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Julian 

2021

“Your worth is not determined by how others see you,” the podcast host whispered in my ear. “It’s something you claim for yourself. Every day. Over and over again.”

I exhaled slowly, sinking deeper into the stretch. My palms pressed firm against the cool mat, the scent of damp grass and eucalyptus oil filling my nose as the quiet warmth of early morning curled against my skin. The balcony was still—no cameras, no clicks, no one watching. Just me. And the low, familiar hum of my carefully chosen calm.

Yoga hadn’t always been part of my mornings. Two years ago, I’d laughed when my old trainer suggested it—something about finding balance, peace, breathing through the pressure. I’d told him I didn’t have time for that hippie bullshit.

But after the third panic attack backstage—after Victor’s hissed warnings in my ear and the constant pull of too-tight suits and too-empty stomachs—I gave in. Stretched. Breathed. Listened to strangers talk about self-worth like it was something you could actually hold in your hand.

Now I couldn’t start a day without it. Especially on days like this.

Shoot day.

Another photo set. Another smiling, blinking, flawless version of me to parade in front of the world.

I shifted into a deeper pose, shoulders pulling tight, the mat soft under my bare feet. The sun was barely up—pale gold leaking through the hedge—and for a few precious minutes I could pretend. Pretend I wasn’t about to let Victor Langley adjust every part of me until I didn’t recognize my own reflection. Pretend my manager wasn’t going to call and shove another job down my throat. Pretend I wanted this.

Because I did.

Didn’t I?

As long as I could remember—magazines, runways, campaigns—this was the dream. The only dream. The price of wanting something was paying for it when it finally came true.

And I was paying.

I shifted into a lunge, letting my muscles stretch and pull tight. My mind slipped—the way it always did—to the boy I used to be. The one who tore glossy magazines out of grocery store racks and taped the covers to his bedroom wall. The boy who thought being seen would make him matter.

I’d wanted this. Craved it. The lights, the attention, the cameras flashing my name like it meant something. I’d stood in front of the mirror at fifteen and promised myself I’d make it. No matter what.

And now I was here. Living the dream.

So why did it feel like drowning?

My phone buzzed sharply on the deck beside me, breaking the thought like glass underfoot.

I sighed, rolling out of the stretch, grabbing the phone without looking.

Bradley.

Of course.

I answered, dragging the towel over my face as his voice cut clean into my ear “Julian, good. You’re up.” No hello. No breath. Straight to business, as always.

“Didn’t have a choice, did I?” I muttered.

He ignored it. “You’ve got a shoot this afternoon. Victor’s set as always. Nothing new. Except they’ve booked you with someone.”

I stilled, towel half dragging across my jaw. “Someone?”

“New face. Up-and-coming actor. Miles Bennett.” Bradley rattled the name off like it meant something. “He just finished some indie film—you know how they are. Studio wants to make him the next golden boy. Said you’ll be paired for this shoot. Publicity push, cross-media exposure, blah blah. You know the drill.”

I sat back on my heels, the towel hanging loose in my hands. “I don’t do hand-holding, Bradley.”

“You’ll smile for the camera and play nice, Julian. Like you always do.” His voice sharpened. “Don’t start. They want you two looking cozy—chemistry sells. Even if you gotta fake it.”

I bit back the snort rising in my throat. Right. Because nothing says “chemistry” like forcing strangers into smiles and expecting magic. “When?” I asked.

“Two hours. Victor’s studio. Don’t be late.”

The line went dead without a goodbye. Typical.

I dropped the phone onto the mat and stared up at the pale sky.

Great. Another pretty face to smile at. Another stranger who’ll call me lucky and mean it. Another one who’ll act like they care.

I ran a hand down my face, feeling the familiar weight settle back onto my shoulders.

I pushed off the mat, rolling my shoulders loose, the familiar pull of tight muscle easing as I headed back inside.

The kitchen smelled faintly of lemon and coffee, sunlight striping across the stone counter. I grabbed eggs, spinach, and half an avocado—the quiet ritual of breakfast grounding me the way yoga did.

Victor was always shoving meal plans at me. Lists of calories, macros, what to cut, what to drink, what to spit out. But this?

This was mine.

I ate like this long before him. Not because he told me to—because I liked it. Because my body felt better when I fed it right. When I chose.

Small victories. Even if they were the only ones I got.

I cracked an egg into the pan, the sizzle loud in the still kitchen. Two hours until the shoot. Two hours until the mask went back on.

