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Chapter One
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Jade Weston stands on the upper balcony, glass of expensive bourbon balanced in her left hand, the thick crystal cutting cold against her palm. Below, Midnight Garden throbs with synth bass and the wet, animal heat of bodies stacked two deep along the bar. Half the faces she can see are lacquered with makeup and intention. The rest are invisible, seething along the club’s floor in a haze of sweat, cologne, and the faintest undertaste of fear.

The air glows viscous and purple, slow-moving as oil paint, the club’s velvet lights designed to flatter and seduce, not to reveal. The ceiling pulses with the beat, each flash of red a strobe warning to the unwary. Jade likes that. She watches a sub kneeling at the far edge of the mezzanine, his domme perched above on a swinging egg chair, crooking a gloved finger to beckon him closer. The sub’s tongue darts out, desperate to obey, but the domme delays, basking in her own petty cruelty. Even from thirty yards away, Jade can feel the charge arcing off the tableau. She files it for later, always in need of new spectacle.

Tonight, Jade wears a slim-cut black suit, pressed to a knife’s edge, with a white silk blouse buttoned to the hollow of her throat. Her hair, long and so black it gleams blue, is lashed back in a severe queue. When she surveys her domain, people look up, if only for a second, if only in dread. She is, by reputation and design, the most dangerous woman in the room.

She takes a sip and lets the bourbon settle, a firefly flickering low in her abdomen. The alcohol never dulls her edge. It just sharpens the line between her and everyone else.

A shape materializes at her right flank: latex and desire. The domme is tall, Amazonian, skin shined with powder and ambition. Her corset glints under the balcony lights, cinched tight enough to bruise. She closes in without hesitation, a move Jade half-respects. The woman leans close, so that her lips nearly graze Jade’s ear. Her voice, when it comes, is low, throaty.

“You look bored, Ms. Weston.”

Jade does not deign to look at her. “With observation skills like that, you must be new.” She slides her gaze to the city skyline beyond the club’s glassed-in wall, where the buildings jut in silhouette against the club’s own neon. “What do you want?”

The domme’s glove, sheer, spiderweb-fine, trails up Jade’s forearm, slow as a threat. “Maybe I want to see what makes the queen tick.”

Jade smiles, small and brutal. “You don’t have the clearance.”

A laugh, feigned and too easy. “You’re even colder in person.”

Jade sets her bourbon on the steel banister. “I get that a lot.”

The domme leans closer, but Jade can already feel her flinch. Jade turns, not fast, but with the gravity of something larger than a single body. Her gaze snags the domme’s and holds it, unblinking. The woman wilts by increments, confidence gone soft at the center. Jade does not speak, doesn’t have to; her silence is a command.

The other woman peels away, but not before she gives Jade’s arm a final squeeze, too tight, as if to leave a mark. The space she occupied floods instantly with blue shadow, the club’s ever-present throb. Jade exhales, then checks her reflection in the mirrored column to her left. Perfect. Icy. Untouchable.

A notification pulses on her phone, the screen lighting up with a flash of white. It’s the club manager: “Champagne’s late at Main Bar. Your new girl’s green. Might need the touch.”

Jade tucks the phone into her breast pocket. She looks down at the floor below, where a fresh knot of people is starting to coalesce. Faces upturned, eyes hungry, waiting for the performance of her descent.

She does not disappoint.

Jade slides her hand along the balcony rail and begins the sweep down the grand staircase. Every heel strike is a shot fired into the dark. She descends one deliberate step at a time, the crowd below parting in waves as she approaches. The staircase curves in a smooth arc, designed by an architect with a taste for theater and excess. Her black heels catch the light with each measured stride, a visual metronome. She is keenly aware of every eye on her.

At the bottom landing, a pack of regulars lingers, the kind of women who wear pearls ironically and order martinis they never finish. One of them tries to make eye contact; Jade lets her. The woman flushes, mouth opening into a greedy little O. Jade does not slow her pace, doesn’t even offer a nod. Her own face is a mask, carved clean of emotion, except for the suggestion of a smirk hovering at the edge of her lips.

The crowd gives way before her, instinctive and practiced. Some avert their gaze, shame-faced, as if caught in the act of wanting. Others lock eyes, reckless, hoping for a taste of her attention. The heat of their need flows off them in silent geysers. Jade absorbs it, siphons it, transforms it into the only kind of power she recognizes.

She cuts across the dance floor, a field of writhing bodies and spilled champagne. The music shudders through her chest, every beat matching the steady rhythm of her heart. She steps around a fallen shot glass, a smear of raspberry liqueur stretching like blood across the polished floor. Behind her, the regulars track her movements, and Jade can almost feel the clench of their thighs.

She arrives at the main bar, where the new bartender is already struggling, her hands trembling as she fights with a recalcitrant bottle of Cristal. Champagne foams over her knuckles, pooling into a sticky puddle on the marble. Jade feels a spike of irritation, sharp as a needle.

But that, Jade realizes, belongs to the next moment.

She lets herself hover in the charged now, one foot on the bottom stair, every eye in the room collecting her image and returning it magnified, refracted. Jade Weston's skin thrums with the friction of being watched, judged, adored, and feared.

She drinks it in, the whole performance of it. The queen, descending to court.

The bartender is a disaster in motion. Even from twenty feet out, Jade can see the arc of champagne spray leap the lip of the flute, froth mushrooming over tan knuckles and into a napkin graveyard. The bottle’s still corked; the girl’s wrestling with it like it’s a python and she’s one slip from being bitten. Jade feels the pulse of annoyance, clean, precise, slice through her bourbon haze.

She closes the gap to the bar in three careful steps, her heels making a promise on the hardwood. Around her, the energy shifts, the surrounding patrons going rapt and silent in that funny way people do when sensing imminent violence or sex.

The bartender’s hair is impossible: a cloud of honey-amber curls, springing wild from a too-tight elastic at the base of her neck. Strands fall free to frame a face that's all sharp angles, plush lips, and skin the color of molten caramel. Her uniform, meant to be crisp, high-collared, sleek, hangs off her like she’s borrowed it from someone else's life. She’s beautiful in the way of a storm: all raw energy and chaos, no interest in apologies.

Jade lets her gaze track the spill as it creeps across the bar top. The bartender clamps the bottle with both hands and gives a final, desperate twist. The cork explodes out, the pop lost in the club’s roar, and for one stupid second the girl just stares at the bubbly stream, like she can will it back into the glass.

Jade leans in, so her shadow falls over the scene of the crime. “First day?” she asks, her voice all velvet and steel. It cuts straight through the music, through the bartender, whose golden eyes go wide before narrowing into something sharp.

The girl sets the bottle down, wipes her hand on the hem of her skirt, and looks up. Not at the ceiling, not at Jade’s shoes, but straight at her. That’s new. Most people flinch or defer. This one meets her stare like a challenge, like a dare.

Her voice, when it comes, is whiskey-smooth, unpracticed: “You could say that.”

Jade’s fingers curl around the edge of the bar. Up close, the bartender is younger than she looked from above. Early twenties, maybe. She has a kind of poverty-bred bravado, the type that reads as arrogance to the rich and necessary armor to everyone else. The name tag, crooked, one corner already peeling, reads Alandria.

Jade tastes the name as she lets it roll across her tongue. “Alandria. You’re late,” she says, cold as slate. “You’re underdressed. And I don’t tolerate incompetence.”

Alandria holds her ground, jaw set. “You don’t look like management.”

Jade smiles, thin and feral. “You haven’t been here long enough to know what I look like.”

The girl’s gaze flicks to Jade’s lips, then returns with double the voltage. “Guess I’ll learn fast.”

The quick, involuntary flutter in her throat betrays her. Jade feels the shift, the heat that spikes under her skin at the way Alandria stands up and refuses to shrink. She hadn’t realized how much she missed this, someone who doesn’t fall at her feet but insists on matching her, beat for beat, gaze for gaze.

She leans in, so close the scent of citrus and sweat and cheap floral lotion is undeniable. “You’ll come upstairs,” Jade says, her voice low, a razor behind velvet. “Now.”

For a second, Alandria wavers. Jade sees the micro-tremor of her fingers, the tight pull at the corners of her mouth as she weighs defiance against the promise of punishment.

Then: “Let me finish this order.”

Jade’s eyebrow quirks up, as if to say, adorable. “You’ll come,” she repeats, “now.” Her hand hovers over Alandria’s, not touching, but close enough to command.

The girl straightens, tall and proud despite the mess around her. She throws one last look at the full row of patrons, sorry, deal with it, and slides out from behind the bar with a grace born of defiant necessity. She leads the way, not glancing back, certain Alandria will follow.

At the base of the stairs, Jade slows just enough to let the girl catch up. Alandria’s breathing is shallow, cheeks flushed, eyes molten and wary. Jade could devour her in three bites, but she resists.

Instead, she turns, voice just above a whisper but sharp enough to puncture skin: “You’re not to touch another drop of champagne until you can open it without losing half the bottle. Understood?”

Alandria’s mouth twitches, not quite a smile, not quite a sneer. “Understood.”

They climb the staircase together, every step an escalation. Jade feels the club’s gaze knot around them, some hungry, some spiteful, all attuned to the power shift. She’s not sure if it’s the light, or the friction of their chemistry, but Jade’s skin feels electrified, nerve endings set to hypersensitive.

At the top, she pauses in the shadow of the balcony, lets the thrum of the club fade beneath. She turns to face Alandria fully, nothing between them but air and possibility.

Jade lowers her voice to a hush meant for secrets. “Welcome to Midnight Garden, Alandria. Don’t fuck up again.”

Alandria meets her gaze, golden eyes steady. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to scare me off.”

Jade’s laugh is soft and unexpected, shaking loose something in her chest that hasn’t moved in years. She steps aside, gesturing Alandria through the private door, and follows with the certainty of a wolf.

The tension between them hums like a live wire, bright and dangerous, promising nothing but trouble.

Just the way Jade likes it.

Once inside she tilts her head, observing the subtle muscle tension in Alandria’s arms, the flutter at the base of her neck. “You’ve never worked in a place like this before.”

“No,” Alandria says, unblinking.

“And yet,” Jade murmurs, reaching past her to rest a hand on the banister, “you thought you’d be fine. That’s called hubris.”

Alandria’s lips part, lush, too full for her face, or perhaps exactly right. “I thought it’d be better than waiting tables at the diner,” she says, flat. “They said you trained new hires.”

Jade laughs once, a sound with no humor. “I’m not here to coddle. You get three strikes, and then you’re out. That was your first.”

Something like a smile flickers in the girl’s eyes, and for the first time, Jade sees the steel beneath the nerves. “Good. I don’t need coddling.”

Jade steps even closer. If she wanted, she could reach up and tuck the rogue curl behind Alandria’s ear; if she wanted, she could lean in and taste the lingering hint of champagne on her lips. She doesn’t. Instead, she studies the girl’s face, the uneven beauty of it, the high cheekbones, the nose that looks like it’s been broken at least once, the bruise-dark smudge under one eye.

“You’ll need to change,” Jade says. “We have a dress code. You’re here tomorrow at six sharp.”

The girl’s golden eyes narrow. “And if I’m late?”

Jade feels the coil of heat tighten, threatening to snap. “Then you get punished,” she says, soft, almost a whisper.

Alandria’s mouth quirks. “I’ll be early, then.”

Jade leans in, her mouth nearly at the girl’s ear. “Don’t disappoint me.” She inhales, citrus, sweat, something unnameably sweet, and lets herself linger a beat too long before pulling back.

She turns, leaves Alandria standing in the hallway, watching her go. The moment stretches, taut as a violin string, neither of them willing to break it first.

Jade doesn’t look back. She doesn’t need to. 

She always gets her way.


Chapter Two
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At 5:50 pm sharp, Alandria stands outside Midnight Garden with a fistful of keys in one hand, a single strip of cash folded neat as a love note in the other, and a heart pounding so hard she can hear it over the street noise. The night is already slick, sidewalk reflecting cheap neon and the oily glisten of rain. She gives herself one full inhale then pushes the door open. The brass handle is cold, leaves a half-moon impression in her palm.

Inside, the air is at least ten degrees warmer. The lights are those filament bulbs that look retro but probably cost a fortune. They hang low and golden, flattering the polished wood of the bar and the lacquered shine of the ruby-red stools, so bright and inviting you almost don’t notice the way the bar curves like a weapon, ready to strike. The floorboards creak under her shoes, and Alandria’s hyper aware of the scuff on her left heel, the tiny run in her black tights, the way her skirt might, just maybe, be one inch too tight for standing, two inches too tight for sitting.

The bar is already three-quarters full. Mostly men in suits, a few women in sleek cocktail dresses. The noise is a low drone, laughter and muted conversation thick as honey. The sweet and sour of muddled fruit, the spike of juniper, the quick tang of citrus and cucumber and booze. Alandria’s mouth goes dry, even as her palms dampen.

She hovers, unsure, then does what her old manager taught her: fake it like you’ve always belonged. She marches the ten paces to the end of the bar, where Nadia waits, arms folded and face set in a kind of test pattern: horizontal lines of skepticism, vertical lines of fatigue.

Nadia Sanchez is taller than she looked in the group training video, and in real life her jaw is sharper, her hair even shorter, the blue streak a shock of rebellion against the strict black uniform. There’s an indentation above her left eyebrow, scar, maybe, from an old fight or a newer fuckup. Alandria can’t help staring at it.

“Early,” Nadia says, like it’s a diagnosis. “Or just scared?”

“Early,” Alandria replies. She keeps her voice even, but her tongue feels like a dry sponge.

Nadia doesn’t bother to smile. “Put your stuff in the locker. Locker number four. Don’t forget it.” She slides a battered silver key across the bar like she’s passing a joint. Her nails are short, unpainted, but somehow still gleam. “Jade’s upstairs waiting for you.”

Alandria blinks. “Now?”

Nadia tips her chin toward the spiral staircase at the end of the bar, its iron banister gleaming in the low light. “Unless you want to keep her waiting. Your call.”

The weight of the club shifts. Suddenly the conversations drop to background, the bodies at the bar blur into a single, dark mass. The only thing in focus is the staircase, black-painted iron curling up to a second floor obscured by drapery and shadow.

“Go on,” Nadia says, and now her lips flicker into something that could, if you squinted, pass for encouragement. Or maybe it’s just hunger for drama.

Alandria snags the key, glances once at the row of lockers inset near the far wall, she’ll find them in a second, she tells herself, and starts toward the stairs.

She gets as far as the first step before Nadia calls out, “Hey.”

Alandria turns. Nadia’s mouth is close to the mic, so her words float over the crowd, just for Alandria’s ears: “Don’t embarrass yourself. Or the house.” Then she’s back to business, pouring two drinks at once, hands moving with the same kind of precise violence that Jade used to slice up Alandria’s ego the night before.

Alandria moves up the stairs, step by step, the spiral narrowing with every turn. It feels like being funneled into a test tube. She wonders if Jade will be waiting with a pipette, ready to see what color she bleeds.

At the top, a short hallway padded with burgundy carpet, walls lined with framed photographs: club owners with celebrities, women in old-fashioned suits, a photo of Jade herself, younger, hair shorter, smile wider but eyes just as sharp. Alandria passes these with a weird sense of falling into someone else’s scrapbook. She pushes open the door at the end.

The office is dim, lit only by a brass desk lamp and the wash of streetlights from the frosted window. Jade stands with her back to the door, hands resting on the window frame, outlined in gold and shadow. The same black dress as yesterday, this time paired with heels so pointed they look like weapons. Her hair is down, gleaming like oil slick.

Jade doesn’t turn right away. “You’re three minutes early.”

Alandria opens her mouth to explain, then clamps it shut. There’s no correct answer here.

Jade finally faces her. She doesn’t smile, not really, but there’s a sharp lift to one eyebrow. “I’m impressed. I thought you’d be exactly on time.”

Alandria hesitates, unsure if she’s being tested.

Jade comes closer, and in the tight space her perfume, sugar and smoke, like burnt caramel, fills the air. “First rule,” Jade says, voice as cool and clear as vodka, “don’t let anyone think you’re trying too hard. Second rule: always try harder than anyone else.”

Alandria nods, swallowing the lump of pride and nerves in her throat.

Jade circles her once, a slow orbit, the way a jeweler might inspect a stone. “Uniform’s good. Hair’s better. You did your own nails?” She doesn’t wait for an answer. “Next time, use pale pink. Only management wears red.”

Alandria nods again, resisting the urge to hide her hands behind her back.

“Are you ready?” Jade asks, voice soft, almost kind.

“Yes,” Alandria says, before her brain can catch up to her mouth.

Jade’s lips curve, half amusement, half warning. “I doubt it. But you’ll learn.” She gestures to the door. “Nadia will run you through your shift. When you’re done, you come back up here. Understood?”

Alandria doesn’t trust her voice, so she just nods.

“Good.” Jade’s eyes flick up and down, cataloguing, judging, storing away every detail. “Don’t fuck it up.”

Alandria lets herself out, the door hissing closed behind her. Down the hallway, past the photos, down the spiral staircase that feels even tighter than before. She takes a detour to the lockers, shoves her bag into number four, the tiny metal slot barely big enough for her phone and jacket. Her hands tremble as she locks it.

Back at the bar, Nadia glances up, clocking her return with a look that says, And? but she doesn’t ask.

Alandria squares her shoulders and moves to her station, which is already crowded with the orders of the night.

She sets a glass down on the bar, picks up the muddler, and starts. This time, her hands are steady.

The night moves fast, but Nadia moves faster. By 7:30, Alandria’s already lost track of how many martinis she’s poured, how many garnishes she’s sliced, how many sly comments she’s fielded from the finance bros lined along the bar. Her skin is sticky with citrus and her fingers already ache, but she’s surprised to find herself in a kind of flow, the hours ticking by with the rhythm of shakers and the thud of ice in glass.

Nadia, for all her hard-ass reputation, is a precise and efficient teacher. She doesn’t waste words or movements. When she corrects, she does it quietly, at the side of Alandria’s wrist or with a pointed tap at a misplaced bottle. The bar’s ballet is merciless, but there’s something beautiful about the order, the hierarchy, the way Nadia orchestrates chaos like a conductor with tattoos.

By her third hour, the bar top is a shallow sea of condensation rings, the air thick with the cloy of simple syrup and the musk of too much perfume. Alandria barely notices. She’s in the zone, muscle memory kicking in, every movement a little sharper, a little more confident than it was an hour ago.

Her first solo customer is a woman in a sequined jacket, lips lacquered red, fingers drumming the bar with the impatience of someone who’s been to too many clubs and seen too many incompetent bartenders. She orders an Old Fashioned, extra strong, extra orange, and watches Alandria with an appraisal that’s only half-hidden behind her phone screen.

Alandria doesn’t flinch. She sets the glass down, tall and chilled, selects the rye with the good label, then measures two ounces, steady. She remembers the next steps: sugar cube, a careful drip of bitters, muddle just so. She slides in a perfect cylinder of ice, then twists orange peel with a flick of the wrist. The whole time, she feels the woman’s eyes on her, the low drag of challenge in every blink.

She pushes the finished drink across the bar, lets it stop one inch from the woman’s fingers.

The woman picks it up, sips, and for a moment her expression goes neutral, then something like a smirk. “Damn,” she says. “You’re new, but you’ve got skills.”

Alandria bows her head, lets the compliment burn off some of the residual nerves. “Thanks,” she says, voice a little softer than she meant.

“Keep them coming,” the woman says, waving her glass.

For the next hour, the orders blur together. Nadia hovers, always a step away, correcting once in a while but mostly just watching, arms folded, mouth pursed as if holding back a running commentary.

Alandria works through the rest of her shift on pure adrenaline, aware the whole time of the heat of Jade’s gaze from the upper balcony. She doesn’t look up, but she feels it, a subtle prickling at the nape, the shadow of judgment in every move. When she pours, she holds the bottle just a little higher, lets the liquid arc in a showy stream before splashing into the glass. When she wipes down the bar, she uses the edge of her palm to line up the coasters perfectly.

Near closing, the crowd thins, leaving only a handful of late-nighters and one or two stragglers. Alandria starts the cleanup routine, stacking glasses, soaking the bar rag in bleach water, counting out the citrus wedges for tomorrow’s prep.

Nadia appears at her elbow, close enough to smell the tang of bitter lemon on her skin. “You survived,” Nadia says.

“Barely,” Alandria replies, a little breathless.

“You did better than most first-timers.” Nadia glances up at the empty balcony, then back down at the bar. She lowers her voice, just above a whisper. “Jade said you did a good job tonight.”

Alandria freezes, rag dripping bleach water onto her hand.

“She doesn’t say that a lot,” Nadia adds.

Alandria lets herself smile, just a little. “Thanks.”

Nadia steps back, already onto the next task, but there’s a softness to her posture that wasn’t there before. “You can close up,” Nadia says. “Don’t forget to wipe the well. And, use gloves next time. The bleach eats your skin.”

Alandria nods. She finishes wiping down the bar, cleans the muddler and shaker, then checks the register. Her hands are steadier now, the ritual of closing oddly comforting. The club is quiet, lights dimmed, the last echoes of the night still vibrating through the wood and glass.

She locks the till, then stands behind the bar for a moment, taking it in, the empty stools, the clean gleam of the bottles, the faint scent of orange peel and bitters in the air. She thinks of Jade’s voice, low and demanding, and the feel of that finger tipping her chin, and she lets herself grin, wide and reckless, for the first time all night.


