark.

Afterward they lay in the half-light and she was aware of her own heartbeat gradually slowing and the warmth of him beside her and the very specific vulnerability of the room’s new silence.

He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling and she lay on her side and studied his profile — the hard line of his jaw, the slight flare of his nostrils as he breathed.

“Say it,” she said.

“What.”

“Whatever you were going to say before I stopped you in the kitchen.”

A long pause.

When he turned his head and looked at her, there was something in his expression she hadn’t seen before — not the controlled affect or the dry humor or even the careful confessions of the earlier evenings. Something older. Something that had survived something.

“There’s a version of this,” he said quietly, “that goes badly.”

She held his gaze. “I know.”

“I need you to understand I’m not uncomplicated.”

She thought about the sentence he hadn’t finished earlier. At home it was—

“Nobody who’s interesting is uncomplicated,” she said.

He was quiet again. Something moved behind his eyes — a specific shadow, quick and cold, there and then sealed back behind the surface — and Charlotte felt the first clean thread of unease weave itself beneath everything else, beneath the warmth and the wine and the still-present afterglow.

It was brief. He turned away from it, or turned it away from her, and his expression resolved back into something more familiar.

But she’d seen it.

And lying there in her bedroom with the lamp making amber shadows and the city turning below them in its relentless and indifferent way, Charlotte thought: There is something in there he hasn’t shown me yet.

And the terrible thing — the thing that would have been, if she’d examined it, the first note of warning — was that she wasn’t afraid of it.

She was hungry for it.
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