And a new name, now. Miles Bennett.

I wondered what kind of fake smile he’d wear.

The toast popped behind me. I flipped the egg and layered it onto the bread with soft avocado and bright green spinach. Simple. Clean. Real.

It tasted like plain toast. Like something Victor couldn’t touch.

After the last bite, I rinsed the plate, wiped the counter, set everything perfectly back where it belonged. My space stayed neat. Ordered. The only place in my life that felt like mine.

Even the way I moved here—smooth, measured, silent—was its own ritual. Coffee poured into the same matte black mug. Podcasts lined up on the phone. Shoes by the door, keys in the bowl.

Control.

Here, I had it.

The world outside could tear me apart later.

I stood by the kitchen window for a breath longer than I meant to, staring out into the pale light creeping over the hedges. My chest felt tight. My head was heavier than it should’ve been.

Maybe it was the new face. The new actor. Another fresh smile they’d pair me with to make headlines.

Or maybe it was Victor. Always Victor.

I shook it off, turning toward the bathroom.

Shower. Moisturizer. SPF. Everything in its place.

I pulled on black jeans, a loose dark tee, my favorite worn hoodie—oversized enough to drown in. Off-camera clothes. Invisible clothes. I liked to disappear when I wasn’t being seen.

The phone buzzed again. A reminder from Bradley.

Don’t be late. Big smiles today, Vale. Play nice.

I slipped the phone into my pocket, feeling the old weight settle on my shoulders.

Time for the mask.

I paused by the mirror in the hallway—my own reflection staring back. Pale green eyes. Sharp lines. Perfect hair.

The face they all wanted.

I touched the edge of the frame, the familiar chill of glass beneath my fingers.

“Showtime,” I murmured.

The quiet cracked. The control slipped back into its box.

I pulled the door open, stepped out into the bright, sharp world—and let the sweet, easy, camera-ready smile slide onto my face.

Julian Vale. America’s Sweetheart.

For now.

The drive wasn’t long—twenty minutes of city streets, podcasts low in the background, the weight of the day creeping slow and quiet between the cracks.

Traffic lights blurred past. Familiar corners. Same old billboards with faces I knew. Mine, sometimes.

But as the studio gates came into view, my grip on the wheel tightened.

It always felt like this.

As if the air thickened the closer I got, turning heavy in my chest. Like crossing some invisible line between freedom and something colder. Smaller.

Victor’s domain.

I pulled into the lot, killing the engine.

The building loomed—steel, glass, spotless. Beautiful, if you didn’t know better. If you couldn’t feel the quiet rot beneath the shine.

Here, the mask was required. Here, control was borrowed, not owned.

I sat for a breath longer, the weight of what waited inside pressing against my back.

Then I exhaled, letting the easy smile creep back onto my face.

Showtime.

The second I stepped inside, the mood shifted.

Buzzing voices dulled. Feet shuffled quieter. Like they always did.

I didn’t have to say anything. I never did.

They knew better.

The assistants barely glanced up as I passed. A few stiff nods. Quick glances. No one tried to stop me. No one tried to chat. Not after the last time someone thought they’d break the ice with small talk.

I didn’t play nice here. I didn’t have to.

Let Victor handle the fake smiles and PR soundbites. This part of the machine—the grunts, the techs, the runners—knew exactly what I was: a sharp-edged blade wrapped in glass. Pretty to look at. Dangerous to touch.

My boots echoed on the floor as I crossed the set without slowing, without blinking. Like moving through a cold dream. Eyes followed me. Whispers trailed after.

“Vale’s here early today.”

“God, he looks pissed.”

I always did.

I kept going. Straight to my room.

Only when I slipped inside—and smelled the faint sweetness of lavender conditioner—did something ease between my shoulders.

“Morning, sunshine.”

Her voice drifted warm and soft from behind the chair. Always the same greeting. Always the same teasing warmth.

Lena.

The only human being on this set who dared to talk to me like that.

I let the door fall shut behind me, leaning against it for a breath longer than I meant to. My eyes found her in the mirror—small, dark curls piled loose, a soft mauve sweater slipping off one shoulder. Kind brown eyes that had seen more of me than most ever would.

“You’re late,” she said, grinning, picking up a brush. “Don’t tell me you actually slept last night.”

“Don’t get used to it,” I muttered, peeling off my hoodie and dropping it on the back of the chair. My voice came easier here. Lower. Real.