Chapter Three
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Jade’s office is a vault of glass and shadow, dim even by her own standards. The only light is the blue-cold flood from the surveillance screens, seven of them, lined up in an arc that traces the edge of her polished steel desk. Jade sits perfectly still, body all sharp lines and indolent posture, a study in negative space against the flicker of after-hours footage. One stiletto heel rests on the edge of her chair, other foot planted, the hem of her black silk robe slipping to reveal a long stretch of thigh, pale and unblemished as a ceramic doll.

She’s been here for two hours, pretending to work through employment applications and social media contracts, when in fact her focus has narrowed to a single window on the screen. Main Bar, timestamped 19:41:03. The angle is high, clinical, giving her a god’s-eye view of the evening’s ballet. She’s watched this sequence at least a dozen times. It’s becoming a problem.

Alandria Monroe, new hire, rookie, barely out of college if the file is to be believed. Caramel-skinned, hair a riot of amber-gold curls, her hands moving with frantic energy as she tries to keep up with the night’s orders. In this particular loop, Alandria is muddling an orange peel with something like vengeance, every muscle in her arm flexing under the white of her shirt. Nadia is at her side, offering silent corrections. Alandria scowls but adjusts, her mouth tight, a micro-expression of stubbornness that makes Jade smile despite herself.

It’s not the drink-making that interests her. Not the awkward fumble with the shaker, or the way Alandria’s tongue presses against her lip when she’s concentrating. It’s the moment, twenty-four seconds in, when Alandria glances up at the camera. At her. The look is not an accident, not a product of nerves or boredom. It’s a direct challenge, golden eyes narrowed, chin lifted in an unspoken fuck you. It’s so pure, so utterly unguarded, that Jade has to pause the frame.

She leans forward, elbows on the desk, fingers templed. The screen renders Alandria in grainy blue-black, like a still from a documentary. Jade lingers on the set of the jaw, the distinct line from ear to mouth. She can almost taste the sweat and the sharp hint of citrus that would be lingering on the girl’s skin. Her own pulse has quickened, a fact she finds both irritating and compelling.

She exhales, slow and measured, trying to will herself back to baseline. The club is empty now. The only sound is the hum of the condenser in the server rack, the periodic click of cooling metal. If she listens hard enough, she can almost imagine the aftertaste of gin, the whisper of bodies in the dark.

She clicks play. Watches the loop again. Alandria’s glare. The tiniest tremble of her fingers. The way her shirt, too tight in the upper arm, strains as she leans in.

Alandria, in her first twelve hours, has already cost Jade money, time, and sleep. And she’s done it with a kind of arrogant grace that should be punishable by death.

Jade’s phone buzzes, vibrating in the well of her palm. She checks the caller, silences it. The interruption is almost enough to break the spell. She returns to the monitor, hits rewind. Plays the loop again.

There’s a moment, in the third replay, where Alandria is bent over the speed rack, fishing for a bottle, her ass barely contained by the edge of her skirt. Jade’s lips part, unconsciously, and she feels the tickle of a flush rising under her skin. She hates this: the loss of objectivity, the sense that her body is moving ahead of her mind. She likes to believe she is governed by logic, not lust.

She leans back in her chair, letting the robe fall open just enough to cool her. Her hands are perfectly manicured, nails sharp enough to slice citrus, but she drums them against the steel in a staccato, betraying the energy she refuses to show anywhere else. The security footage is supposed to be for oversight, for catching slip-ups, for documenting the inevitable misconduct. She does not like the direction this is heading.

Jade cues up the last hour of footage, scanning for anomalies, but always finds herself drifting back to the same minute-long segment. She tries to narrate over it in her mind, to recontextualize: Rookie. Liability. Overconfident. Replaceable. None of it sticks.

She allows herself one more loop. This time, she lets her mind wander. She imagines standing behind Alandria at the bar, close enough to catch her scent, to feel the heat radiate off her body. She pictures running a hand down the line of that tense spine, pressing her palm into the small of Alandria’s back until she softens. She sees herself pinning Alandria’s hands to the marble, murmuring rules into her ear until the girl surrenders, not out of fear, but out of something darker, hungrier.

The fantasy is so vivid that Jade catches herself squeezing the edge of her desk, knuckles white.

“Pathetic,” she mutters, but the word has no venom.

Her body is thrumming now, a low current under the cold, analytical exterior. It’s not the first time a new hire has gotten under her skin, but it is the first time she’s felt genuinely off-balance. She almost admires it.

She tries, one more time, to imagine Alandria’s expression if she were called upstairs right now. If Jade summoned her, not for a reprimand, but for something more...instructive. She imagines the golden eyes going wide, the flush blooming high on her cheeks, the way her mouth might quiver if Jade told her to kneel. The thought makes Jade shift in her seat, the heat pooling low and insistent.

She almost calls it a night, almost manages to power down the monitors, but at the last second, she finds herself clicking Save, archiving the segment under a private folder. She labels it “training review,” a lie so thin it’s almost translucent.

Jade stands, smoothing the robe over her hips, and glances once more at the paused image. She can’t decide if she wants to destroy Alandria, or devour her. Both, probably. It’s always both.

She prowls the perimeter of her office, each step as measured as a metronome, heels punctuating the silence with surgical precision. The cold has leeched from the glass walls into her bones, but she does not shiver. She refuses it, just as she refuses every small, ordinary hunger that might expose her as anything less than untouchable.

She pauses at the corner of her desk. The surface is immaculate, no stray papers, no pens left to roll, just the flush of the monitor and a single tumbler of water, sweat beading on its side. For a long moment, she lets her hand hover over the edge, her fingers curling and uncurling as if uncertain of their own intent. Then, with a flick of the wrist, she pulls out the top drawer.

It opens in silence, revealing an anodized black tray and, beneath that, the hidden seam of a false bottom. Jade slides her nail along the groove and the tray pops loose. Underneath: a small black velvet box, the brass latch dulled to a whisper of gold. The sight of it sends a brief pulse through her, too quick for her face to register, but her hand hesitates before she takes it out.

The box is lighter than she remembers. She holds it in her lap, thumb stroking the worn pile, savoring the contrast of softness and chill. When she finally opens it, the hinge creaks, and inside lies the collar.

Burgundy velvet, wide enough to be seen from across a room. The velvet is frayed in one spot, the threads snagged and stiff. She runs her thumb over the wound, the memory brightening and sharpening until it’s almost unbearable.

She brings herself back, ruthlessly. The office is still dark, still cold, but her hands are shaking now, tiny tremors that run up her forearms and lodge between her shoulder blades. She hates that. She hates that the past is never dead, just dormant. She hates that, even now, years later, her body betrays her with its phantom heat, its readiness to be marked.

She sets the collar on the desk, next to the glowing monitor. Alandria is still there, paused mid-gesture, golden eyes bright with challenge. The image is so sharp, so present, that for a moment Jade feels a ridiculous pang, as if she’s being watched, as if Alandria can see straight through the screen and into her.

She wonders, not for the first time, if she’s repeating herself. If every girl she’s ever tried to shape has been a rehearsal for the next, always more beautiful, always more reckless, always doomed to leave her with nothing but the echo and the ache. It’s a bleak thought, but she lets it linger. She’s too old to pretend at sentimentality.

She picks up the collar again, turns it over in her hands, weighing the cost. Power and vulnerability, two sides of the same filthy coin. 

She sets the box back in the drawer, closes it with a snap that sounds too loud in the silence. She fits the false bottom in place, then closes the entire drawer with a slam, the force of it sending a small shudder through the steel frame. Her hand remains on the handle, white-knuckled, until her breathing slows.

When she returns to the monitor, she doesn’t bother with the other screens. She focuses on the bar cam, the main event. She rewinds to the start of the night, lets herself watch Alandria’s arrival, shoulders squared, head held high, nervous but not afraid. She studies the way Alandria’s hands move: fast, efficient, a little rough but always sure. She imagines those hands tangled in her own hair, or, better, clenched into fists as she tests the limits Jade will set for her.

Jade leans in, face inches from the screen. In this moment, she is all calculation, all frost. She plans the next steps: how to lure Alandria in, how to set the trap, how to reward and punish and, eventually, claim her. But under the veneer of control, the heat is back, thumping and insistent.

She lets her mind drift, just for a second, to what it might feel like to snap the collar around Alandria’s neck. Would she fight? Would she submit? Would she laugh, or would she cry out, or would she simply stand there, golden and unbroken, daring Jade to try again?

Jade doesn’t know. She finds the uncertainty exhilarating and infuriating in equal measure.

The time stamp on the screen reads 02:11:48. It’s late, even for her. She powers down the monitors, but not before glancing one more time at Alandria’s frozen face. She memorizes it, commits it to the deeper archive.

She rises, adjusts the robe, runs her hands through her hair to smooth the static. On the way out, she passes the liquor cabinet, considers pouring herself a drink, but decides against it. She wants to be sharp for tomorrow.

As she locks the door behind her, she feels the weight of the velvet box in the drawer. 

Jade smiles, a thin white crescent in the dark.


Chapter Four
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The nightly rush hits like a body blow, no warning, just the press of human voices and a spill of hands over the marble rail, a hundred fingers drumming for attention, credit cards snapped between knuckles like shivs. Alandria stands boxed behind the main bar, the line of bottles behind her a wall of fire and glass, and for one dizzying second, she thinks she’s about to drown.

It’s the Friday crowd: the preen-and-gleam set in their evening armor, men with watches as thick as manacles, women poured into latex and mesh and velvet, gold dusted across their cheekbones. At the far end of the room, the velvet rope strains under the weight of a VIP party, someone’s investment group, probably, all teeth and cold laughter, every eye trained on the liquid currency that Alandria is expected to keep flowing. The house lights are down low, but everything else is a hard, electric bright: neon slicing up the gloom, every spilled drink gleaming like blood in the club’s dark.

Nadia is everywhere, arms folded, leaning in close enough to judge every pour, every flick of a shaker. Her eyes, dark, spiked with mascara, are always moving, always tallying mistakes, and Alandria can feel the tally rising with every wet ring left on the bar top, every barely-there stutter in her hands.

Tonight, the order comes in cold and sudden: “Champagne cocktail for table eight, with a show,” Nadia snaps, shoving the bottle toward her with a twist that almost takes out Alandria’s wrist. She catches it, barely, and stares down at the label. It’s worth more than her last paycheck.

Nadia’s voice rides up and over the music, slicing clean: “Don’t fuck this up.” Then, louder, for the benefit of the onlookers, “That’s not how we serve our champagne at Midnight Garden.”

Alandria wants to shrink, to melt into the floorboards like spilled liquor, but she can feel the gaze of the bar’s front row, finance wolves and influencer harpies, all hungry for drama, for blood. Her cheeks flare, a heat she can’t hide, and her palms go slick around the bottle neck.

The men at the rail snicker, one of them nudging his friend. The sound bites at her, makes her want to lash out, but she won’t give them that. Instead, she sets the bottle down, squares her shoulders, and stares straight ahead, gold eyes flat and unblinking. Her hands are a study in stillness as she douses each cube with bitters, drops in the twist, and slides the tray down the bar with a grace she didn’t know she had.

A hostess, a woman with hair like spun copper and a laugh sharp as a razor, applauds slow and sarcastic as the drinks arrive. “Finally,” she says. “Someone who can follow instructions.”

Alandria smiles, mouth tight, and walks away before the group can add anything else. She wants to rage, to smash the lemon twists under her heel, but there’s no room for that here. Instead, she leans into the next order, and the one after that, letting the rhythm of the work drown out the sting.

But her skin remembers. The burn on her cheeks, the tremor in her chest, shame digging in, trying to lay down roots.

The rest of the night is a blur of sweat and liquor, but Alandria never loses the thread. She watches Nadia, counts every eye roll and smirk, files them away. She watches the regulars, learns which ones will tip for a smile and which want something more. By the third hour, she’s moving faster, more precise, each pour a little cleaner, each garnish sharper. When someone orders another round of champagne cocktails, she makes sure the whole bar is watching.

This time, she pops the cork just loud enough to get heads turning, just showy enough for a gasp from the nearest group. She pours, slow and steady, never spilling. When she lines up the flutes, the bubbles rise perfectly, the sugar cubes glowing at the bottom like coins in a well.

Nadia sees. She doesn’t say a word, just raises one eyebrow and turns away, the closest thing to a compliment Alandria is going to get.

As the night slouches toward closing, the orders taper off, the air growing thick with the scent of citrus and sweat and the low pulse of bass. Alandria wipes down the bar, fingers numb from bleach and exhaustion, but her spine is straight, her chin lifted. She’s still burning, but the fire is different now, a hunger, a refusal.

She collects the empty flutes from table eight, and the copper-haired woman grins at her, this time almost soft. “Not bad, rookie,” she says, voice a little blurred from the night.

Alandria nods, not trusting herself to speak.

She ducks behind the bar, out of sight, and lets herself breathe. Her hands are raw, her nails chipped, but she can’t stop replaying the moment when she took control of the pour, when the room watched her, and she didn’t break.

The employee locker room at Midnight Garden is a box of battered metal and fluorescent light, so bright and flat it’s like stepping inside a migraine. The shock of it after the darkness of the club makes Alandria’s eyes water, her head pounding in time with the music that’s still throbbing through the building’s bones. She’s never gotten used to how stark the contrast is: out there, everything’s a seduction, a haze; in here, it’s all exposed: sweat stains, chipped nails, the low hum of exhausted bodies.

There’s no one else left. She’s closed the register, wiped down the last surface, triple-checked the walk-in fridge for stray lemons and garnishes. Nadia, if she’s even still in the building, has vanished to her own private den. For a few minutes, Alandria is completely, luxuriously alone.

She works the combination on locker four, pulls it open, and stops. There’s a note, just a single fold of thick paper, placed dead center on the top shelf. Not tucked inside, but at eye level, as if daring her to ignore it.

Her heart skips in her chest, then hammers harder. She’s not an idiot. There’s only one person who writes notes in this place, and it sure as hell isn’t Nadia. The handwriting is precise, almost surgical.

You need discipline. My office. , J

The words hit like a second slap to the face, hot and humiliating. She can feel her hands tremble as she lifts the note, half expecting it to burn her fingers. She imagines what it would be like to tear it to shreds, toss it in the trash, walk out the back door and never come back. But the thought of that, of being remembered as the girl who bailed, who couldn’t hack it, makes her skin crawl. She hates losing even more than she hates being called out.

She reads the note again, slower. “Discipline,” she mouths, and the taste of it is half threat, half something else she’s not ready to name.

Alandria strips off her bar shirt, black, still damp with sweat, and stuffs it into her bag. Her arms are sticky, shoulders aching, but she forces herself to slow down, to perform each movement with care. She changes into her jeans, a t-shirt soft from a hundred washes, but stops short of removing her makeup. Instead, she fixes it, retouching the lip, re-darkening the liner. She smooths her hair, tames the curls that have sprung loose in the humidity, and checks her reflection in the locker’s warped metal door.

She could leave right now, walk out into the night and let the club, let Jade, let the whole damn scene chew itself to death without her. Or she could go upstairs, take whatever punishment Jade’s planning to dish out, and prove, to herself, at least, that she isn’t afraid.

When the minute hand clicks to 11:58, she picks up her bag, smooths her shirt one last time, and heads out into the corridor. The music is a ghost of itself now, pulsing low and far away. The walk to the executive offices is a gauntlet of closed doors, empty booths, the faint reek of lemon cleaner and stale vodka.

She’s not running, exactly, but she’s not strolling either. Her body is wound tight, like if she stops moving, she’ll just vibrate apart on the spot.

At the end of the hallway, the frosted glass door to Jade’s office glows from within. Alandria slows, then stops, heart crawling up her throat.

She slides the note into her pocket, then knocks, soft at first, then harder when there’s no answer.

There’s a pause, just long enough to let her imagine turning back, before she hears the lock click and the door swing open.

The executive suite is nothing like the bar. No warmth, no velvet, no forgiving shadows, just glass and matte black, every edge sharp enough to draw blood. Alandria steps into the office at precisely midnight, the door closing with a seal-tight click behind her. The lights are down, but there’s enough blue-white glow from the city outside to slice the room into planes and surfaces: the vast glass desk, the sheet metal shelves, the pair of angular leather chairs that look too expensive to sit in.

Jade is at her desk, hair loose around her shoulders, eyes locked on her laptop. She doesn’t acknowledge Alandria’s presence; her fingers move with lethal precision over the keys, pausing every so often to hover, as if reconsidering a particularly ruthless thought.

Alandria stands, pulse thumping behind her eardrums. The room is colder than the hallway, and she can feel her sweat chill and tighten against her skin. She doesn’t fidget, doesn’t clear her throat, but the longer Jade ignores her, the more she feels the urge to either bolt or shout or sink into the floor.

She waits. Thirty seconds. A minute. The silence becomes its own organism, thickening with every breath.

Finally, Jade closes the laptop, slow, deliberate, and looks up. Her eyes are the same green as a warning light, unreadable. She doesn’t smile.

“Sit,” Jade says, and points to the single guest chair.

Alandria obeys, perching on the edge of the seat. She keeps her hands in her lap, fingers laced tight.

Jade’s gaze skims over her, cataloguing every detail: the faded jeans, the re-applied lipstick, the way her hair is slicked back with water but already frizzing out at the edges. It’s not a leer, not exactly, more like the way a jeweler studies a raw gem, weighing flaws against potential.

“Did you read the note?” Jade asks, voice as level as the glass in her hand.

Alandria nods. “Yes.”

“And you’re here,” Jade observes. “Which means you’re not as stubborn as you pretend.”

Alandria meets her gaze. “I think you prefer stubborn.”

Jade’s mouth twitches, not a smile, but something close. “I do. It gives me more to work with.”

She stands. The movement is fluid, designed to catch the eye, and it works: Alandria’s gaze follows the line of Jade’s dress, the way it clings to her hips, the sharp cut of her collarbone. Jade walks around the desk and stops just behind Alandria’s chair.

Alandria holds still, every nerve awake.

Jade’s hand comes to rest on her shoulder. She doesn’t squeeze, doesn’t caress, just lets her palm settle there, heavy, a promise or a threat. Alandria’s skin goes prickly with goosebumps, a current running up her neck and into her scalp.

“Stand up,” Jade says, barely louder than a whisper.

She does. Her knees want to wobble, but she keeps them locked.

Jade circles around her, close enough that the scent of her perfume, icy flowers and something smoky underneath, makes Alandria dizzy. She expects Jade to touch her again, but instead she just looks, head tilted, lips pursed in concentration.

Alandria shivers, and instantly hates herself for it.

Jade stops in front of her, hands behind her back. The silence is excruciating.

“Do you know why you’re here?” Jade asks, not breaking eye contact.

Alandria shakes her head, just once.

“Discipline,” Jade says, echoing the note. “But not in the way you’re thinking.”

Jade steps in, so close their bodies almost touch. She lifts one hand, fingers grazing Alandria’s chin, tilting her face up.

“You have a problem with posture,” Jade murmurs, and before Alandria can protest, Jade’s other hand slides up, finds the first button on her shirt. She undoes it, slow and precise, then the next, and the next. Not fast, there’s no rush, just the methodical reveal of skin: the hollow at the base of her throat, the swell of her upper chest, the pale line of her bra.

Alandria’s breath catches, but she doesn’t move. She makes herself breathe slow, in and out, even as her skin sizzles under Jade’s touch.

Jade stands back to admire her work. “Better,” she says, almost to herself.

“Lesson one,” Jade says, voice low. “You flinch when you’re called out. You shrink. It’s beneath you.”

Alandria’s fists clench, then loosen. “Noted,” she says, as dry as she can manage.

Jade leans in, lips almost brushing Alandria’s ear. “Lesson two,” she says, “You belong to me. In here, on my floor, at my bar. If you’re going to fail, you’ll do it on my terms.”

Alandria’s heart is beating so hard she’s sure Jade can hear it. “Understood.”

Jade’s hand, ice cold, glides down the length of Alandria’s spine, pressing at the small of her back, then releasing. “You take correction well,” Jade says. “Do you want to hear lesson three?”

Alandria swallows. Her voice, when it comes, is steady. “Yes.”

Jade grins, all teeth and appetite. “Lesson three: Always leave them wanting more.”

She buttons up Alandria’s shirt, one button at a time, hands lingering just long enough to make the air crackle. Then she steps away, turns her back, and returns to her desk.

Alandria stands there, dizzy and lit up from the inside, shirt half-open, arms at her sides.

Jade sits, pulls out her phone, starts typing again.

Alandria straightens her shirt, runs a hand over her hair, and backs toward the door. She’s not sure what just happened, only that she wants it to happen again, harder, with the gloves off.

“Is that everything?” She asks.

“Only if you want it to be,” Jade answers. 

A wave of heat rushes through her core, begging her to stay. To press for more. “And if I don’t?”

Jade looks up from her phone, bottle-green eyes scanning Alandria up and down. “Then we have much more to discuss.”


Chapter Five
[image: ]


“Would you like something to drink?” Jade asks, voice soft as a cat’s paw.

Alandria’s eyes flick to the empty glasses, then back to Jade. “Are you offering, or just showing off?”

Jade smiles, small and toothless. “I’m making a point.”

“Which is?”

Jade leans back, steepling her hands. “That sometimes appearances matter more than intent. You can relax. There’s nothing in the wine but wine.”

She pulls a manilla folder out from her desk and sets a stack of papers down in front of Alandria. “You know what this is?”

Alandria’s gaze latches onto it. “Looks like a contract.”

