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  Chapter one
Starlight Audition  



Camila Rivera pressed her palm against the studio wall, the bass throbbing into her bones even though the playback was barely above a whisper. Every take, every phrase, every note, she tore apart and rebuilt with a sculptor’s intensity. The recording booth was a sanctuary of neon and shadow, glass reflecting her shape back to her in fragments. She could see herself: lips brushed glossy and parted, a fall of dark hair over a red tank top, shoulders rigid with the strain of self-imposed perfectionism.

She heard the shift in air pressure, the soft mechanical sigh of the control room door opening behind the glass. Julian Devereux entered the engineer’s den with the unhurried confidence of someone who had already won, but took his time savoring each incremental victory. He wore a black dress shirt open at the throat, tailored just enough to telegraph his disregard for the LA heat. Even at midnight, he looked as if he’d just been poured out of an expensive decanter, every edge sharp and gleaming, streaks of silver in his hair catching the cold blue light from the consoles.

“Again, from verse two,” he said, his voice carrying perfectly through the intercom—polished, inflected with the faintest trace of London, every word landing exactly where he intended.

Camila exhaled, rolling her shoulders, and nodded at the red eye of the mic. “Roll it, maestro,” she said, letting the pet name dangle in the silence.

Julian’s gaze was all concentration and nothing else, but she saw the smallest twitch of his mouth. “From the top,” he corrected, not rising to the bait.

The familiar click-track counted her in. Camila summoned the lyrics from muscle memory, let the opening lines unfurl soft as smoke, but the hook—she hammered it, let it slice through the mix with just a trace of hunger. She could feel her own pulse in her jaw, the ache of wanting to impress him as much as herself. She finished the take, adrenaline still hot in her veins, and looked through the window to the control room. Julian sat there with his arms folded, a study in patience and poised judgment.

He toggled the talkback. “Better, but not there. I want to feel it here—” He tapped his chest, just over the heart, ring clinking against the glass surface of the desk. “You sound like you’re reading from a teleprompter. Where’s the fire, Camila?”

She stifled the urge to snap at him, pressed her palms together like she was praying for patience. “That is the fire,” she said, careful not to let her accent thicken in frustration. “You want drama? I’ll do telenovela.”

He leaned closer to the microphone. “I want you. Not a cartoon version. You wrote this for a reason. Make it sound like it.”

She squared her jaw and pushed her hair behind her ear, ready to let him see the irritation in her eyes. “Fine,” she said, flat as sheet metal. “Give me the verse again. I’ll bleed for you.”

He let the silence draw out, then gestured to the sound engineer, who hit the track. Camila shut her eyes this time and sang straight into the memory of her last breakup, the gutting fight on the steps of her childhood home in Mexico City, the words her mother spat at her in the aftermath. She cracked her voice on the chorus, and for a split second, she hated that Julian would hear her sound raw, unfinished, human. But she let it ride.

The song ended. Camila wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, aware that she’d left something irretrievable on the studio floor. The room’s silence pressed in, thick as velvet.

Through the glass, Julian’s head was bowed, hands steepled in front of his mouth. He didn’t move for a long moment. Then he stood, slow and deliberate, and crossed to the soundboard.

He pressed the talkback, but his words were almost gentle. “You’re getting closer.” The compliment was razor-thin, but it was there.

Camila caught her own reflection again, the high color in her cheeks, the faint sheen of sweat on her throat. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to throw something at him or pull him into the booth just to prove she wasn’t a child. Instead, she stripped off her headphones and stalked into the control room, the door hissing shut behind her.

Julian didn’t acknowledge her entry, but the engineer shrank a little in his seat, reading the tension in the room. Camila leaned her hip against the mixing desk, arms crossed, glare trained on Julian’s profile.

“Say what you’re really thinking, Devereux,” she said, using his last name like a blade.

He turned to face her, blue eyes sharper than the fluorescents. “What I’m thinking is that every time you get close, you panic and default to technique.” His gaze flicked down to her hands, where her nails dug into her forearms. “Let yourself fail. That’s what makes people listen.”

She opened her mouth to fire back, but he stepped closer, crowding her against the mixing board until the air between them vibrated with their standoff.

“Or maybe you want me to do it for you,” he said, low, almost intimate.

She sucked in a breath. “You wish.”

A beat, and then his expression cracked. “If I wished, you’d know.”

He lifted a hand—hesitated—and then reached past her, brushing her wrist as he adjusted the EQ slider. The contact was brief, but it left Camila’s skin burning.

He played back her last take, this time blasting it through the room’s monitor speakers. The effect was immediate and brutal: her voice, inescapably naked, every quiver and break magnified. Julian’s attention never left her. Camila stood her ground, forced herself to listen, to hear the pain, the little stabs of vulnerability she usually masked behind bravado.

When the track ended, the engineer cleared his throat. “That was… intense.”


Julian’s lips twitched, the faintest ghost of pride or satisfaction. “Print that. We’ll build the rest around it.”

Camila let the approval wash over her, disorienting as a punch. She turned to go, to hide the flush in her face, but Julian caught her by the elbow.

“Stay,” he said. “Let’s try the harmony while you’re still raw.”

He didn’t wait for her agreement, just set up another mic in the far corner of the studio. He stood close—so close she could pick out the notes in his cologne, expensive and foreign, something woodsy with a bitter citrus bite. When he sang, it was soft and unexpected, but exactly the right timbre to blend with hers. Their voices overlapped, alternately clashing and dovetailing until they landed on a final chord that felt almost sexual in its intensity.

She shivered, and he noticed. Of course he noticed.

They broke apart, both breathless, and for a second neither spoke.

Julian recovered first. “You should go home. Get some sleep. We’ll pick up tomorrow.”

Camila shook her head. “You don’t get to tell me when I’m done.”

He smiled, almost tender. “I never could.”

She stared at him, trying to read the lines in his face. Underneath the control and calculation, she saw it—the same hunger, the same uncertainty, twisted up in the same desire to be more than what the world had already decided.

“See you at noon,” she said.

“Don’t be late, Rivera.”

She left the studio with her heart hammering, the taste of him—his music, his challenge—lingering in her mouth.



      ***
The elevator shuddered to a stop at the top floor, depositing Camila into a hush of plush carpeting and indirect gold lighting. The label’s offices were silent this late, only the city’s glow outside giving any sense of time. She trailed a hand along the glass wall as she followed Julian to his office, each step echoing the memory of the studio—her voice raw, his challenge ringing in her ears. He walked ahead, all angular grace and cool detachment, but when he opened his door for her, he dipped his head as if she were royalty.

She stepped into a space that could only belong to someone both haunted and addicted to victory. The office was lined with floating glass shelves packed with awards—Grammys, Latin Billboards, plaques engraved with his name and a string of artists Camila had idolized since before she could afford their records. On the far wall, vintage vinyls gleamed under museum lights, each framed in glossy black. There were photographs, too: Julian, always in monochrome suits, posed with music legends and moguls, eyes never quite smiling. The only personal touch was a heavy leather couch facing the city, night laid out below like a dark ocean pricked with fire.