Lena chuckled. “God forbid you rest like a normal person. What’s the world coming to?”

I sat, exhaling slowly. Let the chair take my weight. Let the room wrap around me—quiet, safe, smelling like clean hair and powder. This was the only place on set I didn’t have to keep my spine straight. My teeth clenched.

Lena moved behind me, gentle fingers brushing hair from my face, settling into her quiet rhythm. “Big day, Vale. New face coming in.” Her eyes flicked to mine in the mirror. “Miles something?”

“Bennett,” I grunted. “Another pretty face to smile at. Act like he gives a shit.”

Lena smirked. “Mm. He is pretty. Saw his last film. You’d like him. Golden retriever type.”

I fake-gagged, rolling my eyes—the faintest real smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. “There it is,” she cooed. 

“Your one daily expression. Bles,” I huffed, leaning into the chair. Letting myself breathe, just for these stolen minutes.

Here, I could almost pretend none of it waited outside that door. Not Victor. Not the cameras. Not the weight of another perfect mask.

But it was only almost.

Lena worked in smooth, practiced motions, her fingers threading through my hair like the breeze in spring. Quiet. Familiar.

For a moment, I closed my eyes.

“I don’t know how you still have hair left,” she murmured playfully, combing through the ends. “With the way Victor treats you like a goddamn paper doll, it’s a miracle you’re not bald.”

“Maybe I’m already bald,” I mumbled, eyes half-lidded. “And you’re just good at illusions.”

Lena snorted. “Please. If you ever went bald, you’d have a full existential crisis and drag me down with you. No thanks.”

I smirked, but it faded fast.

Her fingers paused for a breath. Like she felt the crack in my mood. Like she always did.

“You all right today?” she asked softly. No pity. No fuss. Just quiet knowing.

I shrugged. “As good as anyone on Victor’s leash can be.”

Her gaze met mine in the mirror. No judgment. Just that steady warmth. “You’re not on his leash here,” she said. “Not in this room.”

It made something twist in my chest. Something uncomfortable.

I glanced away.

Lena didn’t push. She never did.

Instead, she dabbed gently at my jawline with a sponge, her voice going light again. “So. Miles Bennett. First impressions?”

I scoffed. “Haven’t met him yet.”

“Well when you do, maybe try not to terrify him in the first five minutes. He’s new.”

I raised a brow. “Not my problem if he can’t handle it.”

Lena chuckled. “Such a ray of sunshine. No wonder they all adore you.”

I rolled my eyes, but the faintest smile tugged at my mouth—the real kind. The rare kind. The kind only she ever saw.

She stepped back, satisfied with her work. “There. Perfect as ever. Tragic, really. No one this pretty should be this grumpy.”

I stood, smoothing the fabric of my shirt, the weight of the mask settling back over me like armor.

As I reached the door, Lena’s voice called after me, soft but teasing:

“Go easy on him, Vale. Don’t scare the poor boy too bad.”

I glanced back over my shoulder, the barest spark of mischief in my eye.

“No promises.”

And with that, I stepped into the hallway—mask on.

Walls up.

Showtime.

The hallway buzzed soft with noise—shuffling feet, murmuring assistants, the faint clang of lights being adjusted on set.

I moved through it like stone cutting water. Unbothered. Unreachable.

Then I saw him.

Across the space, near the main backdrop—standing with some stiff-looking handler and one of Victor’s grumbling assistants—was him.

Miles Bennett.

The new face.

His gaze was already on me. Like he’d felt me coming. Like he was waiting.

Tall. Tall as hell. Broad shoulders wrapped in a fitted white tee, sleeves pushed up strong forearms like he hadn’t even thought about it. Jeans low on his hips, scuffed sneakers tapping the floor—restless, boyish, too casual for this place.

His hair was a mess. Warm gold and brown, tousled like he’d run his hand through it on the way in and never bothered fixing it. Freckles dotted the bridge of his nose, catching soft in the studio light.

And his eyes.

Bright. Warm. Wide and open in a way this industry usually killed in the first six months. Hazel, maybe—or gold—I couldn’t tell from here. But they locked on mine without flinching.

Like he saw something.

Like he knew.

My chest tightened.

Not the usual cold coil of dread that came with these shoots. Something else. Something unfamiliar. Like the slow clench of a hand I hadn’t noticed curling around my ribs.

His mouth quirked—the faintest, easy grin—like he was amused to catch me staring. Like I wasn’t the storm in the room everyone else carefully avoided.