“In a sense.” Jade allows her words to slow, to gain gravity. “It’s an NDA. With some amendments specific to your...situation.”

“My situation?”

“You work for me. If you’re seen with me, I need promised silence. Discretion. I can’t have word getting out.” Jade keeps her voice flat, clinical, letting the import bleed in at the edges. “This makes you a liability.”

The room seems to cool several degrees. Alandria’s hands close into fists in her lap. “Is that how you see me?”

Jade tilts her head, like a raptor considering a smaller bird. “Not yet. But I’m prepared for if you become one.”

There’s a sting in the air; Jade watches as Alandria takes it, absorbs it, refuses to let it buckle her. Instead, Alandria leans forward, elbows on knees. “And what exactly are you afraid I’ll do, Ms. Weston?”

Jade allows herself a real smile, sharp as the seam of her stocking. “Discretion is expensive. Especially in this business.” She slides the folder forward, letting it travel the length of the desk like a slow-motion missile. “This is protection. For you and for me.”

Alandria doesn’t touch it. “You think I’m going to sell you out? Is that what this is?”

Jade shrugs, just a twitch of shoulder. “I think people are unpredictable, especially when they believe they’re owed something. Or when they’re hurt.” She lets the implication hang. “The document is explicit. Any statements about me, or the club, or our,” here she allows the faintest pause, “relationship, must be cleared through my office.”

Alandria’s jaw sets, a visible clench and release. “Relationship?”

“Of physical nature,” Jade says, tone light. “You’re being protected. And so am I.”

For a long moment, Alandria doesn’t move. The only sound is the faint tick of Jade’s clock and the low hum of the AC pushing air over glass. Finally, Alandria reaches for the folder, flips it open. Her finger runs down the first page, not reading, just skimming for landmines.

She finds one. “You want access to my personal social media?”

Jade nods. “Standard clause. Anything you say publicly reflects back on me, whether you intend it or not.”

Alandria snorts, a sound with no humor in it. “You don’t trust me at all.”

Jade meets her gaze, unflinching. “I don’t trust anyone.”

Something shifts. Alandria’s face hardens, but her hands relax, and Jade knows she’s won. Or at least, set the terms for the next round.

“You want me to sign this right now?” Alandria asks.

“If you want to see more,” Jade answers. “It appears you lack some discipline, of which I’m willing to train you in. But-” she taps her nails against the folder. “We need our little safety net before I start handing out punishments.”

“Punishments?” Alandria chills.

“And rewards.”

Alandria looks down at the folder again, her eyes scanning the pages, jaw working. Finally, she looks up, and Jade is struck by the absence of fear in her expression. There is nothing meek in this girl, she is all teeth, all survival. Jade recognizes the look. She’s seen it in her own mirror.

“I’ll need a pen,” Alandria says, and the way she says it makes Jade’s pulse spike, just a little.

Jade slides a pen across the table, this one black with gold trim, the club’s initials etched into the barrel. Alandria picks it up, flips to the last page, and signs with a flourish that is almost a fuck you.

Jade lifts her glass, finally, and pours two fingers of red into each vessel. She pushes one toward Alandria, who accepts it this time, their fingers grazing over the rim.

“To clarity,” Jade says, raising her glass.

Alandria clinks hers against it, the sound sharp as breaking ice. “To knowing where we stand.”

Jade drinks, and so does Alandria, and for a moment the tension is almost bearable. Almost.

Jade accepts the folder back, her fingertips grazing Alandria’s hand, deliberate and slow. It’s the first time they’ve truly touched, and the contact is electric, Jade feels the flinch in Alandria’s pulse before the girl even moves. The charge lingers, taut as fishing wire, until Jade withdraws.

“Good girl,” she says, soft, letting the words slip out like heat.

The effect is instant: Alandria stiffens, her mouth parting as if to retort, but nothing comes. Jade feels a thrill, cruel and exquisite, at the faint color rising up the girl’s neck.

She closes the folder with a snap. “You understand the terms now.”

Alandria lifts her chin, eyes liquid and bright. “What if I break them?”

Jade leans forward, voice dropping to a frequency meant for secrets. “Then you’ll see just how much I value discipline.”

A pause, sharp as a blade.

Jade softens, just a touch. “I don’t want you afraid of me, Alandria. I want you to be excellent. That’s why I chose you.”

Alandria swallows, some answer caught in her throat.

Jade lets her off the hook, shifting the script. “There’s one more thing.”

Alandria looks wary. “Another clause?”

Jade shakes her head. “A protocol.”

She rises, walks around the desk, so that she’s standing less than a foot from where Alandria sits. She bends slightly, leveling their eyes.

“When things escalate,” Jade says, “it’s important to know how to stop. If at any time this becomes too much, if you want it to end, for any reason, you say a word, and everything stops. No punishment. No questions.”

Alandria’s mouth quirks, not quite a smile. “A safe word?”

Jade nods. “You pick it. Anything you want.”

Alandria leans back, considering. The idea amuses her, Jade can see it, the faint irony of needing protection from the woman who just signed her life away. But after a moment, Alandria’s gaze settles, steady and direct.

“Cherry,” she says.

Jade tilts her head. “Why?”

Alandria shrugs, but the answer is written in the half-dare, half-vulnerability in her eyes. “It’s easy to remember. And impossible to say by accident.”

Jade files the answer away, a small red flag for future reference. She suspects there’s more to the choice than memory and pronunciation, but she won’t push. Not now.

“Cherry, then,” Jade agrees.

The silence that follows is not empty. It’s charged, thick with mutual understanding.

Jade steps back, offers a hand to help Alandria up. The girl hesitates, then accepts, her grip surprisingly strong. When she stands, they’re almost the same height, something Jade finds both irritating and hot.

“Scared?” Jade asks, softly.

Alandria exhales, slow and even. “Should I be?”

Jade smiles, lets it settle in the glass reflection above their heads. “Not yet.”

Jade’s hands find the hem of Alandria’s shirt, thumbs slipping under the fabric, waiting for resistance that doesn’t come. She unbuttons, slow, deliberate, each movement exaggerated so the anticipation can bloom. The girl stands utterly still, eyes locked on Jade’s, a dare in the line of her mouth.

“You can say it anytime,” Jade murmurs, breath close enough to warm the skin just below Alandria’s ear.

Alandria shivers, but she doesn’t say the word. Jade feels a thrill, this is not submission, not truly, but something darker, more precious: mutual brinksmanship.

She undoes the final button, draws the shirt back from Alandria’s shoulders. The undershirt is pale and worn thin, almost translucent, tracing the contours of her body. Jade takes her time with it, tugging one sleeve, then the other, letting her knuckles drag along the length of Alandria’s arm. She watches the goosebumps rise in her wake.

When Alandria is stripped to her bra, Jade steps back and appraises, savoring the new vulnerability. She watches as Alandria’s nipples pebble against the thin cotton, as her breath shallows, as her hands, usually so quick, hover uncertain at her sides.

“Turn around,” Jade says, voice velvet and unyielding.

Alandria does, spine straight, head held high. Jade slides both hands up from Alandria’s hips to her ribs, pausing only to trace a fingertip along the waistband. She unclasps the bra, lets it hang for a moment before tugging it free. The skin is warm and alive under her touch; Jade hears the girl’s breath hitch and wants to taste that sound on her own tongue.

She ghosts her lips along the base of Alandria’s neck, down the sharp line of her scapula. The scent is clean, soapy, and under that, pure sweat, sharp and mineral. Jade bites, gentle, and feels the shudder that runs through Alandria’s body.

“Is this what you imagined?” Jade whispers, mouth pressed to bare skin.

Alandria’s answer is a low, wordless moan.

Jade smiles into the hollow of her shoulder.

She turns Alandria to face her, thumbs skimming the undercurve of each breast, then trailing down to unbutton the jeans. She does it one-handed, a party trick, but Alandria doesn’t seem to notice. Her whole focus is on Jade, lips parted, eyes glassy with something like awe.

Jade kneels, drawing the rest of Alandria’s clothes down together, exposing thighs, knees, calves. The air is cold, and Alandria shifts on the marble, toes curling reflexively against the stone. Jade slides her hands up, thumbs bracketing the soft skin above the knees, then running up the inside of each thigh.

She pauses, looks up.

“Still good?” Jade asks, voice softer than she means.

Alandria nods, jaw slack, and Jade can see the hunger fighting with fear. She decides to reward it.

She stands, draws Alandria toward the window, so that the city lights sketch their naked outlines on the polished floor. She palms the back of Alandria’s neck, tilting her head up, and kisses her, slow and exploratory, teeth grazing lips, tongue just barely breaching. Alandria kisses back, hard and greedy, fingers tangling in Jade’s hair.

Jade steps in, so their bodies align, breast to breast, hip to hip, hunger to hunger. She pulls Alandria’s hands up, pins them against the cold window. 

“You can stop me,” Jade murmurs.

Alandria’s eyes meet hers, fever-bright. “I won’t.”

Jade grins, lets her teeth show, then trails kisses down Alandria’s throat, collarbone, chest. She bites a breast, sucks until the skin mottles, then soothes the bruise with her tongue. She repeats, lower, until Alandria is writhing, her body lit from the inside.

Jade drops to her knees again, this time not for effect, but because it’s what she wants. She parts Alandria’s legs and licks a slow stripe from knee to hip, savoring the salt, the tension, the way Alandria’s body strains for more. 

Jade's full lips encircle Alandria's throbbing clit, sucking with a steady, insistent rhythm. She's relentless, her tongue flicking and swirling, as her fingers delve into Alandria's soaked entrance. First, one finger, a tease, then two, stretching her, and finally three, filling her completely. She pumps them in and out, her fingers curling, hitting that spot deep inside that makes Alandria's hips jerk and grind against her hand. Alandria's moans fill the air, her body trembling as waves of pleasure crash through her.

"Don't you dare come until I say so," Jade growls, her voice vibrating against Alandria's sensitive flesh. Alandria whimpers, her body tensing, trying to hold back the orgasm threatening to consume her. Jade's tongue continues its torturous dance, her fingers slick and relentless, the sound of Alandria's wetness filling the room.

Alandria's breath hitches, her body convulsing, "Please. Oh god, I can’t hold on," she begs, her voice hoarse with need. Jade looks up, her chin glistening, eyes locked onto Alandria's. She pumps her fingers deeper, harder, her tongue flicking faster.

"Come for me, my pet. Come now," Jade demands, her voice low and commanding. Alandria's orgasm explodes through her, her body shaking, her inner walls clamping down on Jade's fingers. She cries out, her body convulsing as she rides the waves of her climax. She collapses, her body limp, kneeling before Jade, her chest heaving as she struggles to catch her breath.

Jade slowly withdraws her fingers, her eyes never leaving Alandria's. She lifts her hand to her mouth, her tongue snaking out, licking her fingers clean, savoring Alandria's taste. Alandria watches, her eyes wide, her body still trembling with aftershocks.

"You've been such a good girl for me," Jade praises, her voice a low purr. "Keep being good, and I'll keep giving you what you need."


Chapter Six
[image: ]


It takes Alandria a full three minutes to feel like her body is a thing she owns. She floats in a black, wordless hush, aware only of the high, faint whine in her ears and the throb of her cunt, which feels overused and abandoned in equal measure.

From somewhere nearby: running water, a cupboard opening and closing. Every sound is huge, invasive, like someone pressed a microphone right up against the world. When Jade returns, she’s carrying a silver tray with two short glasses, orange juice, over crushed ice. She sets it down on her desk.

Jade studies her with that unnerving, predatory calm. “Hydration,” she says, as if reading from a checklist. “You look like you need it.”

Alandria accepts the glass, sips. The juice is icy, sour, and delicious, the acid a shock to her softening brain. 

Jade just smiles, slow and carnivorous. “You recover quickly.”

“I’m a fast learner,” Alandria says. Her voice is raw, but the words are steady.

Jade leans in, her hair loose and shining. “Prove it.”

Alandria’s laugh is hoarse, but genuine. “You’re insatiable.”

Jade shrugs, one elegant shoulder. “I’m thorough.”

She reaches behind herself and produces a length of black silk. It gleams in the dim light, heavy and expensive, and Jade drapes it over her palm like an offering. “Sit up,” she commands, gentle but absolute.

Alandria obeys, wincing at the ache in her abs. 

Jade lifts the silk, revealing the twin crescents of a sleep mask, plush on one side, satiny on the other. “Blindfold,” she says, and the word lands like a gavel.

Alandria hesitates. Not because she doesn’t want it, but because she wants it too much.

“Trust exercise?” she manages.

“Something like that.” Jade’s voice is velvet, but the undertone is steel.

She gestures for Alandria to turn, and as she does, Jade gathers Alandria’s hair, smoothing it back with both hands before slipping the blindfold over her eyes and tying it snug at the nape. Darkness blooms, immediate and total. Her vision is obliterated, leaving only touch, taste, smell.

She expects Jade to lay her down, to start where they left off. Instead, she feels Jade’s fingers, cold from the glass, sliding along her shoulder, down her arm, tracing the lines of each muscle and joint, and stripping her completely naked. Jade’s touch is different now: clinical, almost. She’s inspecting, not seducing.

“Hands up,” Jade murmurs, and Alandria raises them, feeling the air shiver with her movement.

Jade takes her wrists, pulls her forward, then up, until she’s on her knees, thighs parted, back straight. She’s aware of every inch of her skin, the press of her knees against the floor, the brush of her own curls against her lower back.

Jade moves behind her, knees bracketing Alandria’s hips, body heat radiating in pulsing waves. She lays her hands over Alandria’s shoulders, heavy and anchoring, and for a moment Alandria thinks she might be hugged, or even comforted. Her heart hammers, all the more violent because she can’t see, can’t anticipate. She senses Jade circling, a panther pacing the perimeter of a wound. The anticipation is agony.

“You’re beautiful like this,” Jade says. The words are almost gentle.

Alandria wants to say something caustic in return, but her mouth betrays her, opening only to breathe, hard and fast.

Jade moves to her front. Alandria senses it, a shift in weight, the scent of perfume and sweat. A thumb brushes her lower lip, forcing it open, then slides inside, slow and deliberate.

“Suck,” Jade instructs.

Alandria does, feeling the salt of Jade’s skin and the strange intimacy of the command. She licks, nips, pulls with tongue and teeth until Jade withdraws, leaving a wet trail down her chin.

“Good,” Jade says, and this time there’s real heat in it. Her hands return to her breasts, thumbs rolling the nipples until they harden to glass. Alandria whines, low and guttural, not caring how desperate she sounds. Every sensation is dialed up to obscene, she feels Jade’s hair as it brushes her belly, the sharp bite of teeth at the hollow of her clavicle, the warm slide of lips up her neck.

Jade’s hands roam lower, over the soft terrain of belly, hips, the insides of her thighs. One hand cups her ass, squeezing, while the other slips between her legs, palm flat, fingers stroking the seam until Alandria shudders.

“So wet already,” Jade murmurs, clearly pleased.

Alandria is past pretending. She arches into Jade’s touch, rutting like an animal, her entire world reduced to the points of contact where Jade’s skin meets hers.

Jade toys with her, never giving enough pressure, always just shy of what she needs. Two fingers slide inside, curling slow, then withdrawing. A palm cups her mound, presses until she moans, then moves away.

The hands are everywhere, face, breasts, cunt, thighs, never letting her settle, always keeping her off-balance.

Then: a sudden, sharp slap to her right breast. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to shock. Alandria gasps, the sound swallowed by the room.

Jade hums, low and approving. “You like that?”

Alandria nods, a tiny, desperate jerk of the head.

“Say it,” Jade commands.

“Yes.” It comes out as a plea.

“Louder.”

“Yes,” she says again, voice cracking on the word.

Another slap, this time to her left thigh, followed by a soothing hand, a stroke, a kiss. Alandria is a mess of sensation, pain and pleasure, cold and heat, the silk band pressing behind her ears, the taste of her own breath ricocheting in her mouth.

Jade bends her forward, hands on her shoulders, until Alandria’s cheek is pressed against the ground, ass in the air, legs trembling. She hears the shuffle of movement behind her, the unmistakable click of Jade’s tongue as she inspects the view.

“Hold still,” Jade says, and Alandria tries, but her whole body is shaking.

Jade spreads her, thumbs digging into the flesh of her ass, and then she’s licking, slow, broad strokes from her clit to her entrance, then deeper, more insistent, until Alandria’s vision blanches to static behind the blindfold. The tongue is merciless, relentless, alternating with fingers that pump, withdraw, then press harder.

Alandria’s knees buckle. She lets out a noise that is not human, some mix of sob and shout, and Jade’s mouth clamps down, sucking hard enough to leave a bruise.

She’s going to come. She knows it, feels it coiling in her gut, rising up like a scream. But Jade backs off, pulling away just as the pleasure crests.

Alandria gasps, twisting, desperate for contact.

“Beg for it,” Jade says, voice thick and trembling.

Alandria has never begged in her life, but she does now, “Please, Jade. Please, I need-”

Jade’s mouth returns, savage, and the orgasm slams through her like a freight train. She chokes on it, body convulsing, hands clawing at nothing. The blindfold is soaked with her sweat, or maybe tears, and her thighs are slick, obscene.

Jade holds her through it, fingers still pumping, tongue never relenting, until Alandria sags, boneless and empty.

She’s not sure how much time passes. When she surfaces, Jade is peeling off the blindfold, untying the knot with slow, reverent hands.

Alandria blinks in the dim light, face wet, hair a disaster. Jade crouches in front of her, eyes wide and blown.

“Look at me,” Jade says.

Alandria does, and sees not the predator, but something closer to awe.

“You’re not done,” Jade murmurs, and there’s a promise in the words, of more pain, more pleasure, more everything.

Alandria swallows, licks her lips, and steadies herself for whatever comes next.

Jade hovers for a moment, letting Alandria’s anticipation sharpen to a needle. Then Jade lowers herself, and the first thing Alandria feels is the press of breasts against her lips, the slide of soft flesh over her mouth. Alandria opens, tongue lapping at the undercurve, savoring the taste of Jade, salt, sweat, a metallic tang that could be from a piercing or just the aftermath of sex.

Jade cradles Alandria’s head, guiding her to the right places. She rubs herself over Alandria’s face, marking her, using her. The helplessness of it, the reduction of her world to taste and smell and pressure, makes Alandria moan, the sound swallowed by the weight of Jade’s body.

“Lick,” Jade says, the word barely more than a breath.

Alandria does, lapping at the nipple, then sucking it in, teeth grazing gently as she flicks her tongue. Jade shudders, digging nails into Alandria’s scalp, not to hurt but to anchor. She rocks forward and back, dragging her cunt across Alandria’s chest, the dampness smearing in a sticky path from sternum to throat.

Alandria thrashes, just a little, desperate for friction against her own clit, but Jade has her pinned, immobilized. It’s cruel and perfect.

Jade shifts, knees sliding up so that her thighs bracket Alandria’s face, and then she lowers herself, pressing her cunt directly onto Alandria’s mouth. 

Alandria opens as wide as she can, tongue flat, letting Jade grind down, suffocating her with pleasure. The pressure is intense, Jade is relentless, fucking Alandria’s mouth with hips that are slow and measured but heavy, inexorable. Her hands flutter, searching for somewhere to go, but Jade catches them, pins them above her head with one arm. The other hand tangles in Alandria’s hair, twisting just enough to ache. Alandria whimpers, the sound vibrating through Jade’s core.

“Harder,” Jade pants, voice ragged.

Alandria obliges, sucking, lashing with her tongue, using every trick she’s ever learned, every instinct. She slides her tongue inside, then circles Jade’s clit, then alternates, reading Jade’s reactions by how the thighs tighten or how the breath catches.

Jade is soaking, Alandria is drowning, mouth full of sweet, briny wetness, the juices dribbling down her chin. She drinks it in, greedy, desperate, letting herself be used.

Jade’s breathing goes ragged, then frantic. She lets out a guttural, animal sound, and Alandria feels the flood, the pulsing of Jade’s orgasm against her tongue. Jade grinds down, smothering 

They stay locked together for a long time, both shaking, both spent. The room is thick with the smell of sex, sweat, and the faint ozone of raw electricity.

Eventually, Jade eases up, lifting herself off with a slow, shivery exhale. 

“Are you okay?” Jade asks, voice a soft rasp.

Alandria nods, not trusting herself to speak. She feels the bruises blooming on her hips, the ache between her legs, the rawness of her throat. She feels alive, in a way that’s almost terrifying.

Jade nods, like she expected this. “You can keep the mask, if you like.”

Alandria considers. “No. I want to see you next time.”

“There will be a next time. You don’t have to worry about that.” Jade’s smile is pure sin.

Alandria is still dazed as she gathers her things, her ruined underwear, her shirt, still damp in patches, her shoes.

Jade opens the door for her, one hand on the frame, the other tracing lazy circles at the base of her own throat.

Alandria pauses on the threshold. “Is this how you treat all your new hires?”

Jade’s answer is quick, and almost sad. “Only the ones who need some taming.”

Alandria thinks about that as she steps out into the corridor, legs shaky, head full of white noise. 

***

The world outside is a refrigerator. Alandria shuffles through it, still half-wet, collarbone stinging where Jade’s mouth had bitten deepest. She takes the stairs two at a time, body humming with a hundred aches, every muscle singing a different song of protest.

Her apartment building is a monument to deferred maintenance: mailboxes stuffed with fliers, the elevator dead since last March, the hallways perfumed with bleach and last night’s curry. She likes it, the honesty of the place, no one here pretends, no one here looks you in the eye unless they want something.