Julian poured from a bottle that looked older than she was—scotch, by the cut of the bottle and the syrupy gold color. He handed her a glass, and when their fingers touched, it was so brief she wondered if she’d imagined it.

He settled beside her on the couch, legs crossed elegantly, glass balanced on his knee. She watched his reflection in the window, twin ghosts floating above downtown LA.

“Nice view,” she said, unsure if she meant the city or the man beside her.

“Bought it for the silence, not the skyline,” Julian replied. He sipped his drink, gaze tracking the smog-pink horizon.

Camila swirled the liquid in her glass, letting the alcohol singe the back of her throat. “So, what now? You going to spend the next hour critiquing my diction?”

He looked at her then, the blue of his eyes sharpened by the city’s neon halo. “I said you nailed it, didn’t I?”

“Not in so many words,” she teased, letting the whisky melt some of her bravado into playfulness.

A pause, and Julian’s jaw softened. “You want the truth? You scared the hell out of me tonight.” He smiled, a small, private thing. “That’s rare.”

The confession made her pulse skip. “You? Scared?” She let the word linger, savoring it.

He set his glass on the table, fingers steepled as he stared through his own reflection. “When I was your age, I lived in a rusted-out Peugeot parked behind a club in London. Cleaned up after the bands just so I could sleep under a roof, if you could call it that. Ate stale chips and cold kebab, learned to hear every click and pop on tape because my only entertainment was fixing other people’s mistakes.” He smiled again, but this time it was edged with something brittle. “That’s why I never miss them in your tracks.”

She watched the way his hand trembled slightly before he flattened it on his thigh. “You never told me that,” she said, the words coming out soft.

“Not many know.” He shrugged, the motion too casual, as if to shake off the memory. “It’s not exactly on-brand.”

She laughed, shifting closer on the couch. “And now look at you. Vinyl museum, sky view, thirty-year-old scotch.”

Julian turned his head, meeting her eyes. “That’s all surface. The hunger’s still there.”

Camila felt the thread between them tighten, each word drawing her closer. “You think I’m hungry, too.”

“I know you are.” He reached for his glass, but his gaze never left hers. “It’s the only reason you’ll last in this town.”

The compliment, rough as it was, stoked something reckless in her. She slid her hand along the couch, until her knee brushed his. “So what do I get for passing your test, Devereux? Another shot at the mixing board?” She let her accent dip into flirtation, a deliberate play.

Julian’s lips parted, a fraction, as if he’d say something more. Instead, he studied her, eyes darkening, calculating risk and reward. “If you were anyone else, I’d say you’ve earned a promotion,” he murmured, voice gone suddenly hoarse.

She laughed, tipsy on adrenaline. “And what would that be?”

He didn’t answer, just held her gaze so long the moment became a dare. Camila’s skin prickled under the scrutiny. She leaned in, her hand landing on his forearm—she could feel the tension there, the coiled strength. “You talk a big game, Julian. But I don’t think you’re as cold as you pretend.”

He inhaled, slow and deliberately, but he didn’t pull away. “You shouldn’t test me, Camila.”

She grinned, inches from his face. “Maybe I want to see what happens.”

A flicker of something dangerous passed across his features—want, fear, regret? She couldn’t tell. Then, in a blink, he stood, the movement so sudden it jolted her back into the couch.

“We should keep things professional, Ms. Rivera.” His voice was clipped, the accent harder. He retreated behind his desk, using the solid wood as a shield. “Your career is just beginning. I won’t complicate that.”

Camila sat for a moment, heat and humiliation climbing up her neck. She should have known he’d pull back, retreat to the safety of hierarchy. But the taste of the near-miss lingered, sweet and sharp.

She stood, glass in hand, and crossed to the window. “Professional is overrated, you know,” she said, pitching her voice casual, like it was all a joke.

Julian’s reflection appeared beside hers. “For you, maybe. For me, it’s survival.”

He moved to stand a respectful distance behind her, watching the city instead of her. “You’ll have offers soon. Bigger than what I can give. Be ready.”

She turned, forcing a smile. “You make it sound like you’re firing me.”

He shook his head. “I’m giving you a head start.”

She wanted to argue, to demand why he’d let her in just to push her away. But he was already in shutdown mode, every gesture telegraphing boundaries, every word stamped with finality.

“I should go,” she said, and when she set her glass down, her hand was steady.

Julian didn’t look at her. “Good night, Camila.”

The air in the office was cold as she walked out, but the memory of his voice, his hands, the tension he tried so hard to hide—those kept her warm all the way down the elevator.




By the time Camila reached the label’s glass-and-steel headquarters, the morning sun had clawed its way through LA’s smog and set the building sparkling like an overachieving debutante. She wore sunglasses to hide the bruised lack of sleep beneath her eyes, her hair scraped into a messy ponytail, oversized hoodie draped over the bralette she hadn’t bothered to change out of after her run. The lobby thrummed with the peculiar hush of industry types pretending not to compete: a pod of assistants in millennial pastels, a pair of bored session musicians in black, a veteran publicist with espresso in one hand and her phone in the other.

Camila ignored the stares and the whispered recognition—she knew her single was charting, and that every move would be magnified now. She tapped the elevator for the conference level and leaned against the wall, scrolling through her DMs while the doors closed her in alone. Mostly memes and heart emojis from fans, a couple of veiled threats, one very naked selfie from a Miami producer she’d barely met.

The elevator pinged. She stepped out, took a breath, and prepared her war face. The promo meeting was at the end of the hall, but as she passed an open door—executive lounge, she guessed—her ears caught her name, soft and crystalline, floating from within.

“…Camila Rivera is so talented, but she’s just so unpolished. Honestly, I worry for her. She’s in way over her head.” The voice was familiar: Lila Torres, perfectly pitched to carry both concern and contempt.

Camila paused, concealed by the door, and listened. She could see Lila through the glass: platinum hair in a sleek bob, green eyes wide with feigned sincerity, a butter-yellow suit that probably cost more than Camila’s rent. Lila was in mid-sashay, speaking to a woman with an aggressively friendly face—one of those gossip bloggers who fed off scandal like oxygen.

The blogger leaned in. “But isn’t she, like, Julian’s protégé? I heard he’s really backing her.”

Lila’s lips curled, just enough to be noticeable. “Well, between us,” she murmured, “Julian’s got a blind spot for ingénues. He loves a project. I just hope Camila can handle the pressure. You know how it is—so many crash and burn. She’s never done global press before. Never even had a real tour. It’s a lot for someone… so green.”

The blogger’s fingers flew across her phone, capturing every word.