I glanced away first.

Shit.

Great. Another pretty face to smile at. Another act to suffer through. Another boy who thinks he can play nice and gentle and make friends with the monster in the room.

But the weight in my chest stayed.

And when I glanced back—

He was still watching. Still smiling.

Like he already knew something I didn’t.

My fingers curled loose at my side. A slow breath behind the mask.

Showtime.
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Miles 

God, he was beautiful.

I knew I was staring. Couldn’t help it.

The Julian Vale. Right there. Live and breathing—tall and sharp like a blade wrapped in silk, moving through the room like he owned the air itself.

And he’d looked at me. Actually looked. Like he noticed I existed.

I tugged my sleeve down, grinning stupidly to myself. Why was my heart thumping? It’s just a model, Miles. No big deal. Big deal for your agent, maybe. Big deal for the producers who wanted this collab shoot for the movie promo. But for me?

...Okay, fine. It was a little big.

I could still feel the weight of his stare sitting warm in my chest, like the last rays of sun after winter.

Get it together, Miles.

Victor muttered beside me, going over some last-minute poses or angles or something—I barely heard. I was too busy wondering how someone could be so carefully perfect and so obviously miserable at the same time. Like every smooth, cold inch of him was hiding something dark and heavy.

And then—he was walking this way. Straight for me.

Shit. Stay cool, Miles. Smile. You’re good at this.

I straightened up, hand half-raising in greeting.

“Hey—Julian Vale, right? I’m Miles. Miles Bennett. Big fan, man. It’s really cool we get to—”

He cut me off sharp. Voice low. Tight.

“Look. I’m not here to be your friend.”

The smile faltered. Just for a breath.

But what hit me more than the words was the way his eyes flashed—quick and dark and drowning, like someone trapped under ice, reaching out and pulling back all at once.

Not anger. Not annoyance. Something else.

Pain.

I swallowed down the sting, forcing the easy grin back onto my face.

“Right. Got it. No friends. Professional only. Loud and clear.”

But something inside tugged—small and stubborn. Like when you find a hurt stray on the street, all teeth and fear.

I wanted to help him. Even if I knew I probably shouldn’t.

Julian turned, sharp and stiff, disappearing into the folds of the studio like a shadow pulled by strings.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, rubbing the back of my neck.

Ouch.

Not that I blamed him. Guys like him probably got swarmed every day—fans, actors, strangers with cameras. All wanting something. All expecting him to smile and pose and be the poster boy they saw in magazines.

I’d be guarded too.

Still... there was something in his eyes. Something hollow. Something tired and caged. Like he was holding himself so tightly together he might shatter if he let go.

Weird thing was... it didn’t make me want to run.

It made me want to help.

I sighed and leaned against the wall, trying to calm the little flutter in my chest. Don’t get involved, Miles. You’re here for the shoot. That’s all.

But that’s never been me. Not really.

Hell—I wasn’t even supposed to be an actor.

A quiet smile tugged at my mouth as my thoughts drifted, warm and familiar.

Back home—back when I was seventeen and certain life meant working at my uncle’s repair shop forever—Mom shoved me into a local theater audition “just for fun.” She said I was too full of life to waste behind a counter. Too bright.

I’d bombed the audition. Forgot every line. Tripped over the prop bench.

I still got the part.

And I’d been hooked ever since.

It wasn't the fame I wanted. Or money. It was the doing. The feeling of being someone else, slipping into another skin and breathing differently for a while.

Funny how that landed me here. On a photoshoot with Julian Vale—America’s Sweetheart with a secret sadness behind his eyes.

I glanced down the hallway where he’d gone, curiosity stirring again.

There was more to him. I could feel it.

And no matter what he said—not here to make friends—some part of me wasn’t ready to let that go.

Victor had left my side to go talk to Julian. He was standing stiffly, arms crossed, while Victor whispered something sharp in his ear. 

Julian didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. But something about the way his shoulders tightened—like a spring coiled tight—made my stomach twist. Victor smiled thinly, clapping Julian on the back in a way that wasn’t friendly at all.

Weird.

I frowned, the thought sticking like a splinter in the back of my mind.

Okay. You got this. Fake it till you make it.

The bright studio lights felt like a spotlight in my chest, but I squared my shoulders and stepped forward. Cameras clicked and whirred around us like a swarm.