Alandria’s hands shake as she fits the key to her door. There’s a noise down the corridor, a skitter, a laugh, a metallic thunk. She’s so tired she almost drops her phone, but the sound draws closer and then resolves itself into a person, short and blocky and very familiar.

Lemon is waiting by Alandria’s door, hands jammed in the pockets of a bomber jacket, neon sneakers blinking in the dim. There’s a cigarette tucked behind one ear, and her face is all hard lines and nervous energy.

She takes one look at Alandria, at the bruised mouth, the darkening marks on her throat, the hair wild and still damp, and her jaw clenches.

“I brought you a sandwich,” Lemon says, voice gruff. She holds up a bag from the diner, grease already leaking through the paper.

Alandria tries to smile, but her lips won’t cooperate. “Thanks,” she manages, taking the bag.

Lemon squints at her, reading the silence. “Rough shift?”

Alandria shrugs, shifting the weight from one foot to the other. “Something like that.”

Lemon narrows her eyes, scanning up and down. “You want to tell me what the fuck happened to your face?”

Alandria’s cheeks flare, but she covers it with a laugh. “It’s nothing.”

Lemon tilts her head. “You get in a fight, or you get laid?”

Alandria can’t help it, she laughs for real, short and mean. “Why not both?”

Lemon’s face softens, but only a fraction. She lowers her voice, all gravity. “You okay, Landry?”

Alandria nods, too fast.

Lemon shakes her head. “That’s a lie. You look like you’ve been hit by a truck.”

Alandria tries to push past, but the other woman blocks the door, stubborn as a brick. “Move.”

“Not until you tell me.” Lemon leans in, voice dropping to a whisper. “Are you fucking a coworker?”

Alandria stiffens. “It’s none of your business.”

“Jesus, you are.” Lemon’s laugh is a whip crack. “Is she worth it?”

Alandria can’t answer. She fumbles for her keys, hands shaking. Lemon stares at her, eyes dark and bottomless.

“I’m not judging,” she says, and for a second it almost sounds true. “I just don’t want to find you in the river.”

Alandria finally gets the door open, the frame shuddering as she yanks it. “I can take care of myself.”

Lemon shrugs, but her eyes are soft, bruised. “Sure you can.”

Alandria steps inside. She hovers in the doorway, looking small for the first time since Alandria’s known her.

“Just,” Lemon starts, then stops. “Call me if you need backup. Or if you want to talk about it. Or if you want to not talk about it. I’ll bring pie, whatever.”

Alandria nods, throat tight. “Yeah.”

She offers a salute, two fingers to the forehead. “You’re a fucking disaster, Monroe.”

“Right back at you,” Alandria says, but her heart isn’t in it.

Lemon turns and walks away, shoulders hunched, footsteps fading. Alandria watches until she disappears down the stairwell.

Inside, the apartment is dark, the only light a sickly orange from the streetlamp outside. She closes the door, locks it, and presses her back to the wood, letting the silence settle.

She’s not sure if she’s ever felt more alone, or more alive.

She opens the sandwich bag. It’s tuna salad, crusts cut off, the way Lemon knows she likes. She takes a bite, the taste sharp and briny, and suddenly she’s crying, messy, stupid, ugly tears.

She sinks to the floor, sandwich in one hand, phone in the other, and texts Lemon a single word.

Thanks.

No reply. She doesn’t expect one.

She eats, and cries, and eats.

She’s not sure which she needs more.


Chapter Seven
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The boardroom is a weapon. Jade sits at the north end of the glass table, eyes fixed on the twin reflections of Sloane and Quinn warped by the fluorescent grid overhead. The room is over-airconditioned, the kind of chill that turns nerves into wires and cuts through the bespoke wool of her skirt suit. She hasn't touched her coffee. She never does in meetings, she prefers the tension of a need unmet.

Sloane is radiant in charcoal, all white teeth and pin-straight hair, a mask of amicable CEO neutrality. Beside her, Quinn is the ice queen left hand of the operation, gold chain tucked beneath an androgynous button-down, knuckles lined up like soldiers. They don't look at each other. They look at Jade.

She starts with the obvious. “We need control. Not just over the message, but over delivery. We need exposure.”

Jade lets it hang. The truth doesn’t matter, only the narrative does. “We can’t afford another public stumble.” She glances at Sloane and the three women silently acknowledge the last time they had a fallout with their public image. Of course, it had worked out, and now Sloane and Lux were raising their child. But it had been messy. 

Quinn’s pen ticks against the notepad, a Morse code of anxiety. “The shareholders are skittish about unilateral PR. Especially after...the personnel incident.”

Jade smiles, a flash of enamel with no warmth. “That’s why you have me.”

A ripple passes through Sloane’s face, respect, or calculation, or hunger for blood. Maybe all three. “You want full rights over the campaign assets,” she says, voice neutral.

“I want final cut, final say, and veto power on all press releases.” Jade’s voice is quiet, but every word lands with the density of a lawsuit. “We need consistency. I’m the only one who can deliver it.”

Quinn looks to Sloane, but finds nothing. He shifts. “You’re talking about, what, total editorial control?”

“I’m talking about not repeating the mistakes of the past.”

There’s a beat, a vacuum. Jade holds the silence open, stretching it until the cold air starts to taste of ozone and desperation.

Sloane, finally: “What’s your play here, Jade?”

Jade places both hands on the table, fingers splayed. “Three exclusives. I control the first three content shoots, the narrative arc, the visual story. After that, you can let Marketing run their little A/B tests until they choke.”

Quinn’s skepticism spikes. “That’s not a compromise.”

Jade shrugs, the movement liquid and slow. “It’s what I’m offering.”

Sloane leans in, arms folded. Her voice drops into that low, persuasive register that once got her called the Ice Siren in the trades. “You’re not bulletproof, Jade. If you fuck this up, you answer to me. Personally.”

Jade leans back, unblinking. “You have my word.”

The silence is absolute, except for Quinn’s pen, which finally goes still.

Sloane holds Jade’s gaze for a five-count, then nods. “Fine. Three exclusives, then Marketing steps in. Non-negotiable.”

Jade pretends to consider, then gives the barest hint of a nod. The deal is sealed, and her heart, traitor that it is, spikes in her chest. She knows she’s won, not everything, but enough to carve out the latitude she needs.

Quinn, still flustered, gathers the model folders. “Here’s the staff list for the first run. Legal wants final signoff by tomorrow.”

He slides the stack across the glass. The top sheet glows white under the lights, her own name already highlighted.

Jade peels back the first page. Under the column for Models, the names are stacked in brutal sans-serif. Her eyes scan the list with predatory speed, looking for the right word, the right fracture in the line.

There.

Alandria Monroe. 

Black ink, 11-point, bracketed by the names of the other bartenders and floor girls who will inevitably fail the first round of casting. Jade’s fingers freeze for an instant, not even a twitch, but she feels the heat rise along her spine.

She has time to process nothing but the bare, illicit thrill, then Sloane is talking again.

“You’ll be expected to keep HR in the loop,” Sloane says. “Last time, Legal had to clean up our mess with a broom and a checkbook.”

Jade smiles, the sharp version. “That was not my mess.”

Sloane’s gaze is iron. “This time, there are no accidents. Understand?”

Jade doesn’t blink. “Perfectly.”

Quinn is already fidgeting, eager to leave. Sloane lingers, watching Jade as if waiting for her to slip up, to show a crack.

Jade shows nothing.

When the boardroom empties, Jade sits for a moment, the chill of the room finally bleeding through her facade. She flips through the rest of the file, feigning indifference, but every page is a pulse, every name, every photo, every point of contact.

She stops at Alandria’s headshot, a scan of her badge photo, no makeup, hair wild and pushed back, mouth set in a line of pure contempt for the world. Jade traces the face with her eyes, then sets the page aside, careful to keep it face down.

She lets herself imagine the set: the hot white lights, the scent of sweat and citrus, the perfect control of the lens. The look in Alandria’s eyes when she realizes she’s the subject, not the observer.

Jade takes a breath. It’s all she allows.

She gathers the files, aligns the edges to perfection, and locks them in her briefcase. The coffee is still untouched, gone cold.

As she leaves the room, her reflection in the black glass doors is a ghost, a shadow of something more dangerous.

***

Restaurant Obsidian is a shrine to engineered scarcity: just twelve tables, a staff that whispers, a menu so coded you have to scan a QR to read it. The air is warm, heavy with truffle and pan-seared flesh, and every surface, onyx tile, velvet booth, the monolithic bar glowing like a god’s altar, reflects intent rather than excess. At the apex table, Jade sits flanked by partners and their parasitic entourages, sipping water that costs more per ounce than a liter of gasoline.

Tonight’s event is all optics: investors, a smattering of high-end clients, a waiting list of junior staff eager to eat scraps from the upper tier. Sloane has claimed the head of the table, a sovereign among vassals, but everyone knows who orchestrates the social geometry. Jade, in a pantsuit the color of unfinished obsidian, is content to play second-in-command. She enjoys the ambiguity, power in shadow is power without consequence.

The point of interest isn’t the meal. It’s the debut of the new campaign assets, each one a threat or promise, presented with the cadence of an executioner’s drumroll. Jade’s mind is not on the pitch. Her eyes, behind the frosted curtain of her lashes, are trained on the entrance.

Alandria arrives five minutes after the hour. Not late, but designed for maximum impact. The maître d’ parts the sea of diners with a gesture, and she appears: bare arms, caramel skin, the dress a sheer slip of champagne mesh, so close to nakedness the shadows do more to cover her than the fabric. Her hair is up, curls tamed and twisted into something severe. The effect is surgical. She glides past the hostess, pauses to orient, then lets the room eat her alive.

Jade is ready for the looks, the triple-takes, the slow head turns, the microscopic judgments radiating from every table. She watches Alandria navigate it with zero misstep: chin up, jaw tight, eyes forward. The heels are lethal, but the stride is unbroken.

Sloane sees her first and waves, a calculated warmth. “There’s our muse,” she says, too loud, the phrase a test balloon. The table’s attention pivots, each gaze pinning Alandria with its own hypothesis, model, mistress, liability.

Jade stands as Alandria approaches. “Ms. Monroe,” she says, and the use of surname is both shield and blade. “Glad you could join us.”

Alandria nods, lips unpainted but perfect. “Thank you for inviting me.” Her voice is clear as ice water.

Sloane gestures for her to take the seat beside Jade. “We were just about to start on the tartare.”

Alandria slides in, every motion contained. The hem of the dress rides up just enough to expose the blunt force trauma of her legs, muscle, not softness, the calves defined by hard work and harder nights. Jade notes the slight wince as the dress catches at the hip, the faint tremor as Alandria steadies the silverware. She has never looked more vulnerable, or more dangerous.

Quinn, across the table, gapes in unvarnished awe. He recovers by coughing into his napkin and then mumbling something about brand alignment, but nobody listens.

Sloane launches into a preamble, rehashing the strategy that everyone already knows. Jade lets it wash over her, content to observe the small battleground developing to her right. Every man at the table is triangulating, weighing the risk of flirting with Jade’s prize versus the reward of being seen doing so. Every woman is clocking Alandria’s composure, looking for weakness, for a slip.

Maxwell Thornton, the worst of the partners, goes in first. “That’s a stunning dress,” he says, leaning in so far the candlelight kisses his chin. “Where did you get it?”

Jade intercepts before Alandria has to answer. “It was selected by the branding team. It’s one of a kind.”

Maxwell’s eyes linger anyway. “Flawless execution,” he says, and the compliment is aimed at the flesh, not the fabric.

Alandria meets the gaze head-on. “Thank you, Mr. Thornton. I like to think I make it work.”

There is the faintest tightening in Jade’s jaw, a shift in the geometry of her mouth that only Alandria, and perhaps Sloane, would catch. Jade is not jealous, precisely, she is not built for that flavor of insecurity, but she is territorial. She’s the one who chose the dress, the one who instructed the tailor on the precise millimeter of transparency. She’s the one who ordered the shoes, a full size too small, knowing what it would do to Alandria’s posture.

She is the architect. The idea of someone else laying claim is, frankly, offensive.

A waitress brings the first course. Jade watches as Alandria picks up the fork with her left hand, a tell, a reversal from her usual habit. The small detail sends a ripple of pleasure down Jade’s spine. She’s trained the girl, even if only in the smallest, most invisible ways.

The table banter is superficial: finance, gossip, who has been blacklisted from which event this month. Sloane steers every conversation back to the campaign, to the message, to the image. Quinn tries twice to bring up a concern about optics, but is drowned out by laughter each time.

Maxwell, emboldened by alcohol, leans in during the second course. “So, Alandria, how does it feel to be the face of a revolution?” He says this with the false intimacy of a man who believes in his own charm.

Alandria wipes her mouth, sets the napkin down. “It’s surreal,” she says. “I’m used to being the one serving drinks, not the one everyone’s looking at.”

Maxwell nods, savoring the line. “I bet you get looked at all the time.”

Jade waits for Alandria to answer, and when she doesn’t, Jade fills the void. “She can handle it.” The phrase is a benediction and a dare.

Maxwell holds Jade’s gaze for a beat longer than etiquette allows. “I’m sure she can.”

The meal continues, each course upping the ante. Jade lets her hand find the small of Alandria’s back, a gesture so subtle only those looking for it would see. Alandria tenses, then relaxes into it, the contact a steadying influence. Jade traces the edge of a vertebra with her thumb, the barest brush, a Morse code of intent.

There is a moment, during the main course, when Sloane proposes a toast. “To the new face of Midnight Garden, and to the woman who made it happen.”

All eyes turn to Jade. She lifts her glass, but says nothing, letting the silence do the work. Alandria raises her own, the tiniest tremor betraying her nerves.

Maxwell, ever the opportunist, clinks his glass with Alandria’s. “You’re going to break a lot of hearts,” he says, voice low.

Alandria answers without turning. “I’m more interested in breaking expectations.”

The table laughs, and the pressure breaks, but Jade’s hand tightens just a fraction, a reminder of ownership.

Dessert arrives. Sloane is the first to excuse herself, citing an early call with Tokyo. The other partners filter out, leaving Maxwell, Jade, and Alandria alone at the table. Maxwell leans in, emboldened by the thinning crowd.

“I have to say, I wasn’t expecting someone like you, Ms. Monroe.”

Alandria cocks her head. “Someone like me?”

Maxwell’s smile is all teeth. “So, exotic. The camera adores you.”

Jade doesn’t blink. She doesn’t even turn. Under the table, she slides her hand up the inside of Alandria’s thigh, pressing her palm flat against the silk. Alandria stiffens, then meets Jade’s gaze, a flicker of panic, then surrender. Jade squeezes, a firm, unyielding pressure. Mine.

Alandria’s voice is steady. “Thank you, Mr. Thornton. I’m lucky to have such a talented team behind me.”

Jade increases the pressure. There is a pulse, then another, and Alandria’s breath hitches just so. Maxwell’s attention drifts; he doesn’t see the real conversation unfolding in plain sight.

He stands, shakes Jade’s hand with unnecessary force, then turns to Alandria and bows slightly, his eyes never leaving her chest. “Good luck with the shoot, Ms. Monroe. I’ll be watching closely.”

He leaves.

The air is suddenly clean again, the weight of masculine competition evaporated. Jade does not let go of Alandria’s thigh. Instead, she leans in, lips close to the girl’s ear.

“You did well,” she says.

Alandria shivers, a full-body microquake. “Thank you.”

Jade’s hand slides up, fingers grazing the line between dress and skin. “Did you enjoy that?”

Alandria turns, lips parted, the flush high on her cheeks. “Did you?”

Jade smiles, her real smile, the one that splits her whole face, the one she saves for those who have earned it. “Immensely.”

She lets her hand linger a moment longer, then withdraws. “We should go.”

Alandria rises, her movements a touch less precise, the night and the pressure finally catching up. She walks ahead, and Jade follows, satisfied.

Outside, the city is wet and electric, the street lamps bleeding gold into the mist. Jade signals for the car, but instead of waiting, she pushes Alandria into the nearest alley, pressing her up against the cold brick.

“You’re mine now,” Jade whispers, voice all gravel and need.

Alandria nods, eyes wide, lips open for whatever comes next.

Jade kisses her, brutal and perfect, until they are both gasping.

The car arrives, idling at the curb, the driver pretending not to watch.

Jade pulls back, smoothing Alandria’s dress. “You’re going to be perfect,” she says.

Alandria smiles, the first true one of the night. “I know.”

They climb into the car, silent, bodies pressed together from knee to shoulder. The city blurs outside the window, but inside the cab it’s a still, dark pool.

Jade lets her hand rest on Alandria’s knee, possessive and proud.

“You’re coming home with me,” she says. And it’s not a suggestion. 

It’s a command.


Chapter Eight
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The car ride is a slow dissolve of city lights and secondhand adrenaline. The partition between backseat and driver hums with the AC, and Alandria sits perched on the edge of the leather, knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap like she’s waiting for a verdict. Jade, beside her, is all perfect silhouette, mouth pressed into a cool, unreadable line, eyes fixed on her phone screen. She doesn’t speak once, not when the car merges onto the expressway, not when Alandria coughs and tugs her hem down to avoid a wardrobe malfunction, not even when the cab lurches and throws Alandria halfway into her lap.

The driver pulls up outside the tower, doesn’t say a word, just slides the fare onto Jade’s business account and drives off as soon as they clear the curb. The air outside is freezing, June in this city is war, the skyscraper wind tunnels blowing knives up every skirt, but Alandria follows, head down, nipples hardening instantly in the chill. The building’s lobby is empty except for the night guard, who clocks them with a blink and then pretends to be busy with a clipboard. Jade ignores him, leading the way to the elevator, keycard already in hand.

The ride to the forty-fourth floor is a study in negative space: the only sound is the wet tick of their breathing and the faint whine of the lift. Jade’s perfume, the expensive, almost medicinal kind, lingers in the air, mixing with the sweet-sour of Alandria’s own sweat. Jade looks at her, finally, and it’s not the look from the dinner, not the proud owner with her show-dog on a leash. This is something colder, hungrier. Jade watches her like she’s already planning what to do next, like she’s reviewing a performance in her head and finding every flaw to correct.

The room is dark, only the skyline and the blue flicker of the security lights to see by. Jade doesn’t bother with lamps, just moves through the glass corridor with a confidence that makes Alandria want to trip her, or maybe just grab her by the hair and see what it would take to break the line. She trails behind, silent, until Jade reaches her home office, unlocks the door, and waits. Alandria stands in the hall, not moving. She watches the way Jade’s silhouette frames itself in the door, one hand on the handle, the other hanging limp at her side, and the urge to say something stupid and reckless burns up the back of her throat.

She walks in, barely waiting for Jade’s permission, and finds herself facing the glass wall that looks out over the city. The desk is immaculate. The only mark of life is a lipstick-stained water glass, half empty, and a stack of folders arranged with surgical precision. Jade doesn’t sit behind the desk. Instead, she circles around and leans on the edge, arms folded, eyes on Alandria.

It’s a standoff. And, like every standoff, someone has to draw first.

“So was I your toy tonight?” Alandria says. She tries for casual, but it comes out brittle, the words chipping in the air and falling straight to the floor.

Jade’s eyebrow lifts, just a fraction. “You were effective. You did what was required.”

Alandria snorts, which is maybe the last self-preserving instinct she has left. “You mean I was window dressing.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” Jade says, voice cool as dry ice.

Alandria crosses the carpet, aware of the way her heels snag in the fibers, the way every step is a click, a countdown. She’s half expecting Jade to pounce, or maybe slap her, or maybe just say something so sharp it opens a vein. But Jade does nothing. She waits, gaze never leaving Alandria’s face.

“I’m serious,” Alandria says, voice climbing. “You sat me next to that guy, Maxwell, like I was a prop. You let him talk to me like I was...like I was your whore. Did you enjoy it?”

Jade tilts her head, eyes narrowing. “If I wanted a whore, I’d pay for one. You’re more expensive.”

Alandria feels her cheeks go hot, then hotter. She steps closer, until she’s between Jade’s knees, close enough to see the outline of a bruise on Jade’s thigh where the dress rides up. “You’re not answering my question.”

Jade doesn’t move, but her breathing quickens, the barest flutter at her collarbone. “I enjoyed watching you handle yourself.”

Alandria laughs, hard and sharp. “I handled myself because you didn’t.”

Something flickers in Jade’s eyes, a hairline fracture in the glass. “Careful, Alandria.”

“Or what?” Alandria pushes. “You’ll fire me? You’ll ruin me?” She leans in, both palms flat on the desk beside Jade’s hips. The fabric of her dress is so thin it’s basically lingerie, and she wonders, just for a second, if Jade is looking or if she’s deliberately looking away.

Jade lets the silence hang, then: “You want me to say it? Fine. You were a tool tonight. A sharp one, but still a tool.”

Alandria swallows, and the taste in her mouth is ugly, metallic. She straightens, steps back, but Jade grabs her wrist and yanks her closer, so fast Alandria almost stumbles. Jade’s grip is bruising, fingers cold and unyielding.

“You want more?” Jade says, voice a low snarl.

Alandria says nothing. She lets herself be held, the bones of her arm caught in Jade’s vise grip.

Jade releases her after a moment, with a disgusted flick, and stands. “Don’t test me. Not tonight.”

Alandria almost laughs at the nickname. “Why? Because it worked too well? Because Maxwell wanted to fuck me more than he wanted to close a deal?”