Camila’s stomach twisted. She’d expected shade from Lila, but this was worse—so perfectly tuned to sabotage, so plausibly deniable. She pushed open the door, letting it slam for emphasis. “Hope I’m not interrupting,” she said, layering sugar into her tone.

The blogger startled, phone held high. Lila turned, the transition from shark to saint instantaneous.

“Camila!” Lila’s voice sparkled, and she swept over, pulling Camila into a double air-kiss that reeked of ritualized violence. “We were just singing your praises, darling. Weren’t we, ah…”

“Amanda,” said the blogger, blushing as she fumbled her recorder off.

“Of course.” Camila fixed her gaze on Lila, refusing to smile. “Always nice to hear what people are saying behind closed doors.”

Lila linked arms with her, as if they were old friends. “Oh, don’t be paranoid! This business eats up talented girls who get too anxious.” The dig was feather-light but deliberate. “We’re all rooting for you, mija.”

Camila’s jaw clenched. “Good to know.” She peeled out of Lila’s grip, turned to the blogger. “You want a real quote? I’m ready for anything. Even snakes in the grass.”

The blogger beamed. “Got it. Thanks, Camila.”

When Amanda ducked out, Lila’s smile collapsed into a thin line. “Careful with the animal metaphors, querida. They tend to backfire.”

Camila leaned in, letting the quiet fill up with menace. “You ever get tired of being a cliché?”

Lila’s eyes went icy, the warmth draining away. “I get tired of waiting for amateurs to learn their place,” she said, voice a bare whisper.

“Maybe you should retire, then.”

Lila laughed, sudden and brittle, then brushed imaginary lint from her sleeve. “See you at the top, Rivera. If you make it.”

She glided out, heels clicking like applause.

Camila stood there, fists tight at her sides, breathing hard. She wanted to scream, to call Julian and demand he defend her, to burn the building down and salt the ground. But that was exactly what Lila wanted. Instead, she forced her hands to relax and turned back to the glass. Her reflection looked older, sharper, the skin under her eyes shadowed but defiant.

She didn’t know who else Lila had poisoned, didn’t know if Julian would believe the rumors. But for the first time, she didn’t care. All that mattered was the music, and the promise she’d made herself years ago in a city more honest than this one.

If she was going to survive, she’d have to out-sing, outwork, and outlast every last viper in the garden.

She took the hallway to the conference room, spine straight, ready for whatever came next.








  
  Chapter two
Midnight Melodies  



It was hours past midnight, and the only light in the studio came from the blue halo of the soundboard, the LEDs pulsing like a city skyline behind midnight fog. Camila perched on the edge of a battered stool, one leg hooked under the other, staring holes into the wavform on the monitor. Her voice was a scratch in her own ears, raw from a dozen takes, but she refused to leave until the track matched the version in her head—the one that sounded like summer nights in DF, like heartbreak, like hunger and the ache of wanting more than you were ever allowed.

The air in the control room was dry and frigid, heavy with the ozone tang of old electronics and the faint, underlying sweetness of someone’s expensive cologne. Julian Devereux was a shadow at her right, suit jacket draped over the back of a rolling chair, sleeves rolled past his elbows to expose the lean cut of his arms. He hadn’t moved from his position in hours, except to refill her water or nudge a slider with the deliberate patience of a man tuning a violin string.

On the other side of the glass, the engineer slumped behind the console, lips moving in silent prayer for deliverance. He looked to Julian for mercy, but Julian just flicked two fingers, keeping the session rolling.

“Back six bars, from the bridge,” Julian said, his accent even more pronounced in fatigue. He didn’t look at her, but she could feel him—could feel the laser focus that never left her for more than a heartbeat.

Camila drew a breath, ignoring the rawness in her throat. “You want it brighter, or…?”

He cut her off, voice low and sharp. “Not brighter. Bleaker. Don’t polish it. Let it hurt.”

The words landed somewhere between direction and challenge. Camila let her tongue run over her teeth, hiding the impulse to snap back. “You love pain, huh?”

He tilted his head, gave her a look so dry it could cut glass. “It’s the only thing that sells.”

She set her jaw and nodded at the glass. “Roll.”

The backing track bled into the room, all shimmery synth and a kick drum like a distant earthquake. Camila leaned into the mic, her hands curled into fists at her sides, and let the first line crack down the middle. She imagined Lila Torres and her perfect, poisonous smile; imagined her mother’s messages full of veiled threats and disappointment. By the chorus, she was holding back tears, voice fraying like a rope under too much weight.

Julian didn’t interrupt, not even when her last note wavered and dipped a half-step out of key. The take ended, and the engineer’s thumb hovered in the air, waiting for instruction.

Camila closed her eyes and let her head fall forward, sweat beading at the back of her neck. She felt Julian move closer—a shift of heat and the ghost of his cologne, cedar and citrus and money.

“That was it,” he said. Soft, not for the intercom, just for her. “You can’t tell, but you’re bleeding through the song now.”

She let out a ragged laugh. “Feels more like I’m dying.”

He grinned, just enough for the edge to show. “Best case scenario.”

She turned on the stool, knees brushing his thigh. He was standing close now, hands braced on the desk behind her. His shirt was open one button too many, revealing the pulse in his throat. For a moment, the only sound was the faint whir of the hard drives and the hiss of the monitors cooling down.

She watched him watch her, the calculation and approval and something rawer than either. He nodded to the engineer, who punched the playback. Her own voice filled the space, stripped and cracked, every weakness magnified. Camila almost flinched, but held her ground, refusing to look away from Julian’s eyes.

He listened through the whole track, then leaned in so close she could feel the warmth of his breath. “You know what I hear?”

She rolled her eyes, desperate for a joke, but all she managed was a shaky, “What?”

He didn’t blink. “I hear someone who’s finally scared enough to matter.”

That stung, and he must have known it would. Camila’s first instinct was to snap, to shove the words back down his throat, but something in his face—the softness in the way he looked at her, or maybe just the exhaustion—kept her still.

She reached for the volume knob just as he did, their hands colliding. It was nothing, a casual brush, but the current that zipped through her skin left her fingers tingling. She didn’t move her hand. Neither did he.

“Let me show you something,” he said, voice barely audible.

He slid past her, his hip pressing against her knee, and toggled a setting on the board. “Solo the vocals. Hear how it vibrates, even in silence? That’s real. The rest is window dressing.”

She nodded, watching the play of his hands over the faders, long and precise and unnecessarily elegant. She imagined those fingers on her skin, the way they’d find every flaw and turn it into something useful.

He caught her watching and smiled, wicked and self-aware. “Distracted, Rivera?”

She let the challenge land. “It's hard to focus when someone keeps breathing down my neck.”

He was close enough now that she could see the silver at his temples, the lines at the corners of his eyes deepened by fatigue and laughter and—if she was reading him right—regret.

“I’m not here to make you comfortable,” he said, letting his palm rest flat on the desk next to hers. “I’m here to make you good.”