Julian stood nearby—cool, distant. Like a statue carved from marble. His gaze barely flicked to me when I tried to catch his eye.

“Hey,” I said, voice a little too hopeful, “ready for this?”

He grunted. No answer. Great.

Victor barked orders, and I tried to follow, shifting and angling myself like I’d seen pros do a hundred times on screen.

But when it came time to pose with Julian, I froze—awkward and unsure.

Before I could say anything, a firm hand grabbed my elbow. Julian’s. “Not like that,” he muttered, pulling me closer, adjusting my arm and tilting without looking at me.

I gulped, caught off guard by how gentle his touch was, despite the gruff tone.

“Here,” he said, voice low, “You’ll block the light if you stand there like an idiot.”

My heart thudded oddly. So, he cared, in his own way.

The countdown started. “Three... two... one...”

Julian’s face shifted. The cold, grumpy mask softened into a perfect, flawless smile—beautiful but so clearly fake.

I caught it immediately, but he didn’t miss a beat.

When the flash went off, I found myself staring at him, awe knotting my chest.

And then I smiled—real and wide and messy—because here was someone who had to pretend for the world, while I could be myself, even just for a moment.

Victor yelled out a few more directions, and I tried to stay focused, but my mind kept drifting back to Julian. How can someone look so flawless and yet so... broken?

After the shoot wrapped for the day, I spotted him by the water cooler, staring blankly ahead, like the world had drained all color out of him. I swallowed my nerves and walked over.

“Hey, you okay?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t sound as shaky as I felt.

No response. Just a slow blink and an indifferent stare.

“I heard shoots can be brutal. I kinda mess up lines all the time on set,” I added, hoping to make a connection. “But I keep going, you know?”

He blinked again, and then, to my surprise, he didn’t snap at me. Just rolled his eyes. “Whatever,” he muttered, then turned and walked away.

I grinned to myself, heart pounding. That was something—better than a slap or a glare.

Maybe, just maybe, this was the start of something worth fighting for.
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Miles 

Okay, Miles, you got this. Fake it ’til you make it. One line at a time. 

I gripped the script tight in my hands, eyes scanning the page like if I memorized it enough, the nerves wouldn’t eat me alive.

Renee’s voice crackled through the phone, calm and steady as always. “You’re ready for this, Miles. I’m the only one who saw what you can do. Don’t let them get inside your head.”

Her confidence wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I wanted to believe her—to believe that I wasn’t just the clumsy guy who forgot his lines last week or the new actor everyone whispered about behind my back.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped onto the set. The bright lights hit me like a spotlight on a stage I wasn’t sure I deserved to be on. But Renee was right—I had to keep going.

No matter what.

The moment I stepped onto the set, I caught it—the groan that wasn’t just the director’s sigh of frustration, but the low, exasperated murmurs from some of the co-stars. You could almost hear the Why is he here? hanging in the air.

It stung, but I swallowed it down hard. I wasn’t going to let their judgment make me shrink. Not today. Not ever.

“All right everyone, places!” the director called out.

We were filming a horror scene—dark, tense, the kind that’s supposed to make your skin crawl. Shadows stretched long against the cold walls, and my heart raced with both excitement and nerves.

When it was my turn, I steadied my voice. “You can’t escape what’s inside...”

But then the words tripped out, caught and tangled, like my mouth refused to cooperate.

“Cut!” the director barked, slamming his hands on the monitor’s edge. “Miles, again. You’re stuttering. Focus.”

Groans echoed around me—sharper this time. Eyes flicked my way, some filled with impatience, others with thinly veiled contempt.

I nodded stiffly and tried to shake it off. Tried to remind myself Renee believed in me. Tried to push the weight of those looks out of my chest.

But damn, it was hard.

Multiple takes. Over and over, we ran through that horror scene. Every time I messed up a line or stuttered, the director yelled, “Cut!” and I could feel the eyes on me—some impatient, some annoyed. It was exhausting. I kept telling myself, You’ve got to do this. You can’t let Renee down. She put her faith in me when no one else did.

Finally, after what felt like a million takes, the scene wrapped. The cast and crew started to drift away—some smirking, some just indifferent. I felt the weight of their judgment hanging in the air.

I made my way over to Renee who had arrived during the scene, my heart still hammering from the day’s endless takes. She caught my eye and gave me that warm, encouraging smile she always had—like she genuinely believed in me, even when I didn’t.