This time, Jade moves. She’s across the carpet in two steps, pressing Alandria back against the glass wall with a force that knocks the air out of her. The city spins behind her head, dizzy with lights and clouds, but all she can see is the glint of Jade’s teeth, bared in something halfway between a threat and a kiss.

“Is this what you want?” Jade hisses. “To make me jealous?”

Alandria smiles, though it hurts. “Are you?”

Jade’s eyes darken, the green gone almost black. “No. Territorial.”

The word lands like a fist. Jade’s hand finds Alandria’s throat, not choking, just holding, thumb pressed to her pulse point.

“You belong to me,” Jade whispers, breath hot against Alandria’s cheek.

Alandria shivers, and she hates herself for it, hates the way her body answers even when her mind is on fire. “So what does that make you?” she asks, voice barely audible.

Jade leans in, teeth grazing the lobe of Alandria’s ear. “It makes me the one who decides what you’re worth.”

Alandria’s hands fist at her sides. She wants to claw at Jade’s face, wants to kiss her until she bleeds. Instead, she does nothing. She lets Jade hold her, lets the weight of the threat settle into her bones.

Jade pulls back, just enough to see her face. The anger is gone now, replaced by something colder, more dangerous.

“Go home,” Jade says, releasing her grip. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Alandria doesn’t move. She waits, just long enough to prove she’s not afraid, then turns and walks out, heels carving lines into the soft gray carpet. She makes it to the elevator before her hands start to shake.

She rides the lift down, forehead pressed to the cold metal of the door, and wonders if she’s ever been this alive, or this close to breaking.

By the time she hits the street, the wind has stripped all the heat from her cheeks. She stares up at the tower, and it glows back, all steel and glass and unsleeping light.

She hates Jade Weston, and she wants her more than she’s ever wanted anything.

She’s not sure which will kill her first.

***

She doesn’t sleep, doesn’t even try. At two in the morning, Alandria stalks her own apartment like she’s hunting for a reason to leave, not to stay. The walls are thin, the heater broken, and every time she closes her eyes she sees Jade’s face, sometimes kind, sometimes cruel, always inescapable. Her phone buzzes at 2:18 a.m. 

Come back if you’re ready to be a good girl.

Alandria hesitates for three seconds, then pulls her coat on over the dress, still the mesh, still see-through, no bra, no panties, the fabric now rumpled and stained at the hem from her earlier walk. The Uber is waiting before she even hits the street. The driver doesn’t look at her twice, just watches her shiver in the rearview and flicks on the radio, something slow and wordless, as they cut through city blocks in silence.

By the time she hits the lobby, she’s already wet, already angry, already full of a thousand things she’d never say out loud. The security guard doesn’t stop her; the overnight staff has learned that after midnight, she’s not to be questioned. The elevator is as cold as she remembers, and the corridor outside Jade’s office is dark, a single strip of safety light guiding her to the right door.

Jade opens it before she can knock, pulling her in by the wrist. There’s no preamble. Jade is in a tank top and nothing else, eyes rimmed with sleeplessness, hair down, the green of her stare a private crime.

The door clicks shut and Jade is on her, hands in her hair, mouth rough and clumsy on her jaw, fingers sliding under the coat to claw at the mesh. The coat falls to the floor. Jade spins her, shoves her hard against a glass wall, and the shock of the cold bites straight through her skin. Alandria yelps, more from surprise than pain.

She grabs at Jade’s shoulders, pushes back, but Jade is stronger, the press of her hips pinning Alandria’s ass to the glass, her knee wedging Alandria’s legs apart. The skyline outside is a jewelry box of lights, and she’s on full display, pressed up against forty-four stories of nothing between her and the city.

Jade keeps her there, bodies flush, breath hot in her ear. Alandria tries to twist free, but Jade just laughs and holds her in place.

“You’re so fucking desperate,” Jade says. “You pretend like you hate this, but you love it. You’re dripping.”

Alandria feels herself flush, rage and arousal knotting together. “You’re projecting,” she snaps. “If you wanted someone obedient you should have found a puppy.”

Jade grabs both of Alandria’s wrists, pins them above her head, and leans back just enough to get a look at her. “I don’t want obedient. I want you ruined.”

With one hand, Jade keeps Alandria’s arms locked up, while the other goes exploring, palm flat on her stomach, sliding down, lower, nails grazing the line of her hipbone. The dress rides up, bunching at the waist, and Jade’s fingers slip between her legs, finding her already soaked. Jade strokes her, slow at first, then harder, two fingers pressing and curling inside while her thumb works the clit in cruel little circles.

Alandria moans, bites her lip, shakes her head, no, not this, not here, but her body betrays her, hips jerking to chase every movement of Jade’s hand.

“You’re a fucking mess,” Jade whispers, and the words feel like acid.

Alandria tries to spit something back, but all she manages is, “Fuck you.”

Jade covers her mouth with two fingers, the same fingers that were just inside her. Alandria tastes herself, salty and electric, and wants to choke on it.

“Shut up,” Jade repeats. “You don’t get to talk. Not tonight.”

Jade’s hand withdraws, and for a split second Alandria is empty, cold, bereft. Jade licks her fingers, slow and obscene, eyes never leaving Alandria’s. Then, without warning, she grasps Alandria by the wrists and tugs her down a hall and to a room with a red-lacquer door, a bolt lock on the front.

She’s in a chair before she even knows what’s happening, legs splayed, dress up around her waist, skin still tingling from the cold glass. Jade stands over her, arms crossed, looking down with something like disgust, or maybe just hunger.

“Stay,” Jade commands.

Alandria sits, breathing hard, glare fixed on the floor. She hears a drawer open, the slide of metal and plastic, then Jade’s bare feet padding back over the carpet. When she looks up, Jade is holding a strap, black leather and metal, and a second later she sees the toy, matte black, thick, veined, obscene.

Jade sits on the desk, facing her, and buckles the harness over her hips. The dildo points straight out, ready, impossible to ignore. Jade stares at Alandria the whole time, daring her to say something.

“Open,” Jade stands, steps between Alandria’s knees, and lifts her chin with the head of the toy. 

Alandria hesitates, and Jade slaps her across the cheek with it, just hard enough to sting.

“Open.”

She does. Jade pushes the head between her lips, shoves in slow but steady, so Alandria has to either breathe through her nose or gag. The taste is rubber and lube and something else, power, maybe, or just the flavor of losing. Jade holds her there, hand on the back of her skull, thrusting shallowly, just enough to keep her off-balance.

“See?” Jade murmurs. “You’re made for this.”

She fucks Alandria’s mouth for a minute, maybe more. Alandria’s throat burns, saliva dripping down her chin, but she takes it, takes all of it, eyes watering but never looking away. When Jade finally pulls out, she slaps Alandria again with the cock, and this time Alandria grins, defiant and filthy.

“You look good with something in your mouth,” Jade says.

Jade hauls her up, spins her, and pushes her face down over the desk. Alandria barely has time to catch herself before Jade yanks the dress off, tearing it at the seam. She’s naked, body pressed flat to the cold lacquer, the city glowing in front of her.

Jade doesn’t wait. She lubes the toy with her own spit, then pushes inside, slow at first, then all at once, filling Alandria until her thighs quake. Jade sets a pace that’s punishing, hips slamming into Alandria’s ass with a rhythm that’s all anger and no mercy.

Alandria’s breath comes in ragged gasps, forehead slick against the desktop. The stretch is perfect, too much, just enough, and every time Jade bottoms out, the base of the toy hits Alandria’s clit, sending shocks up her spine.

Jade leans over her, breath hot on the back of Alandria’s neck. “You wanted to be used, didn’t you?”

Alandria bites her lip, tries to shake her head, but Jade grabs her by the jaw and squeezes.

“Say it,” Jade hisses.

Alandria growls, “Fuck you.”

Jade laughs, then pulls out abruptly, leaving Alandria empty and desperate. Before she can complain, Jade flips her over onto her back, lifts her legs onto the desk, and slides in again, this time deeper, harder, the cold of the desk meeting the heat of her cunt. Jade fucks her like a machine, relentless, the harness creaking with every thrust.

Alandria claws at the surface, desperate for something to hold onto. She’s close, so close she could scream, but Jade senses it, and pulls back, slowing to a crawl.

“Not yet,” Jade says, voice a razor.

Alandria’s whole body aches. “Please,” she whispers.

Jade shakes her head, a wicked smile playing at her lips. “Beg.”

Alandria glares, refusing.

Jade slaps her, palm cracking against her ass. “Beg,” she repeats.

Alandria waits a beat, then another, but the need is too much. She can’t help it, can’t stop herself. “Please, Jade. Please, fuck me. Let me come. I need it, please.”

Jade grins, triumphant. “That’s better.”

She pounds into Alandria, relentless now, and every thrust pushes her closer to the edge. Alandria’s world goes narrow, black at the edges, all sensation and no thought. She screams, wordless, as she comes, the orgasm tearing through her in waves. Jade keeps going, keeps fucking her through it, until Alandria is shaking, every muscle locking and then letting go.

Jade slows, then stops, collapsing over Alandria, body slick with sweat. For a minute they just lie there, tangled.

Alandria turns her head, looking at Jade, seeing her not as a boss or a monster or a fantasy, but as a woman, exhausted, alive, spent. Jade’s eyes meet hers, and there’s something soft there, something new.

Jade kisses her, slow and careful, and this time Alandria kisses back.

After, Jade helps her up, finds a blanket somewhere, and wraps it around Alandria’s shoulders. She brings her a glass of water, wipes her face with a damp cloth. No words, just actions, small and ordinary.

Alandria wonders, briefly, if she should have said the safe word. Cherry. It flickers through her mind, bright, red, a stop sign she never wanted to use.

She didn’t want to say it, she realizes. Because she wanted all of this. The pain, the hunger, the violence and the mercy.

And she knows she doesn’t want it to stop.


Chapter Nine
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Jade lets the door to the rooftop of her building clang shut behind her and steps out into the cold. The wind is a knife, the kind of lakefront gust that slices through even her favorite wool coat, but she’s always preferred pain to comfort. It focuses her. The city glimmers below in a false spring, LED spires and gridwork, every window a little story she has zero interest in reading. Her own reflection floats faint in the glass of the roof access door: pale face, hair streaming out like a black flag of surrender, the unblinking green of her eyes. War paint.

She’s not alone. Alandria’s hair is a tangle, a wolfish halo, her bared skin glowing beneath the light of the moon. Jade stops to stare, inhaling a sharp hush of air through her mouth. Alandria is beautiful. Beautiful when she’s down on her knees, obeying her commands, and beautiful like this: stoic, serene. A goddess.

Jade crosses the roof with slow, measured steps. She pauses just out of reach, taking her time before speaking. “You’re going to freeze,” Jade says, because the silence is too easy.

Alandria’s caramel shoulders flinch, and a smirk tugs at the corners of her plush lips. “You say that like it’s a threat.”

Jade suppresses a smile. She admires defiance, in animals and in people, even when it’s self-destructive. Especially when it’s self-destructive. “It’s forty floors to the alley,” she says. “Not the way I’d go, but impressive.”

This gets Alandria’s attention. The girl turns, and her face is wiped clean of everything but a challenge. “You know, if you wanted to push me, you’d have to get a lot closer.”

Jade ignores the bait. “I prefer my accidents accidental.”

Alandria laughs, a single cough of sound. “Yeah. I can tell.” She climbs up to sit on the ledge, feet swinging over the drop. “What brings you up here? Making sure I’m still where you want me?”

Jade crosses her arms, gripping the wool at her elbows. “Escape. Same as you.”

“Don’t see you as the running type,” Alandria says. She watches the skyline, not Jade. “Thought you liked it when everyone watched.”

“They only think they’re watching,” Jade says. “It’s a controlled burn.”

Alandria leans back, hands braced on concrete. She shivers once, hard, then composes herself. “You always talk in riddles, or just with me?”

Jade weighs her options. The wind is growing, sheets of it making her eyes water. “Depends. Are you a riddle, or a waste of time?”

Alandria grins. “You tell me. You have the clipboard.”

Jade could walk away. She could. But her legs don’t listen. She steps up, shoes grinding on rooftop gravel, until she’s within touching range. “I know what you’re doing,” she says, voice low.

Alandria shrugs again, as if this is the least interesting part of her day. “Maybe I just like the view.”

“You’re not looking at the view,” Jade says.

The girl’s gaze flicks to hers, lightning-quick. “Neither are you.”

For a moment, there is nothing but wind, a sheet of it flattening Alandria’s skirt to her thighs, sending the ends of Jade’s hair snapping around her face. They stare, neither blinking. Jade feels her pulse, strong and thick in her neck, and hates that it’s visible, hates that this girl can see the flush on her throat.

Alandria breaks first. “Why are you really up here?”

Jade isn’t prepared for the question, though she’s rehearsed every answer. She considers lying, but something about the rooftop, the vastness, the risk, makes it impossible. “To make sure you don’t jump.”

Alandria’s mouth opens, then snaps shut. “What if I wanted to?”

Jade looks down at the city, at the cars, at the tiny, luminous gridwork. “Then you’d do it when I wasn’t around. You’re not the type for an audience.”

Alandria’s eyes are huge in the dark, reflecting neon. “You think you have me figured out.”

Jade shrugs, lets the movement be loose, offhand, even though her muscles are so tight she can barely feel her own arms. “I do. Mostly.”

They lapse into a long, twitchy silence. The only noise is the wind and the hollow hum of rooftop machinery. Jade watches Alandria for signs: a twitch, a fidget, a catch in the voice. The girl is a statue, perfect except for the slight tremble in her hands.

“Can I ask you something?” Alandria’s voice is quieter now, almost cautious.

Jade nods once.

“Have you ever been in love?” The question is surgical, out of nowhere.

Jade considers the answer. She wants to dismiss it with a joke, to bury it in sarcasm. Instead, she says, “Once.”

Alandria studies her, eyes narrowed, weighing the truth. “What happened?”

Jade’s mouth tightens. She can feel the old story, bitter, too familiar, forming on her tongue. “She left. That’s what they do.”

Alandria’s laugh is less a sound and more a shiver. “Was it your fault?”

Jade looks away, out to the city. “Of course. But I prefer it that way.”

Alandria says nothing for a long moment. “You ever think about her?”

Jade lies. “No.”

The girl slides off the ledge, landing with a soft scuff of rubber on gravel. She stands close, too close, and Jade has the urge to step back but refuses to. “You’re a fucking liar,” Alandria says, not unkindly.

Jade lets the accusation hang between them. “And?”

Alandria shrugs. “So am I.”

There is a brief, unbearable pause. Then Alandria reaches up, fingertips cool as river stones, and brushes a strand of hair from Jade’s cheek. The touch is nothing, but it sends a current through Jade’s entire body.

“You’re freezing,” Alandria says. “We should go inside.”

Jade lets her lips part, just enough for air. “After you,” she says.

Alandria makes for the door, but not before tossing one more look over her shoulder, half invitation, half challenge. Jade follows, spine so stiff she feels like she’s wearing a body cast.

They descend the stairwell in silence, the echo of their footsteps the only score. At the landing, Alandria stops. “Why do you keep picking me for the hard shifts?” she asks, genuine curiosity in her tone.

Jade wants to say: Because you’re the only one who doesn’t break. Because you remind me of myself. Because I want you. Instead, she says, “You’re efficient.”

Alandria grins. “Bullshit. Try again.”

Jade swallows, and her throat clicks audibly. “Because you’re interesting.”

The girl cocks her head. “You want to fuck me, is that it?”

Jade laughs, a sharp sound that bounces off the tile. “You think I don’t?”

Alandria shakes her head. “You want to own me. Not the same thing.”

Jade steps closer, until they’re nearly chest to chest. “Ownership is cleaner,” she says, letting the words land heavy. “No risk of heartbreak.”

Alandria’s gaze drops to Jade’s mouth, then back up. “You already lost that game, Queen. Why not try something else?”

Jade’s heart is loud now, a riot in her ribcage. “What do you suggest?”

The answer is a kiss, sudden and salt-hot, Alandria’s hands gripping the lapels of Jade’s coat. It’s not gentle, but it’s not violent, either, it’s hunger with nowhere to go. Jade’s hands hover, unsure, then settle on the girl’s hips, holding, not claiming.

They break, breathless. “You taste like your pussy,” Jade says.

Alandria wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “You taste like regret.”

Jade lets herself laugh, softer this time. “I have more of that than you can imagine.”

The girl tugs at Jade’s coat, pulling her toward the hallway. “Come on. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

Jade follows, letting herself be led, knowing she’ll regret it. But it’s better than being alone on a rooftop, pretending not to want.

The stairwell is warm, but Jade can still feel the wind inside her, a ghost of cold that lingers under the skin. She lets it stay, just to remember.

Alandria stops. She puts her hand on the railing, body tilted casual but her face is all edge. The city hums through the glass, indifferent. “That girl you loved,” she says. “Did you fuck her like you fuck me?”

Jade exhales, slow. “No. I fucked her worse.”

Alandria nods, accepting this as gospel. “Did she make you beg?”

The memory is a gut punch, but Jade takes it. “She made me kneel.” Her jaw locks on the word. “It didn’t save her.”

Alandria studies her, weighing every muscle twitch and shadow. “You ever want that again?” she asks, voice so soft it could be a mercy, but isn’t.

Jade feels her spine stiffen, old training. She wants to say yes, to admit she craves surrender the way other people crave oxygen, but that’s not how you survive. “I want control,” she says, and the lie is smooth, practiced.

Alandria laughs, sudden and loud. “Bullshit. You want to be ruined.”

Jade doesn’t answer. The hallway is too bright, the echo of their steps too loud. She tries to start walking again, but Alandria grabs her by the wrist. Not gentle, but not rough either, just insistent. Jade jerks back, but the grip holds. “Don’t,” Jade says, voice low.

Alandria tugs her closer, their faces inches apart. “Why not?”

Jade’s chest contracts, tight and hot. She doesn’t let herself flinch, but she can feel her pulse drumming. “Because I’ll let you,” she whispers.

Alandria smiles, but there’s no triumph in it. “That’s the point.”

She leans in, not a kiss this time but a challenge, her lips close enough that Jade can feel the heat. “You think I don’t see you?” Alandria asks, voice so quiet it’s almost a thought. “You think you’re the only one who’s ever been abandoned?”

Jade blinks. The hallway tilts a little, the blue lights swimming. “I don’t care about your sad stories,” she says, because anger is safer.

Alandria shakes her head. “No. You care too much.” She lets go of Jade’s wrist, and for a second Jade wants to beg for the touch back.

Instead, she balls her hands into fists, nails digging half-moons into her palms. “Go home,” she says. “You have a shift tomorrow.”

Alandria steps back, but her eyes stay on Jade’s face. “You’re scared of me,” she says.

Jade laughs, hard and sharp. “You’re not that interesting.”

But she is. She’s the only thing in the world that’s interesting right now.

Alandria turns, heading for the stairwell, but just before she leaves the light, she throws one more line over her shoulder: “I’ve never had sex before you.”

The words land with more impact than any slap, more than any punch.

Jade’s breath leaves her, and she’s left with the hollow of the admission. She wants to chase after Alandria, to drag her back and say all the things she’s not allowed to say, but instead she just stands, immobile, the muscle memory of every failed connection curling up tight in her belly.

She waits for the sound of the stairwell door, the echo of footsteps fading down and out. Only then does she let herself move. She leans against the cold glass, watching the city, the blue grid of lights, and wonders if she has ever been anything but alone.

She’s still there an hour later, when the cleaning crew makes their rounds and the city’s lights begin to wink out, one story at a time.

She doesn’t call anyone. She doesn’t go after her.

But for the first time in years, she thinks about what it would feel like to kneel, and not be left alone on the floor.


Chapter Ten
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Alandria arrives to the first photoshoot with a bad case of heartburn and a gnashing headache, anxiety getting the best of her. Another day spent acting as a tool for Jade. An object to be flaunted. She expects the studio to be a fluorescent torture chamber, but the place is all black velvet and cool white LED, every surface reflecting something different back at you. The only scent is ozone, sweat, and perfume so sharp it’s probably illegal. There are six people in the space, maybe seven; all of them beautiful in a hostile, geometric way. No one looks up when she enters. She’s furniture. She is a vase.

Somewhere in this chaos is Jade, but she’s not visible at first, just her signature in the way people hold themselves a little stiffer, the way the photographers talk like they’re afraid a drone will record everything. Alandria hovers by the espresso machine, not sure if she’s allowed to touch anything. Her reflection in the chrome is a warning.

“Darling, sit.” A voice with a northern accent, old school European. A woman in a severe bun points at a makeup chair.

Alandria sits. There is no hello, no small talk, just latex-gloved hands in her hair, fingers at her jaw, a spray that tastes like battery acid. Two minutes in, her scalp is numb and her mouth is full of questions she’s too tired to ask.

The makeup artist, Iveta, she says later, but by then it’s too late to care, works in silence, her breath hitting Alandria’s cheek in quick, birdlike bursts. “You have a beautiful bone structure,” Iveta says, then frowns, as if this is a minor setback. She applies foundation with a force that should be criminal, then dusts Alandria’s eyelids with gold shimmer and lines her eyes in black that makes her irises glow like torchlight. Lipstick is last: a black cherry, so glossy it could be nail polish. When Alandria tries to look in the mirror, Iveta blocks her. “No. Not yet.”