She swallowed, staring at his hand, then up into his eyes. “You don’t get to decide which is more important.”

He shrugged, but there was a flicker of something like pride. “You always push back.”

She grinned, sudden and fierce. “You wouldn’t respect me if I didn’t.”

He considered her for a long moment, then nodded to the glass. “One more, for safety. Just let it all out. Last take of the night.”

She rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, and slid the headphones back on. This time, she didn’t think of Lila, or her mother, or any of the million voices waiting for her to fail. She thought only of the man watching her, the expectation and belief tangled in his expression, and she gave him everything.

The final take hurt, but in a way that felt like flight, not falling. When she finished, she kept her eyes shut, afraid to see his reaction.

Silence. Then the click of the talkback.

“That’s the one,” Julian said, and for the first time his voice was utterly unguarded.

She opened her eyes and found him watching her, not like a project, but like something rare—something worth fighting for.

“Print it,” he said to the engineer, but his gaze never left her.

Camila set the headphones down, her hands trembling. The exhaustion was back, but it felt clean, like she’d survived something and could finally breathe.

Julian straightened, pulled his jacket on, and offered her his hand. “Walk you out?”

She hesitated, then took it, letting the contact linger. His grip was dry, firm, unexpectedly gentle.

The hallway outside was empty, the blue light still humming behind them. Camila felt like she was floating, the adrenaline and release making everything sharp and slow.

At the elevator, he turned to her. For once, there was no script, no calculation.

“I meant what I said,” he told her. “You’re more than good. Don’t let anyone—especially not Lila—make you forget it.”

She looked up at him, saw the tired warmth in his eyes. “Is that why you push so hard?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “And because I can’t help it.”

She snorted. “Control freak.”

“Guilty as charged.”

The elevator doors opened, and she stepped inside. Before they closed, Julian reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek.

“Get some sleep, Rivera.”

She smirked, leaning into the moment. “Only if you promise not to have a nervous breakdown before our next session.”

He gave a low, surprised laugh. “No promises.”

As the doors slid shut, Camila’s heart beat wildly in her chest. She couldn’t tell if she wanted to punch him or kiss him, but she knew she wanted more.

The studio, the song, the city—none of it would be easy. But for the first time, she believed she might be enough.

And maybe, just maybe, so was he.


      ***
The lounge had the kind of retro glamour only a record label could pull off: gold velvet armchairs, a wall of signed vinyl, the ghost of a cigarette haze clinging to the black-and-white portraits of divas and dead men on the walls. Camila sank into the overstuffed leather couch, a bottle of Topo Chico sweating between her palms. She closed her eyes, letting the residual thrum of adrenaline cycle through her body—her pulse still tripping on the memory of Julian’s voice in her ear, his hand on her skin.

A shadow moved at the edge of her vision. Julian stepped in, tie loosened, hair in disarray. He looked less like a mogul and more like a man who had forgotten how to sleep. He didn’t say anything, just crossed to the old turntable and dropped a needle. The soft pop and hiss of a ballad—something orchestral and aching—filled the silence.

He poured himself a whiskey from the bar cart, then looked at her, eyebrows raised in silent question.

She shook her head. “I’m still working off the caffeine.”

He made a small, approving sound and lowered himself into the opposite end of the couch, the leather sighing under his weight. They sat like that for a long minute, neither speaking, both pretending to listen to the record.

It was Camila who broke first. “You ever regret it?” she asked. “The music business, I mean.”

He stared into his glass. “Every day. And not for a single second.”

She laughed, surprising herself. “That’s a very Julian answer.”

He arched an eyebrow, a faint smile returning. “There are worse things than knowing exactly what you want.”

She studied his profile, the sharp lines softened by the amber light. “How did you get here?” She wasn’t sure if she meant the label, or the city, or the universe of him.

He tilted the glass, watching the whiskey catch the light. “I was a nobody in Camden. Spent three years sleeping on a friend’s studio floor. My first real break came when I ran sound for a band that was supposed to be the next Oasis.” He paused, lips quirking. “They were shite, but the girl in front—she had something. I cut a demo for her after hours, spent every penny I had on a proper mix, sent it out to every contact I could scam from my boss’s rolodex. When she got signed, I did too. Or at least, I thought I did.”

He drank, jaw working, eyes unfocused. “She dumped me for a label across town. I found out when I heard her single on the radio, produced by someone else. That was when I learned: in this business, trust is more expensive than a Neve console. And just as likely to blow up in your face.”

Camila let the words settle, the hurt underneath them heavy as a broken string.

“Did you ever see her again?”

He considered, then shook his head. “Didn’t have to. She sent me a thank-you bottle of champagne. Cheap stuff. I kept it in the fridge for a year, hoping she’d come collect it.”

Camila didn’t know whether to laugh or apologize. She ended up doing both. “For the record, I think you got the better end of the deal. You’re the boss now, right?”

He looked at her then, the blue in his eyes gone almost silver in the dim light. “Being the boss is easy. Making something that lasts is the hard part.”

She swallowed, feeling the weight of his gaze. “Is that what you want from me? Something that lasts?”

His mouth twisted, uncertain. “I want you to be untouchable. I want the world to know they can’t break you, no matter how hard they try.”

She felt the space between them shrinking; the air charged with everything they weren’t saying.

She turned on the couch, tucking one leg under her. The hem of her shorts rode up, exposing a stripe of thigh. She watched him notice and pretended not to care.

“So that’s why you’re so guarded,” she said, letting the words tumble out. “You’re afraid I might break your heart, too. Old man.”

His smile was crooked and dangerous. “If you do, at least make it worth the trouble.”

She laughed, sharp and softly, then reached over and snagged his whiskey. She took a sip, grimacing at the burn, then wiped the rim and handed it back. Her fingers brushed his, and she didn’t pull away.

For a moment, it felt like the world had slowed to a single, inevitable point—her, him, the heat and the ache of wanting.

Julian’s jaw clenched, the tension so visible she almost pitied him. Almost.

Then, just as quickly, he pulled away, setting the glass on the table and rising to his full, intimidating height.

“We should call it a night, Ms. Rivera,” he said, voice gone icy smooth. “Early meeting tomorrow.”

She blinked, the rejection hitting harder than she expected. “Of course. Wouldn’t want to mess with your schedule.”

He nodded, straightening his shirt, restoring each layer of professionalism like armor.

“Get some rest,” he said, not quite looking at her.

“Yeah,” she managed, voice flat. “See you.”

He left, the door clicking shut behind him. The scent of his cologne lingered, expensive and impossible to ignore.

Camila stared at the closed door, trying to feel nothing. She drank the rest of his whiskey, letting the warmth numb the hurt.

Somewhere, the record ended. The silence left in its wake was heavier than any song.