“Miles,” she said, her voice low enough so only I could hear, “I have some good news. Julian Vale’s team really liked you. They want you to keep working with him for a week, abroad.”

I blinked. “Wait... seriously? Julian Vale? The Julian Vale, right? Not some other Julian Vale?”

She nodded, eyes twinkling. “Yes. They think you’ve got something. They want to see how you work with him outside of the studio. It’s a big opportunity, Miles.”

I felt my chest tighten. This was way bigger than anything I’d imagined—not just a role, but working closely with someone like Julian Vale. The model, the star, the guy who everyone said was impossible to work with.

“I mean...” I started, still in disbelief, “I don’t even know what to say. I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

Renee chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re more ready than you think. You’ve got heart, Miles. That’s what counts. And hey, maybe working with Julian will help you grow. You’ll learn a lot.”

I smiled, a little shaky but hopeful. “Thanks, Renee. I just don’t want to mess it up.”

She reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “You won’t. Just be yourself. That’s why they liked you in the first place.”

Before I could respond, a sharp voice cut through the moment.

Ethan, one of my co-stars, rolled his eyes as he walked past. “The Julian Vale wants to work with him? The barely-actor who can’t even get through his lines?”

His words hit like a slap, but I refused to let them shake me. I straightened my back and met Renee’s eyes. “Let them talk,” she said quietly. “You’ve got this, Miles.”

And maybe, just maybe, she was right.
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Chapter Four
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Julian 

The flash of cameras was dying down, but the pressure didn’t. I was halfway through this damn shoot, muscles already aching from holding poses I didn’t want to hold. The air was thick with that fake, forced perfection everyone expected.

Victor stood behind the lens, barking out orders like some tyrant king.

“More edge. Sharper jaw. Less softness, Vale. You’re not a teddy bear.”

I shifted into the next pose, trying to make it look effortless, but the sting in my jaw was growing.

Then Victor’s voice cut through, low and cold:

“You’re giving me pity, not power. Do you even want this? Or are you just wasting everyone’s time?”

I froze. My jaw clenched so hard I thought it might crack. Rolling my eyes was automatic—I didn’t have the energy to waste on him anymore.

But then he was there, stepping up behind me, hand grabbing my jaw with enough force to make me snap to attention. His eyes were ice.

“Look at me, Julian.”

I forced my gaze up, meeting his cruel stare.

“This attitude? It’s poison. Fix it—or I’ll make damn sure everyone knows the real you. Got it?”

The words hit me like a train, but I said nothing. I only tightened my jaw and turned back to the camera, because defiance was the only thing I had left.

The shoot finally wrapped. Cameras off. Lights dimmed. But the tension in my chest stayed sharp, coiled tight like wire under my skin.

I made my way toward the crew’s snack table—just to look. Just to think about it. Protein bars. Crackers. A small bowl of cut fruit. Nothing sinful. Nothing dangerous.

But still...

I stood there, staring at the spread like it might bite me. My stomach twisted painfully, hollow and aching. I hadn’t eaten since early this morning. There hadn’t been time. And Victor... Victor would’ve killed me if I was late.

You can take one. A bite. Just enough to stop the shaking.

But my fingers curled into fists at my sides instead.

No. No weakness. You don’t need it. You’re fine. You’ve done this before.

The quiet sound of footsteps behind me made the hair on my neck rise.

Victor.

He slid up beside me, his presence thick and suffocating, and leaned in close—voice smooth, sharp as glass.

“You’re not thinking about eating that... are you?” His gaze dropped to the snack table, then flicked back to me. “Filling your body with that poison after everything I’ve done to fix you?”

I felt my body tense, shoulders locking into place as if bracing for impact.

“You know better,” he murmured, low and dark, like we shared some secret only I was meant to suffer. “Weak models lose their edge. Or worse... their contracts. Stay sharp, Vale.”

He gave the table a disgusted look before brushing past me, his cologne thick in the air, and left me standing there—hungry, shaking, and furious.

You wanted this, I reminded myself bitterly. You wanted this life. This is what it costs.

I gulped the hunger back down, and turned away.

I was turning away from the snack table, ready to escape this suffocating set, when I heard the familiar quick shuffle of dress shoes behind me.

“Julian, hey—wait up.”

Bradley.

I stopped but didn’t turn. His voice was already winding its way into my skull like an unwanted thread.

He finally caught up, breathless. “Good news,” he said with that forced, greasy smile he always wore when he wanted me to swallow something I’d choke on later. “You’ve been booked for an international shoot. A full week. Paid double.”