She is next passed to the wardrobe team, a duo of genderless, bleach-blond assistants who speak only in murmurs. They peel off her street clothes, barely noticing that she is, in fact, naked under her oversized sweatshirt and thrifted jeans. One of them, maybe both, she can’t tell, hands her a silk corset, deep blue with velvet panels. It laces in the back, but they cinch her in with the efficiency of nurses prepping for surgery. Over this goes a transparent black mesh top, and over that, a jacket with sleeves that are more cage than cloth. The pants are high-waisted, tailored, and so tight Alandria thinks her uterus will fossilize.

She doesn’t get to see herself. She is an unfinished thing. Every time she tries to sneak a look, someone blocks her with a garment bag, a powder brush, a hand.

The set is a cube of white seamless, flanked by umbrella lights and reflectors like the inside of a starship. There is a throne at center: gold leaf, velvet seat, the armrests shaped like lions with open mouths. Alandria’s pulse triples. She’s never had her picture taken except for ID cards and the time Lemon made her pose with a comically large donut. She is so out of her depth that she’s nearly numb to the panic.

“Model on deck!” someone calls. The photographer is a tall, hyperactive man named Vee. He has hands that never stop moving and a beard so severe it has its own shadow.

“Sit, sit,” Vee commands, gesturing to the throne. “You are the moment. You are victory and defeat. You are the most dangerous thing in the room.”

Alandria’s body responds on autopilot; her mind, meanwhile, is back in the bar with Nadia, her words crawling like centipedes behind her eyes. She sits, poses, waits for instructions.

Click. Click. The flash is hot and sudden. The first ten photos are a disaster, Alandria’s posture is pure DMV, mouth slightly open, eyes wide with terror. Vee makes a sound between a sigh and a bark.

“No, no, no,” he says. “You are a goddess. You kill men for fun. Shoulders back. Chin up. Like you just spat in someone’s coffee.”

She tries, fails, tries again. The next batch is marginally better. Vee grunts, then leans in to fix her hands on the lion’s head. “Power, darling. Grip it like you want to break something.”

She does. This time, when the flash goes off, she doesn’t flinch. The light strobes her vision, and in the afterimage she catches a glimpse of herself, jaw tight, hair slicked back so severe it’s practically a threat, lips painted for sin.

They work in two-minute sprints. Each time, someone changes a piece of her outfit, removes a layer, adds a necklace, sticks rhinestones under her eyes. She is made and unmade in real time.

By the third change, something shifts. Her posture changes. The terror starts to mutate into something else, a kind of narcotic thrill. She notices the way the fabric feels against her skin, the weight of the jewelry, the way her fingers look, long and dangerous, against the gold of the throne. When Vee barks, “Own it,” she does.

Someone adjusts a light. Someone else brings her water through a straw, careful not to smudge the lipstick. The world telescopes: there is only the camera, the light, and her body, suddenly obedient and strong.

“Perfect,” Vee says at one point, and it’s the first time anyone has ever said that to her without sarcasm.

She can feel the energy in the room change. The other models, waiting at the wings in their own costumes, start watching her more closely. An assistant, arms full of props, drops a glass. No one cleans it up.

“Who is she?” someone whispers.

“She’s new.”

“Jade brought her.”

The name ripples through the staff, changing the flavor of the air from curiosity to awe. Suddenly, Alandria is not just the subject, she’s the reason they’re all here, the variable, the unknown quantity.

That’s when Jade appears. Not in a dramatic entrance, but as a fact, standing behind the camera, arms folded, green eyes narrowed and intent. Her presence warps the room, pulling attention like a black hole. Alandria sees her and nearly falters, but Vee is shouting for more, more, more, and she rides the momentum.

Between takes, Jade moves closer, conferring with the photographer in words Alandria can’t catch. Her face is pure business, lips pressed in a thin line, but every so often her gaze flicks to Alandria’s mouth, her hands, her thighs. Jade is assessing her like a predator unsure if its prey is poison.

The next setup is standing, no throne. The lighting is colder, starker. Alandria is told to “walk, but with intent,” so she does, each step measured, each stride a dare. The shoes are agony, but she’s so high on adrenaline she doesn’t care. At one point, she catches her own reflection in a wall of black glass, and she almost doesn’t recognize herself: hips loose, shoulders back, a woman who could buy and sell you with a look.

After the fifth round, Jade finally speaks. “You’re a natural,” she says, just loud enough for Alandria to hear.

Alandria wants to snap back, wants to say she was built for more than being decoration, but the words die before they hit her tongue. Instead, she just nods, letting the compliment settle in the gap between them.

The shoot goes on for another hour. The staff gets more attentive, more invested, as if they’re all competing to be the first to impress her. A male model, tall as a tree and twice as vacant, sidles up during a break and tries to chat her up. She ignores him. She’s too busy watching Jade, who is now prowling the perimeter, never close enough to touch but always in frame.

In the last sequence, the lights go down and a single spot hits Alandria from above. She is told to kneel, then to look up, eyes fixed on the camera. She does. The light catches every curve of her cheekbone, every line of her collarbone. The room goes dead silent. Vee crouches, camera at eye level.

“Perfect,” he says again, this time softer.

Alandria holds the pose until her legs go numb, until the silence becomes its own kind of noise. When the flash pops, she sees Jade’s reflection in the lens, staring back at her with a hunger that is almost painful to look at.

Finally, it’s over. The wardrobe assistants swarm, stripping her back down to skin and wrapping her in a silk robe. Someone hands her a glass of champagne. She drinks it too fast, nearly coughing up the bubbles.

As the crew starts packing up, she finds herself alone at the edge of the set, energy still buzzing under her skin. The other models glare, a few sneer, but no one says a word. The only person who matters is Jade, and she’s already halfway out the door, leaving a vacuum in her wake.

Alandria stands in the center of the now-empty set, hair wild and makeup smudged, pulse racing. For the first time in her life, she is exactly what the world wants her to be.

But she can still feel Jade’s eyes on her, even with Jade gone. The hunger, the calculation, the question: How much can you take before you break?

She’s not going home yet. She can’t. There’s too much energy left in her, too much mean heat under her skin, and every time she blinks she sees Jade’s face in the monitor, the way Jade watched her with that hungry, almost panicked focus.

The corridor behind the studio is a labyrinth of half-lit service tunnels, utility doors, and fire stairs. She follows the winding hall, the faint aftershock of citrus and tobacco, and finds herself at a greenroom.

Inside, the space is more closet than room: a vanity mirror bordered with bulbs, folding tables stacked with ancient makeup palettes, racks of outfits the color of bruises. Jade is at the far end, back turned, speaking into her phone in a whisper so low it sounds like a threat. The muscle at her jaw flickers as she listens, then she says, “Fine. No, I’ll handle it myself,” and ends the call with her thumb.

She doesn’t turn around. “You’re supposed to be at touch-up,” Jade says, voice flat. “You’re scheduled for a second look at six.”

“I finished early,” Alandria says.

Jade sets the phone face down, still not facing her. “Then wait in the lobby.”

Alandria looks at herself in the mirror: the new face, the new body, the posture that wasn’t there three hours ago. “You didn’t like it,” she says, forcing the words out.

Jade finally turns. Her green eyes are dangerous, but there’s a flicker of exhaustion behind them. “Like what?”

“The shoot. Me.” Alandria squares her shoulders, lets the robe fall a little off one side. “I was good, but it wasn’t what you wanted.”

Jade’s expression doesn’t change, but her fingers tighten against the table. “You did fine.”

“Fine.” Alandria snorts, mocking the word. “You watched every second. You hated it.”

“I don’t hate anything that makes money,” Jade snaps.

Alandria laughs, sharp. “You’re so fucking full of shit. You were jealous. You wanted me to fuck up so you could fix it. But I didn’t.”

Jade crosses the space in three strides, slams the door shut behind her. The room vibrates. “You’re out of line,” she says, low and mean.

Alandria steps closer. The confidence is fake, borrowed from the spotlight, but she refuses to let Jade see the shake in her hands. “Do you want me to stop shining?” she says, the word both a dare and a plea.

Jade doesn’t move. The pause is endless, then: “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know you want to own me,” Alandria says, voice breaking just a little. “You want to control everything. Even the things you can’t.”

Jade lunges. Not with fists, not with words, but with her whole body, one arm locking Alandria to the vanity, the other pressing her wrist so hard into the countertop that Alandria can feel the cheap laminate threaten to crack. Their faces are inches apart, breath meeting in the no-man’s land between. The hunger in Jade’s eyes is no longer theoretical.

“I do own you,” Jade growls. “You signed.”

Alandria refuses to flinch. “Then prove it.”

For a second, Jade is pure steel, no emotion, just the machinery of intent. Then it breaks. Jade crushes her mouth against Alandria’s, all teeth and salt and desperation. Alandria’s robe comes off in a single jerk, exposing skin still warm from the lights, and Jade’s hands are everywhere at once: tangled in hair, clawing at her back, gripping her jaw so hard it hurts.

Alandria’s body lights up, every inch aching for more. She claws at Jade’s shirt, finds the row of buttons and yanks, sending two flying across the room. Jade kisses her harder, then trails down to bite at her neck, leaving a bruise Alandria will have to explain for a week.

Jade lifts her, bodies pressed so tight there is no air between them, and backs her into the wall of gowns and jackets. Alandria’s legs go around Jade’s waist, and her heels dig into the backs of Jade’s thighs, pulling her closer. The vanity mirror shakes behind them.

Jade fumbles for Alandria’s waistband, finds only the mesh thong, and tears it in half. Alandria gasps, half shock, half pure animal need. Jade slides two fingers between her legs, the touch rough, almost angry, and Alandria moans loud enough to make the bulbs around the mirror rattle.

“You wanted this,” Jade says, breath ragged. “You wanted to see how far I’d go.”

Alandria laughs, wild and breathless. “I thought you were all rules and NDAs.”

Jade's fingers plunge into her, hard and unforgiving, every thrust a brutal penance for some unspeoken sin. Alandria grips the edge of the vanity, knuckles white, as she grinds against Jade's hand, craving more of the intense, consuming sensation. Her body quivers, her breath hitches, as she relishes the fiery torment, letting it engulf her completely. Her hips buck wildly against Jade's hand, the rhythm deep and primal.

“Look at yourself,” Jade orders, pushing Alandria’s face toward the mirror.

Alandria does. She sees herself flushed, lips bitten raw, eyes wide with shock and hunger. She sees Jade behind her, face twisted in an expression of need so ugly and beautiful it makes her want to cry.

Jade adds a third finger, and Alandria’s vision whites out. She feels the orgasm in her stomach, her lungs, her throat. She screams, not a word, just a sound. Jade covers her mouth with the other hand, muffling the noise but not the violence of it.

For a moment, the world goes perfectly still.

Then the door bursts open.

Nadia stands in the doorway, wearing a bomber jacket and a smirk. She clocks the scene: Alandria suspended between vanity and wall, Jade holding her like a broken toy, the room full of sweat and sex and the reek of secrets. The pause is only a second, but it’s enough for Alandria’s heart to stop.

“Well,” Nadia says, voice level. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Jade freezes. The hand over Alandria’s mouth becomes gentle, almost apologetic, and her other arm trembles but does not let go.

Alandria tries to cover herself, but there’s no point. Nadia has seen everything. Maybe always has.

Nadia’s eyes linger on Alandria, then on Jade, and there’s something sharp and calculating there, like she’s adding up the power differential, seeing how it tips, who might win if this goes nuclear. She doesn’t move, doesn’t blink. “You should know,” Nadia says, “the cleaning crew hits this floor at seven. You’ve got maybe ten minutes before it smells like a high school locker room in here.”

Jade releases Alandria, slow, deliberate, and the cold air stings where her hands had been. “Get out, Nadia,” Jade says, voice dangerously quiet.

Nadia grins, all teeth, and steps back. “Enjoy it while you can,” she says, then lets the door close.

For a second, neither of them moves. Alandria’s pulse is in her mouth, her ears, her cunt. Jade’s hands hover, unsure, then settle at her sides, knuckles white.

“What the fuck was that?” Alandria says, her voice a mix of awe and accusation.

Jade turns away, then back. Her face is cracked wide open: no mask, no shield, just naked fear. “Don’t tell anyone,” she says. It’s not a threat, not a command, more like a prayer.

Alandria stares, and realizes for the first time that Jade might actually be afraid. Not of exposure, not of losing her job, but of losing this, whatever they have, whatever it’s turning into.

She laughs, then, softer than before. “Don’t worry,” Alandria says. “Who would believe me?”

Jade nods, jaw clenched. She buttons what’s left of her shirt, hands trembling. “I have to go.”

She leaves before Alandria can say anything else. The room is silent, except for the slow fizz of the vanity bulbs cooling down. Alandria sits on the counter, legs dangling, heart trying to slow. She touches her throat, her lips, her cunt, and feels the fingerprints still hot on her skin.

She looks in the mirror. For the first time all day, she sees herself, not the model, not the object, not the contract, but the girl who made Jade Weston lose control.

It’s not the worst thing to be.

But outside, she can hear Nadia’s footsteps, and the memory of that look, the knowing, the calculation, makes her wonder what’s coming next.

Nadia materializes out of the dark, moving with that catlike economy of motion she always has. Her hair is flattened from the bomber jacket, the blue streak now a dull bruise in the low light. She doesn’t smile. She doesn’t even sit, just puts her hands on the bar, leans over, and stares.

Alandria decides not to play. She knocks back the rest of her drink and spins the glass on the marble, tracing the sweat ring it leaves. “If you want to gloat, just say it.”

Nadia’s hands flex, the scars on her knuckles a roadmap of past jobs. “I don’t want to gloat. I want you to know what you’re signing up for.”

“I already signed,” Alandria says, a bitter edge creeping in.

Nadia moves closer, close enough that Alandria can smell the cheap cologne and faint bleach. “No,” Nadia says, “You signed a piece of paper. You have no idea what you signed up for.”

Alandria meets her gaze. “You’re making it sound like a horror story.”

Nadia’s eyes glint. “You ever hear about the last girl who worked here? The one before me?”

Alandria shakes her head, lying. Of course she’s heard, but there are three different versions, none of them good.

“She left in the middle of a shift,” Nadia says. “Didn’t even come back for her last check.”

“Maybe she got a better offer.”

“Maybe she got smart.” Nadia leans in. Her voice drops to a whisper. “She thought she was different, too. Thought she could make Jade care.”

Alandria feels her face freeze. “And you?”

“I never tried to make Jade care,” Nadia says, grinning now, a flash of white teeth. “I just didn’t want to get hurt.”

Alandria’s hand is white-knuckled on her glass. “Did it work?”

Nadia shrugs, and for the first time looks genuinely sad. “No one wins. But some of us lose less.”

Alandria looks at the empty room, the stretch of shadows behind the back bar, and wonders if she’s being watched now. “Why do you care?”

Nadia’s eyes soften, just a fraction. “I don’t. But you’re a good bartender. It’d be a waste to see you go out like the rest.”

Alandria laughs, the sound broken and thin. “You want me to quit?”

Nadia shakes her head. “I want you to know it’s an option.”

Alandria’s chest goes tight. “What did Jade do to you?” she asks.

Nadia’s smile is gone. “You think this is about sex?” Nadia says, voice suddenly savage. “It’s not. It’s about leverage. Jade wants people she can use. She picks ones that need her, then gives just enough until you think you can’t breathe without her. Then she takes it away.”

Alandria is silent, every nerve ending gone to ice.

“She had a contract with me, too,” Nadia says. “NDAs, safe words, the whole playbook. I thought it meant I was special.” Her fingers trace the rim of a shot glass, then stop. “You know when I realized I was just a placeholder? When I walked in on her with a new girl and she didn’t even blink. Just said, ‘You’re late.’”

The story lodges somewhere deep in Alandria’s throat. “That’s it? She just moved on?”

“Why do you think I still work here?” Nadia says. “I needed the job. I needed the money. She knew that.”

Alandria feels her insides twist. “Why tell me now?”

Nadia pushes off the bar, straightening. “Because it’s going to hurt more if you don’t see it coming.”

She steps back, zipping up the bomber jacket, the blue streak in her hair catching the light. “Don’t think she’ll protect you. Not when it costs her.”

Alandria wants to argue, to scream, to say that Jade is different with her. She wants to say she’s different. But the words dissolve, replaced by the memory of Jade’s fear when Nadia walked in on them, the way her hands trembled, the way she left without saying goodbye.

Nadia is almost to the door before Alandria finds her voice. “Is there anyone she did care about?” she asks, almost a whisper.

Nadia pauses. “Maybe once. But not anymore.”

Alandria is left alone with her questions, the bar even emptier than before. She presses her forehead to the cool marble, breath coming in ragged pulls, the image of Jade’s face, hungry, scared, needy, now overlayed with the certainty that she’s not the first, not the last, and not safe at all.

The lights overhead flicker, then settle. Alandria lifts her head and sees her own reflection in the glass. The girl in the mirror is beautiful, yes, but also tired, also breaking.

She gathers her things. She’s still wearing the silk robe under her coat, the scent of Jade still clinging to her. It feels like a brand, not a gift.

Back at her apartment she undresses in the dark, shivering, and crawls into bed.

She dreams of the club, of being on stage, of hands reaching for her but never touching. She dreams of Jade, too, but this time, when she wakes, she doesn’t know if the feeling in her chest is hope…

Or dread.


Chapter Eleven
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The whiskey sits on the rim of Jade’s glass, honeyed and sharp, untouched for fifteen minutes. She watches it catch the low gleam from the city lights that bleed through her office’s tinted windows. The afterimage from the day’s shoot still overlays everything: Alandria, nearly naked and incandescent under strobes, skin gold and new and almost holy. It’s impossible to shake, even with a lockable office and forty floors between her and the memory of it.

She’s mid-thought, thumb pressed hard against the sweat-slicked glass, when Nadia lets herself in. No knock, she never bothers, and the door snaps shut behind her, shutting out even the suggestion of outside air. Nadia is a wall in a bomber jacket, arms folded tight and eyes alive with challenge.

“Nice to see you’re still at work, Weston,” Nadia says, voice a stone skipping across the room.

Jade doesn’t look up from her glass. “It’s called being salaried. You should try it sometime.”

Nadia’s mouth twitches, almost a smile, then dies. “I’d rather keep my spine, thanks.” She crosses to the desk in three steps and plants her fists flat against the glass, knuckles pale. Her nails are chewed down to the quick. “We need to talk.”

Jade raises her eyes. There’s satisfaction in the way Nadia tries to stare her down, she’s always been starved for the win. “Then talk.”

“Not here.” Nadia cuts her gaze to the interior camera in the corner, the single red LED gleaming like an accusation.

Jade snorts, letting herself indulge the sound. “They’re for show. Sloane likes to pretend she runs a spy agency.” She gestures to the guest chair. “Sit. Or pace, if you must.”

Nadia stays standing. She starts with the index finger, tapping once, twice, then slaps the desk’s edge with her palm. “You know you’re fucking up, right?”

Jade leans back, hands in her lap, the very model of legal composure. “Your feedback is always a delight. But you’ll need to be more specific.”

Nadia glances at the whiskey, the unopened bottle, and then at Jade’s face. “You think you’re clever. You think you’re bulletproof. You think you can play god with these girls, but you’re out of your depth.”

Jade lets the silence stretch. She’s trained herself for this, counting every microsecond, watching for the flickers in the opponent’s jaw, the split-second of self-doubt. Nadia’s eyes are a minefield, she’s angry, yes, but also desperate, her breathing just a tick too fast.

“Is this about Alandria?” Jade asks, crisp as a scalpel. “Or are you just recycling last week’s ‘Jade is a monster’ monologue?”

Nadia barks a laugh. “Not a monster. Just a coward.” She leans in, the threat in her shadow. “You’re in over your head with this one.”

Jade’s smile is glacier-slow. “She’s a bartender. I’ve seen your resume, if anyone’s out of their depth, it’s her.”

“You don’t see it,” Nadia says, voice dropping. “You never fucking see it. She’s going to fall for you. Hard. And you’re going to break her.”

Jade’s pulse flares. She takes a careful sip, lets the whiskey burn its way down her throat, then sets the glass back in its ring of condensation. “People break all the time. That’s why you hire new ones.”

Nadia slams her palm down again, louder, shaking the surface. “She’s not like you. She doesn’t grow another layer of armor every time someone hurts her.”

The words hit, Jade won’t give the satisfaction, but the truth is she feels it. It prickles at her neck, creeps under her skin, the idea that Alandria’s pain would somehow rebound onto Jade, contaminate her careful detachment.

“She’ll survive,” Jade says, gaze flat. “They always do.”

Nadia’s jaw works, eyes darting as if looking for an opening to strike. “You want her to survive you?”

Jade waits, then shrugs. “What’s your point?”

Nadia leans in so far their heads nearly touch. “My point is, when you torch her, it’s not going to be like all the others. You’ll feel it. It’ll ruin you.”

Jade’s grip on the glass goes white. “I’m not afraid of her.”

Nadia grins, wide and bright and mean. “I know you’re not. You should be.”

They hold the look for a full ten-count, neither blinking. Then Nadia straightens, knuckles still pressed to the edge of the desk. “Let her go. Before it gets ugly.”

Jade lets out a low breath. The tension is an animal in her chest, clawing up the inside of her ribs. “You should get back to the bar. It’s almost last call.”

She turns and leaves, letting the door close softly behind her, no theatrics, just the kind of finality you can’t undo.

Jade stares at the closed door, the lines of Nadia’s boots still imprinted in the carpet, the afterimage of her anger smoldering in the air.

She tips the glass and drinks the rest in one pull, the whiskey now as bitter as the aftertaste Nadia’s left her with.

When she sets the empty glass down, her hand won’t quite stop shaking.