      ***
The lobby’s floor was so polished it nearly blinded Camila as she stepped inside, her reflection stretching out beneath a chandelier like an accusation. She felt the fatigue from the night before in every tendon, but forced herself to move with swagger, sunglasses hiding her tired eyes, denim jacket tight over a plain white tee. Her hair, messily pinned, looked intentional in the way only desperation and good genetics could manage.

At the far end of the reception, Lila Torres perched on the edge of a lucite bench, her legs crossed at a calculated angle, pale blond hair gleaming under the recessed lights. Next to her was an industry blogger Camila recognized by his neon sneakers and the dark smudge of yesterday’s eyeliner. Their heads were together, intimate, as if the rest of the world was just background music.

Camila drifted to the platinum wall, pretending to scan the lineup of former label darlings—some she’d idolized, some she’d already eclipsed on the charts. Her ears tuned to Lila’s voice, a syrupy drawl engineered for maximum spread.

“I just feel for her, you know?” Lila said, a hand fluttering over her chest as if steadying a fragile heart. “She’s insanely talented, but so green. They have her in with Devereux every night, trying to shape her into something that will stick.”

The blogger nodded, thumb flicking notes into his phone. “You think she can hack it?”

Lila sighed, perfectly audible. “I mean… she’s got potential. But the process is grueling. Even I struggled my first year, and I didn’t have a language barrier.” Her laugh was light, effortless. “Honestly, I just hope Julian doesn’t chew her up and spit her out.”

The blogger grinned. “Sources say she’s already off schedule.”

Lila’s smile turned foxlike. “Well, between us, they’re worried about the deadline. Last I heard, the label had to call in extra writers.”

Camila’s hands curled into fists inside her jacket. It took every ounce of restraint to keep her shoulders relaxed, to keep her cool as the acid burned up her throat.

She slipped from the wall and approached, heels ringing off the stone like a warning shot.

“Spreading rumors before breakfast, Lila?” Camila let the words hang, crisp and casual.

Lila turned, lips parted in a perfect O of surprise. “Camila! Oh my God, we were just talking about you. I didn’t see you come in.”

Camila slid onto the bench, forcing Lila to make room. She directed a smile at the blogger. “Don’t believe everything you hear,” she said, tone friendly but electric. “Most of it’s projection.”

The blogger’s eyes darted from her to Lila, sensing the shift in weather. “Oh, I’m just here for the drama,” he confessed, holding up his phone like a shield.

Lila leaned forward, her perfume assaulting the air. “You’re really brave, tackling this debut. I can’t imagine the pressure. I mean, being the first crossover artist in years—it’s just so much. If you ever need advice, I’m always around.”

Camila bit down a laugh, flashing teeth. “Thanks. If I ever need a refresher on manipulation, I’ll come to you first.”

The blogger choked back a laugh, eyes glittering.

Lila’s face barely twitched, but her knuckles whitened where she gripped her phone. “I’m glad you’re not taking yourself too seriously,” she said. “You’ll need that sense of humor when things get tough.”

Camila shrugged. “Tough’s what I do best.” She turned to the blogger, voice dropping. “You want a real scoop? Check the board tonight. I’m tracking vocals with Devereux. Few artists can hang with him, but he’s already pushing my single up the charts.”

The blogger, sensing a headline, brightened. “That’s exactly the quote I needed.”

Lila stood, smoothing her skirt. “Best of luck, Camila. Seriously. We’re all rooting for you.” Her tone made the word “rooting” sound like a threat.

Camila waited until the blogger trailed after Lila, then let her face collapse. Her hands were shaking. She blinked hard, steadying her breathing. She checked her phone for messages, saw nothing from Julian, and felt a sudden spike of panic—what if the rumors were true? What if he was already pulling back, letting her fail so the next Lila could take her place?

She paced the lobby, letting the anger burn a hole through her. She would show them. She was going to show him.

She slid into the elevator, riding it to the upper floor, ready for war.

But as the doors shut, and she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored walls, she saw the tension around her mouth, the echo of Lila’s words in her posture. The fear underneath the bravado.

She squared her shoulders, put her game face back on.

If they wanted a show, she’d give them the whole goddamn album.







  
  Chapter three
Spotlight Sparks  



The showcase was at the kind of club where the VIP list was longer than the guest list, where the bouncers wore earpieces and the chandeliers hung low and glittered like a threat. Camila had walked through a phalanx of would-be pop stars, C-list actors, and men with too many teeth in their smiles, but she didn’t so much as glance at them as she glided to the stage’s green room. She wore a vintage red minidress, the fabric shot through with sequins that caught every stray photon in the place. Her hair was all wild black tumble, eyes rimmed in smoky liner, lips painted the color of a dare. She looked nothing like the scared kid who’d come to LA on a Greyhound with a duffel bag and a borrowed demo.

The crowd inside was a controlled burn—label executives stacked three deep at the bar, influencers swarming like bottle flies, artists flitting between poses of indifference and overt sabotage. The air was salted with the musk of ambition and the sickly-sweet tang of comped cocktails. On a dais near the back, the label’s big guns lounged around a banquette, holding court for the rest of the room. Julian was at the center of it all, suit jacket off, shirt open at the throat, eyes glittering like knife tips. He scanned the floor with the restless focus of a hawk, but when Camila stepped onto the stage, every muscle in his body seemed to orient toward her. If the world was watching, he didn’t give a damn.

She took the mic with a casual grace, left hand wrapped around the stand, body angled like she was about to start a fight. The intro to her new single—a downtempo reggaeton with a soul-scarred melody—oozed from the speakers. She leaned into it, vocals slow and syrupy at first, then flipping the script and blasting into the hook like she was trying to shake the dust off the stars. Every head in the room turned, even the ones that had been pretending not to notice her. She sang with a heat that brooked no interruption, her voice trembling on the edge of breakdown but never once losing its aim. The crowd’s chatter dimmed, the influencers dropping their phones, the executives pausing mid-gossip.

Camila’s gaze skimmed the room and landed, inevitably, on Julian. He was standing now, glass in hand, mouth set in a half-smirk. She could feel the heat from him, the pride and the hunger, and it made her sing sharper, lean harder into the bridge.

Midway through the song, something shifted in the air. A subtle ripple passed through the left side of the club, near the press corral. There, lit by the pulsing club lights, Lila Torres perched on a high stool in a surgically tight pink sheath dress, her blond hair coiled in a perfect wave over one eye. She had arranged herself in the direct sightline of every camera in the joint, and at her flanks sat a small army of gossip bloggers, each one eager for a crumb of industry scandal.

Lila bent her head toward the nearest blogger, lips barely moving, but the effect was seismic. The blogger’s eyebrows shot up. The second hand caught the rumor, and soon the whole knot of writers was whispering, eyes darting between the stage and Julian. Camila watched the whispers propagate, saw the ripple become a wave as executives leaned together, snickering into their drinks. She caught phrases as they spun up to speed: “special treatment,” “Julian’s latest project,” “sleeping her way up.”