I didn’t respond. My jaw ticked.

He kept going.

“It’s with that new actor. What’s his name—Miles Bennett? You two looked good together last time. The client loved it. Said the chemistry was perfect. Real. They want more.”

I finally turned my head, slowly, fixing him with a flat stare. “I’m not here to babysit wide-eyed rookies.”

Bradley laughed nervously, adjusting the lapel of his ugly suit. “He’s not so bad. The kid’s got something, Julian. And they want him with you. The agency’s already agreed. Flights are already booked. So—pack a bag.”

Of course they were. No one ever asked what I wanted. Not anymore.

I exhaled sharply through my nose, grinding the heel of my palm into my eye. “Perfect,” I muttered flatly. “Just what I needed. A week abroad... playing nice.”

Bradley patted my shoulder like we were old pals. I stiffened beneath the weight of his hand.

“Come on, Vale. It’ll be good for you. Maybe this Bennett kid will soften you up.”

I shot him a sideways glare. “Don’t count on it.”

Bradley just laughed like that was charming and walked off, probably off to ruin someone else’s day.

I stood there for a moment longer, my chest tightening with the thought of Miles Bennett—the smiley, golden retriever actor who’d probably want to chat the whole damn time.

Just survive it. Like you always do.

I grabbed my phone, pocketed it, and headed for the exit.

Showtime never really ended.

The studio door clicked shut behind me with a hollow sound. The kind that echoed in my skull long after the outside world went silent.

I pulled my coat tighter around my frame and made the short walk to my car, head down, eyes on the pavement. Not because of the cold—but because if I looked up, I’d see Victor standing there in my mind, smirking like he always did. Controlling. Watching.

I hated that he followed me even when he wasn’t there.

The drive home was muscle memory. My hands on the wheel. My foot easing the gas. The radio stayed off—just the soft hum of the engine and the quiet weight in my chest for company.

When I parked in front of my building, the sky was already dark. The city lights bled into the car’s interior, thin and cold like needles pricking at my skin.

I didn’t rush. Didn’t want to.

But I made myself get out, made myself walk to the door, swipe the keycard, and ride the elevator.

My apartment greeted me the way it always did—

Silent.

Still.

Too clean.

I locked the door behind me, slipped off my shoes, and set them carefully by the wall. The faint scent of lavender cleaner lingered in the air—the housekeeper must’ve come today.

Everything perfect. Everything untouched. Like no one actually lived here.

I stood in the middle of the living room for a long minute, staring at the quiet space. No laughter. No conversation. No warmth.

Just me.

I glanced at my phone on the counter. No messages. No missed calls.

Of course not.

My stomach gave a faint, hollow twist. The snack table at the studio flashed through my mind—Victor’s voice like poison in my ear—and I shook my head, pushing the hunger down.

Maybe tea. That was safe.

I turned toward the kitchen but paused when I caught my reflection in the dark window.

The perfect face. The charming smile. America’s sweetheart.

I didn’t even recognize him.

“Great,” I muttered. “A whole week abroad. With him.”

Miles Bennett.

I could still see his wide, open smile. His stupid, honest eyes.

I gulped and glanced away from the glass.

One more mask to wear.

I sighed, dragging a hand through my hair. The quiet settled heavy around me again like a blanket I couldn’t shake off.

And I let it.

Because this was what I wanted.

Wasn’t it?
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Chapter Five
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Miles

I stared at the disaster on my bedroom floor and sighed.

Clothes, chargers, socks, the one lucky jacket I always forgot to wear but refused to leave behind—scattered everywhere like a war zone. God, how did packing always end up like this? One week abroad and it looked like I was preparing for the apocalypse.

I scratched the back of my neck, biting back a nervous laugh.

“Okay... you can do this. It’s just a trip. Just clothes. Just... Julian Vale.”

And there it was—the flicker of nerves low in my stomach. The reminder of him.

That unreadable, guarded man with the sharp eyes and fake smile that wasn’t fooling anyone. Especially not me.

I bent down to pick up a crumpled t-shirt, sighing again.

Why was this making me nervous? I’d done trips before. New sets, new people. This should feel like any other job.

But this didn’t feel like any other job.

Not with him involved.

I tossed the shirt into my half-packed bag and ran a hand through my hair, glancing at the door.

Maybe Mom would know what to say to make this less...weird.