She stands, unsteady, the heels of her shoes catching on the carpet. The air is stale, raw with old arguments and the stench of everything she’s tried to quarantine inside herself. She moves to the locked side drawer, keys in by muscle memory, and cracks it just enough to see inside.

Two items: the contract, and the collar.

She runs her thumb along the edge of the NDA, the paper warm from being touched and retouched, as if her hands could erase what it means. The text is a masterpiece of legalese, two pages that say nothing and everything: Do not tell. Do not hope. Do not dream outside the lines drawn for you.

She remembers the moment Alandria signed it, how the girl’s handwriting slashed across the signature line, reckless and defiant, not caring if the ink smeared. There had been a tremor in Alandria’s wrist, not quite nerves, not quite eagerness. Something like surrender. Jade had felt her own breath catch, and for a heartbeat she’d thought about stopping the whole thing, tearing it in half and telling the girl to run.

She didn’t. She never does.

Jade’s hand shakes now, the fine tremor running up her arm and into her shoulder. She wants to blame the whiskey, but it’s not that. It’s the memory of Alandria’s eyes as she’d looked up, equal parts terror and raw hunger, waiting for Jade to say the next word. Waiting for Jade to define her.

She picks up the collar. The velvet is dark, soft as a new bruise. She runs it between her fingers, feeling the weight, not physical, but something else, something denser. The gold clasp is heavier than she remembers. She fastens and unfastens it, listening to the click, the closure, the sound that says property, or maybe just mine.

For a second, she wonders what it would be like to wear it herself.

Her heart stutters. The thought is a virus, once inside, it won’t leave. She sets the collar down, suddenly afraid of how easily it fits in her palm.

She closes her eyes and sees Alandria: on her knees, on the bar, on the edge of the building, her laugh too loud, her skin too perfect, her want too naked. Jade had told herself this was just a phase, a distraction, something she could walk away from once the paperwork was dry and the cameras stopped rolling.

Now she isn’t so sure.

Her mouth is dry. She pours another glass, the bottle glugging, the sound too loud. She drinks half of it before she can even taste it, the burn not as sharp as before.

She looks at the collar again. This time, she doesn’t pick it up.

She lets her hand hover over the velvet, feels the heat radiating off it. She wonders if Nadia is right, if she’s gone too far, if the game has become something else, if the next step is a cliff she can’t see the bottom of.

Jade is not afraid of pain. She’s built for it, bred for it, shaped to survive it. But Alandria is a wound that refuses to close, a pulse that won’t slow, a need she can’t quite name.

She snaps the drawer shut, locks it, palms sweaty on the chrome. She knows she should run, cut ties, transfer Alandria to another club, erase her from the contact sheet, pretend none of this happened.

Instead, she leans against the glass wall, the cold seeping into her bones. She drinks the rest of the whiskey, lets it kill what little is left of her voice.

In her head, Nadia’s words loop, a broken record.

Jade smiles, a tight, bloodless crescent. She welcomes the ache. She’s always been the last to know when she’s lost.

She pours herself another drink.


Chapter Twelve
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The night after is always harder than the night itself. Every muscle in Alandria’s body sings with memory, her thighs still ache from Jade’s grip, her jaw still clicks where she clenched it too hard, her cunt is a pulse-point gone raw. She floats through her bar shift, less a body and more a residue. Nobody notices, not really. Nadia is too busy stalking the high-rollers, and the regulars have already assigned her to the background: girl with gold eyes, too pretty to be real, too cold to be interesting.

When the clock hits three, she shoves her tips into her backpack and slings on the same battered denim jacket she’s worn since high school. Outside, it’s cold enough to sandpaper her skin. The Uber queue is empty, the last drunks of the night stumbling toward the train. That’s when she sees it, a black stretch limo idling at the curb, glossy as a snake, windows smoked darker than midnight.

The driver stands at attention by the rear door, hat at an angle, face carved out of plastic. He never looks at her, not even when she steps up, unsure. She hesitates, thinking maybe it’s for someone else, someone important, someone more like Jade, but then he opens the door, a gloved hand gesturing her in.

Inside, the car smells of money and some expensive woman’s cologne. The bench seat is butter-soft, and across from her sits a package, perfectly wrapped in black tissue and velvet ribbon. No sign of Jade, no voice from the darkness. Just the hum of the city and the soft, waiting threat of the gift.

She touches the tissue. It is heavier than it looks, the texture like a funeral. There’s a card, tucked under the bow: her name in looping, surgical script. She doesn’t need to open it to know who it’s from. Still, she does. The note is two sentences, nothing more:

Put on everything inside. Insert the beads before arrival. – J

Alandria’s hands tremble, only a little, but it’s enough. Her first instinct is to hurl the box out the window and let it explode on the street, but the second is stronger. She unties the ribbon, tears the tissue, and opens the lid.

On top: a dress, the color of old blood, cut to fit a fantasy version of herself, one where her hips are sharp enough to slice, one where her tits are a matched set. She lifts it out, the silk so fine it floats. Beneath that: a pair of underwear, black lace and barely there, two thin straps and a triangle of mesh that would fail any public decency law. Next: nipple tassels, black with gold trim, suction cups at the base. At the bottom, nestled in a plastic insert, a string of beads: graduated, slick, with a chrome egg at the tip and a small remote control in a sealed bag.

Alandria’s body betrays her. She feels herself get wet just looking at them, a slick urgency pooling between her thighs. She tells herself it’s anger, or fear, or just the leftover electricity from last night, but it’s not. It’s Jade. It’s the certainty of being watched, even when there’s no one in the car but her and the ghost of expectation.

The car begins to move. The motion is smooth, the glass so thick she can’t hear the street, only the blood in her ears. She peels off her jacket, then her bar shirt, tugging it over her head and dropping it to the floor. Her bra is beige, basic, a buy-one-get-one relic from a life that didn’t include sex toys or nipple tassels or women who could buy and sell her before breakfast.

She strips it off, nipples already stiff in the cold. She tries to put the dress on first, but the note was clear: everything inside, in order. She rolls the panties between her hands, feeling the whisper of fabric, and slides them up her legs. They fit perfectly, which means Jade sent someone to take her measurements. Or did it herself. The thought makes her shudder, in a way she refuses to examine.

She pops the suction of the first tassel, then the second. The feeling is obscene, a vacuum pinch that pulls her nipple up into the cup and then lets it go, the tassel swinging heavy off the end. She winces, then laughs, a soft, bitter sound. The car jolts, and her hands slip, smearing the glue across her breastbone. She wipes it with the hem of her old shirt and tries again. This time, it holds. She does the second, then sits back, breathing through her teeth.

Next, the beads. The instructions were explicit: insert before arrival. The chrome egg is cold against her palm, but it warms quick. She slicks it with spit, then pushes her panties aside and lines it up. The first bead is small, a fingertip, nothing. The second is thicker, stretching her. The third makes her gasp, and she has to brace her foot against the seat to get it in. When the egg slips past her entrance, she almost comes on the spot.

She pulls her hand away, shaking. Her cunt feels packed, tense, a battery of sensation that makes it hard to sit up straight. She fumbles for the dress, trying not to touch herself, and pulls it over her head. The fabric clings, showing everything, the hem barely covering her ass. She finds a pair of heels in the bottom of the box, her exact size, of course. She slips them on, then sits, trembling, waiting for the next order.

The car is a coffin. No windows to see out of, no voice from the driver. Just the faint, constant buzz of the city outside, and the louder buzz building inside her. She touches the remote, still in its plastic, and wonders if she should turn it on, or if that’s for Jade to decide. She puts it on the seat beside her, hands in her lap, knees pressed tight.

She wonders what the other girls felt, in the car, with their boxes and their notes and their instructions. She wonders if she’s the only one, or if there’s a whole roster of pretty faces being shuttled around the city, each waiting for the next command.

The car slows, then stops. The driver appears, hand gloved and immaculate, opening the door without looking at her. She stands, legs quivering, and steps out onto the curb.

Above her: a restaurant, all glass and steel and the kind of lighting that makes everyone look ten years younger. The line of people waiting to get in parts for her, as if they’ve been warned in advance.

Alandria straightens the dress, shoulders back, chest out. The beads inside her throb with every step, but she walks like it’s nothing.

She barely makes it three steps up the stone entryway before the driver is beside her again, hand hovering at her elbow, not quite touching. There’s a crowd of after-hours beautiful people outside the restaurant, most of them peacocking for the velvet rope, but the moment Alandria appears, the bouncer cracks the rope without even a glance at the clipboard.

Inside, the air is thick with perfume and steak, every table crowded with people who look expensive but hungry. The floors are black marble, the walls smoked mirror, the ceiling shot through with veins of golden light. It’s the kind of place where silence costs extra, and everyone is always on display.

The hostess appears, all cheekbones and a smile sharpened for tips. “Ms. Monroe?” she asks, already knowing the answer. “Your table is ready.”

Alandria nods, afraid if she speaks her voice will come out wrong. The hostess guides her through the maze of tables, diners turning to stare, at the dress, at the legs, at the way she glides and stumbles at the same time. Each step is a negotiation: the heels, the beads inside her, the flash of mesh underneath. She can feel eyes on her nipples, the tassels swinging with every heartbeat.

They reach the center of the room. The table is small, round, set for two. At its center is Jade, a black hole of focus, everything about her calibrated to punish and seduce. She wears a suit, no shirt, just a whisper of lace bralette that does nothing to hide the gleam of her collarbones, the sharp dip of her sternum. Her hair is slicked back, her lips painted darker than the dress Alandria wears.

Jade doesn’t stand, doesn’t even offer a smile. “Sit,” she says.

Alandria sits, arranging her dress with more care than necessary. The chair is ice cold against her skin. For a moment, Jade just watches her, eyes traveling from face to chest to thighs and back again.

“Are you wearing what you’re supposed to be?” Jade asks, voice a dry flicker.

Alandria feels her cheeks go hot. “Yes.”

Jade’s gaze flicks to her hands, folded in her lap, then to her face. “Show me.”

Alandria stares back, daring her. “Here?”

Jade doesn’t blink. “Do it.”

Alandria takes a shallow breath and, under the table, lifts the hem of her dress. Just enough for Jade to see the black lace, the faint outline of the beads pressing against the fabric. For a second, Jade’s eyes go even colder. She sets her phone on the table, screen down.

“Good girl,” Jade says. “Now behave.”

The first course arrives, tiny, perfect bites of raw fish and pickled something, arranged like a diagram. Alandria fumbles with her chopsticks, hands too unsteady to manage anything delicate. Jade takes a single bite, chews, and swallows. She doesn’t eat again.

They say nothing for a long time. Jade’s hand disappears under the table, and Alandria feels the air change, charged, anticipatory. She knows what’s coming before it happens, but it still knocks the wind out of her. The beads inside her begin to vibrate, low and slow, a hum that spreads through her hips and up her spine.

Alandria bites the inside of her cheek, hard. She manages to pick up a piece of fish, but her hand shakes so much she nearly drops it. Jade just watches, amused.

“Something wrong?” Jade asks.

Alandria swallows. “No.”

Jade presses a button on her phone. The vibration ramps up, sudden and vicious. Alandria’s knees slam together under the table; she almost drops the chopsticks.

Jade smiles, but it’s not kind. “Eat.”

Alandria does. Every bite is an ordeal, the salt of the fish, the acid of the pickle, the pulse between her legs. The waitress arrives with drinks: a pale, bubbly cocktail for Alandria, neat whiskey for Jade. She sets the glasses down, lingers for a second too long, then leaves.

Alandria sips her drink, the cold going straight to her core. The beads are relentless. She grips the edge of the table with both hands, trying to look normal, trying not to gasp.

Jade leans in, voice barely audible. “You’re not very good at hiding it.”

Alandria clenches her jaw. “You want me to stop?”

Jade laughs, the sound dry as bone. “No. I want you to try harder.”

The second course is steak, red, bloody, sliced so thin it could be paper. Alandria struggles to focus, her entire body tuned to the frequency of the beads. The vibrations ebb and flow, sometimes barely there, sometimes enough to make her thighs tremble.

Jade cuts her steak with surgical precision, eating in silence. Every so often, she glances at Alandria’s wine glass, which is already half gone. Alandria takes the hint and slows down, but her hand won’t stop shaking.

A couple at the next table looks over, curious. Alandria meets their eyes, daring them to comment. The woman looks away, flustered; the man just smiles, hungry.

Jade notices. “They’re enjoying the show,” she says.

Alandria’s pulse goes wild. “Good for them.”

Jade pushes another button. The beads spike, a high-frequency buzz that nearly makes her cry out. She clamps her thighs together, but it only makes it worse.

Jade’s hand drifts across the table, her fingers landing on the inside of Alandria’s wrist. The touch is gentle, but the command is absolute. “Breathe,” Jade says.

Alandria tries. Her heart is pounding so hard she can hear it in her ears. She can feel her cunt go slick, the panties already soaked through. She wonders if the people nearby can smell it, if they know.

The waitress returns with the third course: something green, crisp, bitter, drowned in oil and citrus. She sets it down, then offers dessert menus. Jade waves her away.

The beads slow, then stop. Alandria almost whimpers, the sudden absence as shocking as the sensation itself. She lets out a breath, not realizing she’d been holding it.

Jade watches, head tilted. “You want to come,” she says. It’s not a question.

Alandria glares. “I want you to stop playing games.”

Jade’s smile is pure wolf. “Liar.”

Alandria stabs at the salad, shoving it into her mouth. The taste is nothing, the texture lost. She wants to throw her plate at Jade, wants to crawl under the table, wants to scream. She does none of these.

The fourth course is dessert: a single chocolate truffle, glossy and perfect. Jade pushes it across the table. “For you,” she says.

Alandria picks it up, pops it in her mouth. The chocolate is thick, dense, melting slow. She chews, and inside is a syrup, raspberry, sweet, a shot of sugar straight to the back of her throat. At that exact moment, Jade turns the beads back on, higher than before.

Alandria’s body convulses. She grips the table with both hands, head bowed, teeth clamped together. The sensation is so intense she feels her eyes water.

Jade watches, serene. “Don’t embarrass me,” she says.

Alandria blinks back tears. She can’t speak. She just nods, hoping that’s enough.

The vibration peaks, then cuts off. Alandria is left gasping, her body still trembling, the aftershocks rolling through her like fever.

The check arrives, slipped onto the table by a silent, invisible hand. Jade signs without looking, then stands.

“Come,” Jade says.

Alandria does, legs shaking, nipples hard under the dress, beads still humming faintly inside her.

Jade leads the way, never looking back.

Alandria follows, every nerve ending on fire, every muscle screaming for more.

The walk is a funeral procession. Alandria follows, head down, wrists rigid, but the rest of her body trembles like it’s been electrocuted. Jade walks ahead, not looking back, just a flick of black suit and the flash of her bare ankles above pointed heels. Diners watch them pass, some amused, some jealous, a few with their own private shame. The restaurant hushes as they go by, the kind of hush that means stories will be told tomorrow.

At the back of the building, past the kitchen and a blur of busboys, is an elevator no one else uses. Jade presses the button and, when the doors open, pulls Alandria inside by the wrist. It’s only when the doors slide shut that Jade turns to face her.

Alandria is ready for words, maybe an insult or a command, but Jade only stares. Then, without warning, she hits the emergency stop. The lights shift from hospital white to a dull red, and the hum of the city falls away.

For a second, nothing happens.

Then Jade steps forward, grabs Alandria by the waist, and kisses her so hard their teeth crash. The taste of whiskey and chocolate and humiliation. Jade’s hands move with methodical violence, pushing up the hem of Alandria’s dress, peeling back the panties, exposing her. The beads are still inside; Jade’s fingers find the cord, and she tugs, hard, slow, one bead at a time.

Alandria moans, low and feral. She tries to fight it, but it’s no use. Her knees buckle. She grabs Jade’s shoulder to stay upright.

Jade kneels. The movement is so smooth it could be a threat or a prayer. She spreads Alandria’s legs, props one ankle on her own thigh, and buries her face between them.

It’s not gentle. Jade’s tongue is relentless, a rhythm designed to punish. She circles, laps, bites, then soothes the skin with her mouth. Every time Alandria starts to come, Jade backs off, hands pressing her hips to keep her still. The beads are still there, vibrating, amplifying every flick of Jade’s tongue.

Alandria’s hands fist in Jade’s hair, yanking so hard she half expects to pull it out by the roots. Jade doesn’t flinch. If anything, she doubles down, sucking hard enough to leave a bruise.

Alandria wants to scream, but there’s no air. Her whole world is the point of Jade’s mouth, the swirl of her tongue, the way she can be cruel and tender in the same second. She tries to stay quiet, tries to breathe through her nose, but her breath comes in ragged bursts.

Jade looks up once, lips slick, eyes savage. “Don’t you dare come without permission,” she says, voice so low it’s almost a growl.

Alandria nods, but she knows she can’t hold out much longer.

Jade’s fingers slip inside, two at first, then three. She curls them just so, and Alandria sees stars. She’s never been this full, this desperate. The beads, the fingers, the tongue, it’s too much.

Jade feels it, senses the tremor in her thighs, and stops everything. She stands, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“On your knees,” Jade says.

Alandria drops, barely able to breathe.

Jade hikes up her own skirt, reveals nothing underneath but a strip of lace and skin. “Eat,” she commands.

Alandria does. She’s never done this before, but her body knows the way. She licks, she sucks, she learns the shape of Jade’s cunt by instinct. At first, Jade is silent, hands in Alandria’s hair, but soon the control slips. Jade starts to moan, low and shaky, and her hips grind against Alandria’s face.

Alandria goes harder, deeper, using her tongue and lips and even her teeth, gentle but with intent. She wants to hear Jade break, wants to make her lose the mask. She feels Jade start to tremble, feels the tightness in her thighs, the way her breath shudders.

Jade tries to pull away, but Alandria holds on, sucking the clit between her lips and flicking her tongue fast, merciless. Jade cries out, the sound sharp and raw, and Alandria feels a gush of wetness on her chin.

They collapse together, panting. The elevator is filled with the smell of sex and sweat, the air so thick it could choke them both. For a minute, neither speaks.

Jade recovers first. She pulls down her skirt, straightens her suit, then helps Alandria to her feet. She wipes Alandria’s chin with her thumb, not unkind, then leans in and kisses her, slow and deep.

When they are both composed, Jade releases the emergency stop. The lights flicker back to white, and the elevator shudders into motion. The doors open onto a penthouse lobby, empty and echoing. Jade steps out first. Alandria follows, still trembling.


Chapter Thirteen
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The boardroom is set to refrigerator: Sloane’s usual power play for meetings she wants to dominate. Jade sits at the far end of the glass table, spine knifed straight, the only evidence of life in the wet heat of her left palm. She taps a line of numbers onto her tablet and watches the condensation from her water glass race down to the lacquered surface below. Across the room, every reflection is doubled, her own face, rigid and sharp, echoed in triplicate by the conference walls, each version more severe than the last.

The others fill in the perimeter like chess pieces in the opening: Sloane at the head, a silent threat in a sheath dress; Quinn to her left, chain and collar peeking above his shirt like a sly joke; two regional managers, both fresh enough to flinch at every mention of last quarter’s “incident,” and the new Head of Security, a barrel-chested woman with the personality of a biohazard sign. Nobody speaks until Sloane signals with a lazy flick of the wrist, as if brushing a gnat from her wine glass.

“Let’s get started,” Sloane says, not looking up from her phone. “Quarterlies are in the drive. Jade, what’s the headline?”

Jade is ready, she’s always ready. “Up four point three percent YOY, net retention on VIP memberships, social conversion rate doubled. The influencer campaign spiked in Q2, but I’m projecting a plateau in the next cycle.”

Sloane nods. “What about PR burn-off?”

Jade has already mapped it in her head, three moves ahead: “Minimal. Last month’s press hiccup gave us a micro-boost. The cancellation drama with the mayor’s niece is, in fact, making us trend among the 18–24 demo.”

Quinn hums, hands steepled over his phone. “You turned a bar fight into a recruitment pipeline,” he says, half admiring, half bitter. “Classic.”

Jade smiles, just a little. She does not let it reach her eyes.

Sloane lifts her chin. “Good. Because you’ll have another crisis to manage this quarter.” She clicks a remote and the wall monitor pulses to life, the club’s logo flanked by a second, unfamiliar name. “We’re adding a new branch to Programming. Events is now its own division.”

Jade’s hands stop moving. The pen in her fingers, a cheap black gel, chosen for disposability, suddenly weighs five pounds. She reads the name on the slide. It is not possible, but there it is.

Zara Chen, Events Director. Autonomy granted.

Sloane doesn’t bother with buildup. “She starts Monday,” she says, and flips to the next slide: a headshot of Zara, smiling the same lethal smile Jade remembers from five years ago, mouth and jaw line sculpted for the kill. The photo is cropped at the collarbone. It doesn’t show the tattoo, but Jade feels the old ghost of it all the same.

Quinn whistles. “You poached her from Aria?” The awe in his voice is pure. “That’s a major get.”

The regional managers exchange a look; the younger one tries not to stare at Jade but can’t help it, eyes flickering from her face to the screen and back again. Jade can feel her own pulse in her tongue. She makes her voice as even as paint primer: “What’s her scope?”

Sloane leans back, fingers laced in her lap. “Total autonomy. She’ll oversee curation, pop-ups, even the fundraisers. You’ll coordinate with her directly, she’ll want access to the press list and campaign calendar.”

Jade feels the sweat wick between her shoulder blades, slick and freezing in the subarctic air. “And who do I report misalignment to?”