The sudden shift in temperature was as clear as a bass drop. Camila’s voice caught, just for a syllable, and the music threatened to veer off course. A lesser singer might have crashed; Camila gritted her teeth and gutted it through the verse, fire in her chest. But she felt every eye in the room pivot—not to the music, but to the narrative forming in real time: the ingenue, the mogul, the inevitable fall.


Julian saw it too. He slammed his glass down so hard the table rattled, then moved around the banquette and strode onto the floor, cutting a path through the execs and their hangers-on like a heat-seeking missile. When he reached the edge of the stage, he waited, silent and still, until the last echo of Camila’s song died in the air.

Then, in a voice that carried over every head in the place, he said, “You all hear that?” The question hung, deadly, in the sudden hush. “That’s the sound of someone singing with their own blood, not someone who needs a ghostwriter or a filter.”

He looked directly at Lila, whose mouth went rigid around her martini straw. “Some people in this room could use a refresher on what real talent is,” Julian said, his accent cutting through the tension like a razor.

A tremor of laughter, nervous and greedy, rippled across the crowd. Camila stared at him, breathless, unable to decide whether she wanted to kiss him or kill him for making her the story.

The MC, a record label functionary with too-white teeth, broke the moment by bounding onstage and clapping Camila on the back with a little too much force. “Give it up for our rising star, Camila Rivera!” he bellowed, and the crowd erupted—half out of genuine awe, half because the cue was impossible to ignore.

Camila made herself smile, then stalked off the stage, past the MC and into the backstage corridor. The walls were painted in matte black, lit by LEDs the color of old bruises. The music from the main room filtered back as a dull roar.

She didn’t make it five steps before Lila appeared, blocking the path with a predator’s precision. The bloggers were gone, but the smirk was fixed and lethal.

“Problem?” Camila said, her voice flat.

Lila blinked, all feigned innocence. “Just wanted to say congrats. That was… something.”

Camila set her jaw, refusing to let Lila see the tremor in her hands. “You should try singing live sometime. It’s harder than it looks.”

Lila leaned in close, her perfume sharp and manufactured. “I don’t need to. I have a number-one album, remember?” She flicked a glance toward the green room, where Julian was already fielding questions from a pair of label lawyers and a harried PR rep. “But I really admire your… connection with the boss. Makes things so much easier, doesn’t it?”

Camila laughed, short and bitter. “You want to say it to my face, just say it. Otherwise get out of my way.”

Lila dropped the act. “Don’t get too comfortable, Rivera. The press, the label—they eat girls like you for breakfast.” Then, reverting to a sugary-sweet register: “See you at the afterparty.”

She vanished, heels clacking like gunfire. Camila stared at her reflection in a cheap gold-framed mirror on the wall. Her pulse hammered under her skin. She could still feel the aftershocks of Julian’s words, the way he’d thrown his weight around for her in front of everyone. She hated that she needed it. She hated that it worked.

A moment later, Julian appeared at her side, his expression unreadable. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, slow and careful.

“You were magnificent,” he said quietly. “Don’t let them take it from you.”

She shook her head, fighting the urge to lean into him, to let the world think what it wanted. “You made it worse, you know,” she whispered.

He smiled, a flash of teeth and regret. “I know. But sometimes you have to burn it down to start over.”

She didn’t trust herself to answer. The club’s noise was a living thing now, the heat from the crowd seeping through the walls. Camila took a shaky breath and squared her shoulders, the old anger and new confusion churning together until they were indistinguishable.

“I’m not your project,” she said.

He hesitated, then leaned in, lips brushing her ear. “You never were.”

The touch was electric. She forced herself to step away, but not before she caught the scent of his cologne, the wild charge that said he was just as close to losing control as she was.

She walked back into the lights, applause still echoing, and let herself be seen. If they wanted a show, she’d give them the whole goddamn encore.



The next evening, Camila followed a host in a white suit up a private elevator, the city’s skyline yawning open beyond the glass. The rooftop restaurant was suspended above the lights like a jewelry box, its tables scattered among potted olive trees and flickering lanterns. The clientele was all sharp suits and bare shoulders, every conversation a low murmur designed to exclude outsiders.

Julian waited in a crescent-shaped booth at the far corner, the LA grid glowing behind him. His hair was slicked back, shirt crisp, cufflinks flashing with every movement of his hands. When he saw her, he stood, folding his height into an elegant bow, and waved her into the booth like he was welcoming royalty. The host left them with a single page of a menu and a conspiratorial wink.

Camila slid into the seat across from him, every inch of her aware of how little fabric separated her skin from the night air. She’d worn black silk, the neckline deep but not desperate, and the effect was both armor and invitation. She tried not to show how much his presence unsettled her. There was too much of him—the scent, the confidence, the memory of his defense still rattling in her chest.

He poured her a glass of wine without asking. “Cheers,” he said, holding up his own.

She clinked his glass with hers, then set it down untouched. “You really know how to do damage control,” she said, giving him a look equal parts admiration and warning.

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s a lost art in this city. Sometimes you have to go nuclear just to get heard.”

The waiter hovered, took their order with the silent precision of an assassin, and melted away. Julian waited until they were alone again before leaning in, elbows on the white linen. “I know last night was… intense. I wanted to check in, see how you’re handling it.”

Camila shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I’ve survived worse. I just wish Lila would find a new hobby.”

Julian’s gaze was pure steel. “She’s not your equal. Never forget that.”

She sipped her wine, letting it burn. “She’s got half the city convinced I’m screwing my way up the charts. Doesn’t matter what I do.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “It matters to me.”

The words hung between them, heavier than the glass or the city or the night. Camila stared at the skyline, at the indifferent sprawl of the world they were supposed to conquer. “Why me?” she asked, voice so low it nearly vanished. “You’ve got artists with bigger numbers, bigger followings. Why do you care so much if I crash and burn?”

He paused, considering, then drew a line on the condensation of his glass. “You ever hear about the first record I produced in LA?”

She shook her head, and he smiled. “Didn’t think so. It was a disaster. I was in over my head, the artist was a mess, and the label pulled the plug two weeks in. But for a minute—one minute—I watched her light up a room, and I thought, ‘If I just get out of the way, she’ll change everything.’” His fingers tapped the table, restless. “I see that in you. The rest is noise.”

She felt the compliment, the hunger behind it, and it made her throat close. “So you’re not just trying to sleep with me?”

He gave a sharp, surprised laugh. “Would you believe me if I said I honestly don’t know?”

She wanted to laugh too, but all she could think about was the way his eyes wouldn’t leave hers. The silence drew out, the soft jazz from the speakers merging with the thrum of traffic below. When the food arrived—a pair of small, artfully charred steaks, some grilled peaches, a salad of edible flowers—it went untouched for several minutes.

Camila finally broke the standoff. “If you keep defending me in public, they’re going to think it’s personal.”

He leaned back, voice gone soft. “It is personal, Camila. I can’t protect you if I pretend otherwise.”