I grabbed my phone off the bed and flopped onto the carpet, sitting cross-legged in the middle of the packing disaster.

With a sigh, I hit Mom in my contacts. I always called when I was stressed. She knew. She expected it.

It rang once. Twice.

“Hey, baby,” her familiar, sweet voice filled my ear, instantly making the tight knot in my chest loosen. “How’s my favorite actor doing?”

I let out a laugh, rubbing my face. “Staring at a pile of clothes and wondering why I waited until the last minute. Again.”

“Sounds about right,” she chuckled. “Some things never change, huh?”

I smiled, pulling a pair of socks into my lap. “Guess not.”

A beat of quiet. Then her gentle voice again: “So... where are you going this time?”

“Abroad,” I said, shifting the phone against my ear. “For a shoot. Only for a week. But... uh... I’m going with someone.”

“Oh. A someone?” she teased lightly. “Do I know this someone?”

“Julian Vale.”

Silence for a beat on the other end.

“Wait—the Julian Vale?” she gasped. “The model everyone’s obsessed with? That Julian Vale?”

I groaned, falling back on the carpet and staring at the ceiling. “Yeah... him. He’s kind of... well... not exactly warm and fuzzy.”

“No?”

“He’s kinda mean, honestly. But... I think it’s because he’s suffering in silence, Mom. I see it. In his eyes. Like he’s drowning or something, but nobody notices.”

There was a soft laugh on the other end. Fond. A little sad. “Oh, honey. Always trying to fix everyone. You haven’t changed at all, have you?”

I felt my smile grow. “Guess not.”

A quiet hum. Then: “Just remember, Miles... not everyone wants to be saved.”

I gulped, eyes darting to the half-packed bag. “I know. But maybe he does. Maybe he just doesn’t know it yet.”

She sighed gently, the kind of sigh only moms could make. “Just take care of yourself first, baby. And call me when you land, okay?”

“I will. Promise.”

“I love you.”

“Love you more.”

I hung up and stared at the ceiling, heart a little lighter... but the weight of this

I finally wrestled the last shirt into my suitcase and zipped it shut with a victorious little grunt.

“Done,” I muttered, dropping onto the floor beside the bag like I’d just conquered a mountain.

From the hallway came the familiar thump-thump-thump of paws against the floor. I didn’t even have to look up.

“Hey, girl.”

Sunny—my giant, fluffy golden retriever—came trotting in like she owned the place, tail wagging so hard her whole back end swayed with it. Her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth as she plopped down next to me with a huff, big warm eyes watching me like I was the most interesting thing in the universe.

I scratched behind her ear, grinning. “You always show up when I need you, huh? Best roommate ever.”

She leaned into my hand with a soft little groan. Pure bliss.

I sighed, letting my head rest back against the bed frame. “So... looks like I’m going away for a week, Sunny.”

Her tail wagged twice. 

“A whole week without you stealing my socks. You gonna be okay?” I teased gently. “I don’t know if I’ll be okay without you.” I let my hand fall into the soft fur at her neck, quiet for a moment, listening to the soft sounds of her breathing.

“I’m gonna prove them wrong, you know,” I muttered. “All of them. The crew who thinks I’m a joke... the director who sighs every time I mess up... that jerk Ethan. I’m gonna show them I’m not some fluke who lucked into a movie role.”

Sunny gave a little snort, like she agreed.

“And him, too. Julian Vale.” My smile turned smaller. Softer. “I think... I think he’s not as tough as he looks. I saw it. In his eyes. Like he’s drowning, but no one sees it. Like he’s waiting for someone to notice.”

I rubbed Sunny’s head, letting the weight of the words settle in my chest.

“Maybe I’m crazy. Maybe I’m doing that thing again. You know... trying to fix people who don’t want to be fixed.”

Sunny just stared at me, tail swishing once like a quiet answer.

“But... I don’t think he really wants to be alone.”

I glanced down at my suitcase. Fully packed. Ready.

I let out a breath. “I can do this. I can make it through this week. I can get it right.”

Leaning forward, I kissed the top of Sunny’s soft head. “Take care of the place for me, okay? Don’t let the mailman in. Again.”

Her tail thumped lazily.

I stood, brushing off my pants, and glanced at the clock. Late.

With a small, tired smile, I reached for my phone and set the alarm for way-too-early o’clock.

Tomorrow. A week abroad. With Julian Vale.

I clicked the screen off and stared at the ceiling for a moment.

“Here we go,” I whispered.
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