She met his eyes, unflinching. “Do I need protecting?”

He shook his head, a strand of dark hair slipping loose. “No. But sometimes I need to feel like I’m not the villain in someone’s story.”

She didn’t answer. They ate in silence; the tension simmering just beneath the table, every brush of their feet an electric warning.

They lingered over dessert, neither wanting to be the first to leave. At one point, Julian reached for her hand, his fingers just grazing her wrist. The contact was brief but seismic. He didn’t pull away, and neither did she.

“Have you ever wanted something you know could ruin you?” he asked, not quite looking at her.

“All the time,” she said.

His thumb traced a line over her pulse. “What do you do about it?”

She laughed, the sound brittle. “Depends. Sometimes I let it.”

He grinned, a flash of white and wolf. “You’re dangerous.”

She grinned right back. “You have no idea.”

They were close now, the city spinning outside the glass, the rest of the world shrinking to the crescent of white linen and the space between their mouths.

He leaned in, the air going still, and for a heartbeat she thought he was going to kiss her, right there in front of the city and god and everyone. She wanted him to. She wanted the scandal, the evidence, the story that would belong to her and not to Lila or anyone else.

But before his lips could touch hers, a shadow fell over the table. A woman slid into the booth, cool and efficient. She wore a severe bob and a navy suit, and her gaze was a masterclass in professional condescension.

“Elena Martinez,” she said, offering a hand. “Public relations.”

Julian pulled back, his mask snapping into place with painful speed. “Elena, we’re just wrapping up. What brings you—”

Elena ignored him, fixing her eyes on Camila. “I wanted to speak to you privately, if you have a moment.”

Camila stiffened, but nodded. “Of course.”

Julian glanced between them, suspicion written in the lines of his jaw. Elena gave him a benign smile. “You can finish your call with Mr. McAllister,” she said, waving him away like a child.

He hesitated, then stood, squeezed Camila’s shoulder—a silent warning or a promise—and stepped away from the table. Elena watched him go, then turned her attention back.

“I’ll be blunt,” she said, voice low. “You’re good. Maybe the best we’ve signed in five years. But you’re not invincible.”

Camila met her gaze, refusing to shrink. “What’s your point?”

Elena folded her hands, manicured and steady. “Julian has a type. Maybe you’ve noticed. It never ends well—for the artist. He’ll protect you, sure, but the blowback is always worse for the woman.”

A cold anger rose in Camila’s throat. “I can take care of myself.”

Elena arched an eyebrow. “Can you? Because right now, you’re trending on two continents, but for all the wrong reasons. And while Julian’s career is bulletproof, yours is still made of paper.”

Camila blinked, once. “So this is a warning?”

Elena smiled, all teeth. “It’s a courtesy. Don’t let him destroy what you’re building.”

Camila wanted to snap back, to threaten or rage, but the words died in her mouth. Instead she finished her wine, letting the acid and oak settle her nerves.

Elena stood, smoothing her skirt. “We’re on the same side. Remember that.”

She vanished into the night, heels silent on the tile.

A minute later, Julian returned, face unreadable. “Everything alright?”

Camila gave him a look, both challenge and invitation. “Perfectly fine,” she said. “Just talking shop.”

He knew she was lying, but he let it pass. They stood together at the glass, the city stretched out below them, the night full of unasked questions.

He didn’t try to touch her again, but when she finally left, the echo of his hand on her wrist lingered all the way down to the street.

She sat in her car for a long time, the engine off, headlights painting the curb. The city was still alive, but quieter, the world hushed after the storm. She could still feel the ghost of his lips, the heat in his eyes, the warning in Elena’s voice.

Camila laughed, once, a sharp sound in the dark.

She started the engine and drove off, hunger and fear braided together in her veins, knowing that no matter what happened next, it would be her story.

And she’d burn down the city before she let anyone take it from her.



      ***
The dive bar was the color of old brass and cigarette burns, its windows so fogged by age you couldn’t tell if it was dusk or midnight. Mateo was already sunk into their usual booth by the time Camila got there, a lineup of tequila shots flanking his elbow and a basket of tortilla chips half-destroyed in front of him. The jukebox warbled out Chavela Vargas, the music cutting straight through the smoke and neon.

Camila collapsed onto the vinyl seat and let her bag hit the floor. Mateo sized her up, eyes flicking over the makeup, the curve of her mouth, the way she kept twisting her ring. He slid a shot her way, the lime wedge balanced on the rim like a crown.

“Tell me you didn’t stab anyone,” he said. “I saw the videos. The Lila Death Glare was trending for a whole hour.”

She snorted, tipped back the shot, let the burn settle in her stomach. “I thought about it,” she admitted. “But then I remembered I’m supposed to be the professional now.”

Mateo grinned, warmth radiating off him. He waited, patient, until she spoke again.

“I almost blew it, Teo. For a second, I could feel everyone waiting for me to fall apart. And then Julian—” She hesitated, biting the inside of her cheek. “He made it worse, but he also made me want to win.”

Mateo’s eyebrows jumped. “He always makes things worse. That’s his brand.”

She traced the rim of the glass with her finger. “He defended me, in front of everyone. Then took me to dinner. Not just, like, sushi and split the check. Actual candlelight, skyline, wine that costs more than my rent.”

Mateo’s face darkened, a protective edge hardening his jaw. “Please tell me you didn’t—”

“Didn’t what? Fall for it?” She shook her head, frustrated and a little drunk. “I didn’t sleep with him, if that’s what you’re asking. But I wanted to.” She leveled her gaze at Mateo. “I still do.”

Mateo looked away, staring at the rain-streaked window. “You know what happens to girls who fall for their producer.”

She bristled, but he raised his hands. “Not judging. Just—remember Adriana Vega? She was everywhere for, what, three years? Then the label dropped her and nobody returned her calls. Last I heard, she was recording voiceovers for telenovelas.”

“She wasn’t me,” Camila shot back, but the conviction sounded thin.

Mateo leaned in, voice low. “It’s not just her. I could name five others who got too close. It always ends the same way—big debut, lots of hype, then one scandal and suddenly they’re yesterday’s news.”

She stared at the table, the tequila making her tongue numb. “So what, I just ignore the fact that he actually gets me? That he’s the only person in this city who gives a damn if I succeed or crash?”

Mateo squeezed her hand. “You’re allowed to want what you want. But don’t let him become the reason you make music.”

She closed her eyes, remembering the rooftop, the city unfurling below her, the almost-kiss that haunted her every time she closed her eyes. “I know the smart move,” she whispered. “But when he looks at me—”

“I know,” Mateo said. He let go of her hand but didn’t move away.

They sat in silence for a while, listening to Chavela bleed into another song about heartbreak and tequila. Camila watched the condensation drip down the bottle, thought about every decision that had brought her here, every word she hadn’t said.

“Do you think I’m making a mistake?” she asked finally.

Mateo was quiet for a long time. “Probably,” he said. “But you’d be even more miserable if you didn’t try.”

She laughed, the sound muffled by the bar’s battered walls. “You’re a terrible influence, you know that?”

He raised his glass. “It’s why you keep me around.”

They toasted, drank, and for a little while it was just the two of them, kids from the old neighborhood pretending the world wasn’t waiting to eat them alive.

After a few more rounds, they spilled out onto the street. The rain had stopped, but the city still smelled like fresh asphalt and something electric.

Mateo hugged her, arms tight and real. “Just promise me you won’t let anyone—him or the label—tell you who to be.”

She nodded, the resolve settling over her like a shield. “My music comes first,” she said, and meant it.

He squeezed her once more, then vanished into the night.

Camila stood there for a moment, the damp air on her face, her pulse ticking like a warning. She knew the danger, the history, the odds stacked against her.

But for once, she didn’t care.

She pulled out her phone, thumbed a message to Julian: “Studio tomorrow. Noon. No distractions.”

And as she walked home, every step felt less like a risk and more like a dare.







  
  Chapter four
Tabloid Tempest  


The building after midnight was a mausoleum of soundproofed walls and dead air, broken only by the heartbeat thump of the bass and the static crackle from the monitors. The label had long since shut off the overheads; the only illumination left was the dim red eye of the “REC” sign and the cold phosphorescence leaking from the mixing board. The glow painted Camila’s hands bloodless and insomniac, fingers trembling as they danced over the lyric sheet she’d rewritten so many times the paper was soft as cloth. She told herself it was just the caffeine, or the hour, or the way Julian prowled behind her, his presence a low pressure system rolling across her nerves.
He hadn’t said a word in ten minutes, but she could feel him in the room—could feel the anticipation, the hunger, the taut way his jaw worked as he listened to her last take. He was the only audience she’d ever cared about. Every time she looked up, his eyes were waiting for her, blue and unblinking, dissecting every tremor in her voice.
“Back to verse two,” he said, not even pretending it was a question. His shirt was unbuttoned just enough to show the long line of his throat, and when he leaned in to adjust the mic, his hair fell forward, silver streaks catching the emergency light. His hand lingered on the boom stand a moment too long.
Camila stared him down, daring him to be the first to look away. He never was. “You want it cleaner?” she asked, her Spanish inflection slipping out because she was too tired to edit herself.
“I want it real.” He crossed his arms, the watch on his wrist catching the light. “You’re holding back, Camila. Again.”
She rolled her eyes, more for her own benefit than his. “You know, eventually you have to let me sleep.”
“Sleep is for people who aren’t on a deadline.” But there was a softness at the edge of his smile, the hint of concern he’d never let show in daylight.
She closed her eyes, counted to four, and drew in a breath. The music started up, raw and spare, the rhythm section stripped back to nothing but a skeletal beat and her own voice. She let herself crack on the first line, let the exhaustion and the anger and the fucked-up longing all bleed through. By the time she hit the chorus, she was shaking. Every syllable was a dare, every lyric aimed straight at him.
When the take ended, the silence pressed in, heavy as lead.
Julian didn’t say anything at first. He just let the moment expand, his gaze moving from the soundboard to her face, searching for any sign of collapse.
Then he nodded, slow and deliberate. “That’s it.”
She sagged in the chair, mouth dry. “About time,” she muttered, but she could feel the thrill shivering under her skin.
He walked over, silent as a ghost, and dropped into the chair beside her. They sat so close their knees almost touched, the only sound the whir of the computer fans. He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, hands loose between his knees.
Camila fidgeted with her water bottle, trying not to look at the line of his jaw, the blue-shadowed bruises under his eyes, the way his chest moved when he breathed. They both waited, neither willing to make the first move.
Finally, she said, “What now, maestro?”
His smile was sharp. “Now we make history.” He gestured at the screen, but he was looking at her. “You keep this up, and even the bastards who want you to fail won’t know what hit them.”
She knew she should say something flippant, keep it light, keep it safe. Instead, she put her hand on the desk, right next to his. Their knuckles brushed.
“You ever get tired of pretending?” she asked, not letting herself blink.
Julian’s gaze slid down to their hands. He flexed his fingers, not quite pulling away, but not closing the gap either. “Pretending what?”
“That this is just business.” Her voice was lower now, full of everything she’d been swallowing for weeks. “You keep pushing me, but I think you’re scared of what happens if you let go.”
He laughed, but it sounded hollow. “And what do you think happens, Camila?”
She turned to face him, knees bumping. “Maybe you find out you’re not as in control as you think.”
He was so close she could see the pulse in his temple, the way his lips parted like he was about to say something, anything. But he didn’t. He just looked at her, long and hard, and for a second she saw the mask slip—just enough to see the man behind it.
Camila leaned in, her hand finding his on the desk, palm to palm. She felt the heat, the answering pressure as he tightened his grip. The air between them felt electric, like if she breathed too deep she might set the whole building on fire.
Julian exhaled, a ragged sound. Then he let go of her hand and cupped her face, thumb tracing the curve of her jaw. “You’re trouble,” he whispered, voice gone rough.
“Only if you want me to be,” she shot back.
He kissed her.
It was not a gentle thing—years of repression and rivalry and goddamn professional ethics colliding in a rush. He pulled her closer, fingers threading into her hair, her lips opening under his like a confession. She grabbed his shirt, yanking him off balance so he nearly fell into her lap. The chair rolled, slamming into the console, and suddenly he was half-sprawled over her, one hand braced on the edge of the desk, the other possessive on her hip.
She felt his heartbeat through the thin cotton of her dress, her own pulse in her ears. They broke apart just long enough to breathe, but he didn’t move away. Instead, he kissed her again, harder, as if trying to erase the months of pretending with the press of his mouth.
She gasped, fingers digging into his back, needing more and hating how much she needed it. His tongue traced her lower lip, then he nipped at her chin, dragging his mouth down to her throat. She shivered, arching into him.
The world had collapsed to the radius of his arms, the velvet dark, the taste of him on her tongue.
Then—there was a flash. A real one, not metaphorical—a white-hot burst through the studio window, slicing the red gloom with the blue-white of a camera flash.
They broke apart, adrenaline flooding their bodies. Camila twisted in her chair, eyes wide, as Julian shot to his feet. On the other side of the glass, half-concealed by the bushes outside the ground-level studio window, a shape moved—a man with a camera, the lens like a rifle sight trained right on them.
“Fuck,” Julian spat, already moving for the door. “Stay here. Don’t move.”
But Camila was frozen, the shock of exposure so sharp it hurt. Her fingers brushed her lips, still tingling from the kiss. She tasted salt and fear.
Julian was gone less than a minute, but it felt like an hour. He returned, breathing hard, fists clenched. “He’s gone. I got a look at him—paparazzo, probably freelancing. He had a long lens and no
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