Sloane’s answer is a half-smile. “You two will figure it out.”

The meeting rolls forward: security updates, a rapid-fire spreadsheet war between the regional managers, a two-minute brawl over labor projections. Jade hears every word, but her body is locked in the moment of the slide change, the blue-and-gold echo of Zara’s face burning into her vision.

Five years ago: a one-bedroom in Logan Square, twin futons jammed together and Zara’s laugh ricocheting off the concrete. Jade remembers the curve of Zara’s neck, the way she’d flex her jaw before a big pitch, the scent of knockoff Chanel and instant coffee. She remembers, too, the night Zara dropped a ring box into her lap, still half-drunk, eyes wet with laughter and terror. Jade had said yes, because it was a Tuesday and because the alternative was worse. Then, three weeks later, a note on the fridge. Gone.

She shoves the memory back, bulldozes it with talk of insurance premium spikes and quarterly bonus structuring.

Sloane’s voice cuts the static: “Jade, you’ll loop in Zara for the campaign run-up, yes?”

“Of course,” Jade says, knowing her face is blank as a sheet of printer paper.

“Good,” Sloane says. “She’s eager.”

Jade thinks: I bet she is. Out loud, she says, “I’ll make the onboarding seamless.”

The new security chief shifts in her chair, clearing her throat. “Does Zara have a background check on file?” Her voice is low and grating, like a garage door.

Sloane snorts. “She could write her own. She’s clean.”

Jade notes the way Sloane’s gaze lingers on her, waiting for something. She gives nothing back.

Quinn says, “I heard she’s a nightmare. Total psycho for details. Fired half her team at Aria.”

Sloane shrugs, unconcerned. “That’s why I hired her.”

Jade tunes out the chatter, running through scenarios. She calculates how many hours before Zara walks in and clocks her sitting at this very table, legs crossed, not a molecule out of place. She wonders if Zara will smile, will try to make small talk, will pretend not to remember how she once called Jade “ice queen” and meant it as a compliment.

The meeting ends with Sloane’s signature move: a single clap, loud enough to crack the surface tension of the room. “Action items by EOD,” she says, already scrolling her phone. “Thanks, all.”

Jade gathers her notes, stacking them with surgical precision. The pen rolls off the table; she lets it drop.

The regional managers scamper out, the security chief following close, already dialing her team on a burner phone. Quinn lingers, watching Jade with the tired affection of someone who’s known her since before she started wearing suits. “You okay?” he asks, voice low.

Jade smiles, then picks up the pen. “Never better.”

Quinn’s eyes narrow, as if he wants to push further, but thinks better of it. He exits, leaving the scent of his aftershave and the echo of his concern hanging in the air.

Alone, Jade presses her thumb to the glass table, leaving a perfect oval of sweat. She watches it evaporate, then collects her things and steps into the corridor, where the lights are somehow colder and the air even thinner.

She walks the length of the hall to her office, closes the door, and sits. Only then does she allow herself a single, raw breath.

She reviews the notes. Zara’s name in Helvetica, over and over, like a threat. She imagines the reunion: the handshake, the performative smile, the way Zara’s eyes will dart to the edge of her jaw, searching for a scar she doesn’t have.

Jade picks up the pen, twirls it between her fingers, and whispers, “Let’s dance, darling.”

The boardroom is reset to neutral, the temperature back to a normal range, but the frost hasn’t left Jade’s skin. She sits in her assigned seat, every muscle calibrated to exude calm, the only hint of disruption the imprint of her thumbnail pressed white against the spiral of her notepad.

Quinn takes the lead now, tapping his pointer on a dry-erase sheet, the marker squealing as he writes over the ghost of a dozen previous presentations. “Zara’s taking Events, but she’ll want to reimagine it. Think less ‘drag brunches and flower walls’ and more, ” he glances at Sloane, searching for the phrase “, cultural disruption. Real market differentiation.”

Sloane nods, swirling her glass of tap water as if it’s a 2007 Napa red. “She’s already pitched a quarterly calendar. Pop-up collaborations, artist residencies, some charity work to soften the edge. We’ll need a coordinated message for the roll-out.”

Jade clears her throat, not to interrupt, but to remind herself she has a throat. “Will Events have direct control over marketing assets, or is that still under PR?”

Quinn shrugs, but the tension is there, tight as piano wire. “That’s a conversation, not a handoff. But I imagine Zara will want to touch everything.”

Jade forces her face blank, then adds: “What’s the allocation for branded content?”

Sloane answers this time, and her words are a stiletto slipped between the ribs. “Events controls the on-site and experiential budget. PR owns anything with a press angle, especially earned media. You two will have to get along.”

“Of course,” Jade says. Her mouth is so dry she tastes ozone.

The regional managers, grateful to be out of the splash zone, type furiously, eyes glued to their screens. The new security chief is still in the room, but she’s halfway through an e-mail, attention divided.

Quinn senses the awkward, and barrels on. “Zara’s got a reputation for results. The Aria team went from regional punchline to the biggest buyout of the year. She doubled traffic in a dead zone with nothing but a spreadsheet and a phone. People say she’s got a gift for loyalty, too.”

Jade lets the sentence hang. She does not say, “She gets loyalty by breaking people.” She simply writes the word loyalty in her notebook, circling it again and again until the ink seeps through.

Sloane closes her laptop with a gentle, deliberate click. “Let’s make this a clean launch. No infighting, no...surprises. I’ll be hands-off unless you need a tiebreaker.”

Jade reads the subtext: If you fuck this up, it’s on you.

She nods. “Understood.”

Quinn softens, just a hair. “If it gets weird, you tell me first, right?”

Jade looks up, and her eyes are perfect mirrors. “Always.”

Sloane’s phone buzzes. She glances at it, then at Jade. “Zara’s tour is tomorrow. You’ll be her guide.”

Jade’s jaw tightens. “Happy to.”

Sloane flashes her teeth, then stands, glass in hand. “That’s all.”

The others follow, eager for escape. Jade gathers her things with precise, robotic efficiency, careful not to let the folder of action items tremble in her hands.

Quinn lingers, eyes softening with something dangerously close to affection. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Don’t coddle,” Jade says, automatic, but her voice lands flatter than intended. She packs her bag, stands, and heads for the corridor.

She makes it thirty paces before the walls close in, same sterile drywall, same ugly carpeting, but now the hallway is a tunnel, the light at the end a cold blue circle. Jade angles for the restroom, shoulder checking the door open, and for the first time all year, she’s grateful it’s single occupancy.

She locks the deadbolt, sets her bag on the counter, and presses both palms to the wall above the sink. The chill of painted concrete soaks through her skin. She stares into the mirror and forces her breathing down, two counts in, two out, the same trick she used to pass field sobriety when she was nineteen.

It doesn’t work.

She opens the faucet and runs water, splashing her wrists, then dabbing the drops along her jaw to force a flush. The skin is still pale, almost spectral, the veins standing out in brutal detail.

She grabs her phone, slides it open, and navigates to the camera roll. The thumb hovers above the hidden album: Photos, 218 items, almost all of them five years old. She tells herself she won’t look, not today, but the folder is an itch she can’t leave alone.

She doesn’t open it, she can’t, but she lets her thumb rest on the icon for a second. She imagines the first picture: Zara at the beach, hair in a mess, sunglasses too big for her face, eating a popsicle with blue all over her lips. Jade tries to remember how it felt to want someone that much, before the want curdled into survival instinct.

The phone screen goes dark. Jade sets it down, takes another breath, and then opens the notes app. She types a list, ten action items, clear and brutal. She likes the control of it, the way it takes the panic and welds it to something useful.

She wipes her face again, checks her teeth for lipstick, and straightens her shirt. The heartbeat in her neck finally slows.

She leaves the restroom, stepping back into the corridor with her mask reattached, breath steady, hands unshaking.

She walks toward her office, already composing the welcome e-mail to Zara in her head, every word a calculation, every phrase a test.

The war is on. Jade is ready.

She will not be the one to break.


Chapter Fourteen
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Alandria is scrubbing out a pint glass when she realizes her hands have gone numb. It’s three a.m., the blue hour where the club’s real clients, cartoon millionaires, minor influencers, desperate housewives in sequined slacks, have all vanished into the night, and the only people left are the cleaners, the wasted, and Nadia Sanchez.

Nadia hovers at the end of the bar, her stance so casual it reads like a trap. She’s already in street mode: bomber jacket zipped, hands deep in pockets, hair spiked out in all directions. Alandria wants to clock out and ghost, but the house rule is nobody leaves till closing manager signs the log, and Nadia is the only one with a key.

She lines up the last glass, wipes the bar until it’s mirror-shiny. Nadia eyes her like a predator pretending to be bored.

“Long night, Monroe?” Nadia’s voice is full of cigarette gravel and a hint of laughter.

Alandria grunts. “Could’ve been worse. Nobody died on the floor.”

Nadia smirks and thunks a fresh shot of vodka on the bar. She pours it from the high shelf, unlabelled, clear as water but twice as deadly. “On the house. For stamina,” she says.

Alandria hesitates. She’s never turned down a free pour in her life, but the way Nadia’s eyes track her, it feels less like a gesture and more like a dare.

She throws back the shot, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. It burns, sweet then razor-sharp, pooling in her gut like antifreeze.

Nadia doesn’t drink. She watches, one eyebrow up, then says, “You know, I used to think I was hot shit when I worked this bar. Then Jade came in, made me look like a fucking amateur.”

The words hang in the air. A couple of last-call drunks snore at the far end, heads down, arms banded around each other in a pose that says this isn’t the first time they’ve closed out a night together.

Alandria doesn’t bite. “She seems...motivated.”

Nadia grins, all teeth. “Motivated is one word. Lethal is another.” She leans forward, elbows on the black marble, her face catching the last, shivering neon. “There’s a whole story there. You want to hear it?”

Alandria shakes her head. “No offense, I’m not in the mood for urban legends.”

“You should be.” Nadia’s fingers tap a staccato on the bar. “Because you’re not the first girl she’s zeroed in on.”

Alandria snorts. “Is this where you warn me I’m in danger?”

Nadia’s eyes go cold. “You’re in something. Not sure what it is, but it’s not safe.”

Alandria laughs, but her tongue tastes copper. “What’s the punchline? She’s a serial killer? She’s going to take my soul?”

Nadia leans in, her voice a whisper. “She’s going to break you. And you’re going to thank her for it.”

Alandria feels the hairs on her arms stand up. The shot was supposed to take the edge off, but she’s vibrating, skin sparking under her thrift-store hoodie.

“I can take care of myself,” she says.

Nadia’s grin widens, then flatlines. “That’s what they all say. Right before they get their ass handed to them.”

Behind them, the cleaning crew clatters buckets and pushes the chairs onto tables. Nadia doesn’t move, doesn’t look away. The air smells like bleach and vodka and the faint, dying trace of something floral, Jade’s perfume, maybe, or just the afterimage of her walking through the building an hour earlier.

Alandria wants to leave, but the logbook is still in Nadia’s hand. She walks to the end of the bar, where Nadia’s waiting, and sets her phone down, a pointless shield.

Nadia slaps the book on the counter, flips to the right page, and slides it over with two fingers. “Sign and go, Monroe. But remember what I said.”

Alandria signs, her penmanship worse than usual. She grabs her phone, but Nadia covers her hand with her own, palm heavy, fingers callused from years of hauling crates and breaking up fights.

Nadia’s voice is soft. “You don’t have to let her eat you alive.”

Alandria meets her gaze. Nadia’s eyes are black and endless, but there’s a weird, bruised tenderness under the surface. For a second, Alandria almost believes she means it.

Then Nadia squeezes, just hard enough to make Alandria wince, and lets go.

“See you tomorrow,” Nadia says. She turns, shoulders hunched, and vanishes into the storage corridor.

Alandria stands there, blood pounding in her ears. She leaves without looking back, boots echoing on the tile.

Outside, the air is cold and bitter. She lights a cigarette, even though she quit last year, and breathes deep.

The smoke burns, but it’s real, and it’s hers.

She stands on the curb for a minute, waiting for her heart to slow. She watches the city glow and fade, the streetlights switching off one by one, the sky already paling toward dawn.

She’s not sure if Nadia’s warning is a threat, a prophecy, or just a sad kind of flirting.

Either way, she can’t stop thinking about Jade.

She crushes the cigarette under her boot, shoves her hands in her pockets, and heads for home.

There is no sleep that night. Her body is pure battery, her head stuffed with static and the echo of Nadia’s voice: She’s going to break you. She tries to read, to scroll, to lose herself in the damp sheets of her apartment, but nothing sticks. By noon, she’s torn apart the fridge for something strong and found nothing, so she spends the afternoon chain-smoking and watching the sun crawl along the peeling paint.

She makes the decision somewhere around four, after the fourth cigarette and the sixth time she’s replayed her last conversation with Jade. Every time, it ends the same: Jade’s mouth, the taste of regret, and Alandria left with nothing but the hunger to go back, to start over, to see if it would feel any different if she was the one calling the shots.

By six, she’s back in the uniform, black jeans, tank, blazer, the one nice thing she owns, and on her way to the club. She tells herself she’s just going to work. That it’s just a shift, just another night. But her hands are sweating, her pulse jumping, and she keeps checking her phone, waiting for a message that never comes.

Midnight Garden is empty, the first hour always slow. She clocks in, sets up the well, and pretends to care about the speed rail inventory. Nadia is there, of course, and they circle each other with the careful tension of boxers who know neither can afford a loss.

At seven-thirty, Jade arrives. She doesn’t come through the front like normal; instead, she glides down the hall from the private elevator, head high, lips already painted that dark and perfect red. She doesn’t look at Alandria, doesn’t pause, just ghosts past and vanishes up the stairs to her office.

Alandria watches her go. The room is loud, but her mind is so quiet it’s like standing underwater.

She’s still in that trance when Nadia snaps her fingers in front of her face. “Earth to Monroe. You pouring or just staring holes in the drywall?”

Alandria shrugs, forces herself to make a whiskey sour, two-count of lemon, three of house bourbon, hard shake. The first regulars drift in, nothing worth noting, just old money and new nerves. She serves, smiles, collects tips. But her attention keeps bleeding up the stairs, to the landing where Jade disappeared.

By ten, she can’t take it. She wipes her hands, says “bathroom,” and bolts. She takes the back corridor, past the ice machine, up the narrow staff stairs. The carpet is worn, the lights too bright, but at the top is Jade’s office, door closed and silent.

She doesn’t knock. She pushes the door open, adrenaline spiking when she finds Jade behind the desk, reading a stack of papers and sipping what looks like water but is probably pure alcohol.

Jade doesn’t look up. “You’re not scheduled up here,” she says, voice flat.

Alandria stands in the doorway, fists balled, unable to find her voice. She wants to yell, or cry, or punch Jade in the face and see if she would even react. Instead, she says: “You could at least text me back.”

Jade turns a single page. “I don’t have time for games tonight, Alandria.”

Alandria steps in, slams the door behind her. “You’re the one who made it a game.”

Jade finally looks up. Her eyes are green glass, bright and lethal. “What do you want?”

Alandria’s throat clicks. “I want to know what the fuck I am to you.”

Jade sets the papers down, folds her hands. “You’re my bartender. You signed a contract. You know the rules.”

Alandria moves closer, pulse a jackhammer in her neck. “That’s bullshit and you know it. You want to own me, but you won’t even look at me.”

Jade stands. She’s in a black suit, the jacket cut to knife points at her hips, the blouse so thin it’s nearly transparent. She steps around the desk, stops a foot from Alandria.

“You want me to look at you?” Jade says.

Alandria shivers. “Yes.”

Jade’s mouth curls. She circles Alandria once, slow, the click of her heels the only sound. She stops behind, fingers brushing the back of Alandria’s neck, cold as ice.

“Take off your jacket,” Jade whispers.

Alandria does. It falls to the floor, forgotten.

Jade slides her hands down Alandria’s arms, gentle and terrifying. “Now your shirt.”

Alandria hesitates, shame and anger boiling together. But she obeys, pulling the tank over her head and letting it drop. Her nipples are hard, the scars on her shoulders on full display.

Jade steps in front, looks her up and down. There is nothing sexual in the stare, only assessment, calculation.

“Pants,” Jade says.

Alandria’s cheeks burn, but she unbuttons, steps out of the jeans, and stands in borrowed panties and nothing else.

Jade tilts her head. “You want to know what you are to me?”

Alandria nods, once.

Jade traces the line of Alandria’s jaw. “You’re a test,” she says. “A question I keep asking myself.”

Alandria shakes. “And what’s the answer?”

Jade leans in, lips at her ear. “We’ll find out.”

She turns and walks to the back wall, where a door opens into a bedroom. Alandria follows, numb, not even trying to cover herself. The room is nothing like she expected, no velvet, no gold, just white sheets, a steel frame bed, a single lamp burning at the side. The air smells like cloves and something bitter.

Jade points to the bed. “Lie down.”

Alandria climbs on, the sheets cool against her skin. She stares at the ceiling, the water stain above the headboard, the single hairline crack that runs from light fixture to wall.

Jade crosses to a cabinet and opens it. Inside is a black lacquered box, a pair of leather cuffs, and something that looks like a crop. She brings them over, sets them on the mattress, and sits beside Alandria.

Jade buckles the cuffs around Alandria’s wrists, tight enough to bite. She loops them to the top posts, then does the same with her ankles.

Alandria is spread-eagle, helpless, but her heart is full of fire.

Jade runs a finger down her sternum, pausing at the hollow of her belly. “Are you scared?”

Alandria shakes her head.

Jade smiles, but it’s sad. “You should be.”

She unbuttons her own shirt, lets it hang open, then picks up the crop. She taps it against Alandria’s thigh, light at first, then harder. The sound is sharp, a sting that goes straight to Alandria’s brain.

She wants to scream, or fight, or beg for more. Instead, she just lies there, jaw locked, every muscle tense.

Jade leans in, mouth at her collarbone. “You can say stop. Anytime.”

Alandria doesn’t say a word.

Jade brings the crop down again, on the inside of her thigh, just above the knee. Then again, and again, each blow a little higher, a little closer to the place where all the nerves are burning.

Alandria’s eyes blur. She bites her tongue until she tastes blood.

Jade drops the crop, runs her hands over the red lines, and then takes a candle from the nightstand. She lights it, lets the wax pool, then tips it so a thin stream lands on Alandria’s stomach, then her chest, then her breast.

The heat is sharp, but nothing compared to the relief that follows. The pain is clean, bright. Alandria wants to cry, but she won’t give Jade the satisfaction.

Jade kneels beside her, lips on the raw skin, licking the trails of cooling wax. Her mouth moves down, then up, then to Alandria’s throat, biting just hard enough to mark.

Alandria moans, the sound broken.

Jade unbuckles one cuff, just one, and brings Alandria’s hand to her own chest. “Touch me,” she says.

Alandria does, fingers splayed, nails digging into Jade’s skin. The intimacy is more brutal than the crop, more raw than the wax.

Jade’s breath hitches. She strips off her own shirt, then straddles Alandria, pinning her to the bed. She grinds down, slow and ruthless, until they’re both shaking.

Jade’s hand goes between Alandria’s legs, two fingers in, the rhythm punishing and perfect.

Alandria comes hard, body jerking against the restraints, the orgasm a storm that leaves her gasping and empty.

Jade releases her, slowly, then lies beside her, neither of them speaking.

The candle gutters, then goes out.

Alandria stares at the ceiling, tears running silent down her cheeks.

Jade touches her face, so soft it’s like a secret.

“Now you know,” Jade whispers.

Alandria closes her eyes. She doesn’t know anything, except she wants it to happen again, and again, and again.

Her voice is a rasp. “Is this how you treat all your girls?”

Jade exhales, a slow plume of smoke curling up to the water-stained ceiling. “No,” she says. “Only the ones who beg for it.”

“I heard you broke Nadia’s nose once,” Alandria says.

Jade’s laugh is low and ugly. “She deserved it.”

“Maybe I do too.”

Jade looks down, studies her like she’s deciding whether to peel the skin back and see what’s underneath. “You don’t,” she says. “But you want to see how far I’ll go? You want to see how far you’ll go?”

Alandria nods, barely breathing.

Jade releases her, stands again, strips off the rest of her clothes. She’s all bone and sinew and white, white skin. She goes to the cabinet, pulls out the flogger, the candle, the vial of oil.

“On your knees,” Jade says.

Alandria kneels at the edge of the bed, palms flat to the sheet. She feels the cool air on her back, the sting already returning to her skin.

Jade stands behind, runs the leather tails of the flogger over Alandria’s ass, then brings it down, once, twice, three times. Each strike is harder, each pause longer. The sound is thick and wet, and Alandria’s breath comes out in sharp hitches. Her whole world narrows to the point of impact, to the way Jade draws it out, never giving her what she expects.

The candle comes next. Jade drips hot wax along the curve of Alandria’s spine, then down the inside of her thigh. It’s agony, but it’s beautiful, and Alandria is crying before she knows it.

Jade kneels in front of her, wipes the tears away with a rough thumb. “You like this,” she says.

Alandria nods, voice gone.

Jade brings the flogger down again, this time on Alandria’s breasts, the red welts crisscrossing over old scars and fresh bruises. She’s shaking, not from fear but from want.

Jade leans in, whispers: “You’re a bad, bad girl.”

Alandria moans. “Yes.”

Jade’s hand is between her legs, fingers coated in oil. She strokes, slow at first, then faster. “Not until I say,” Jade warns.

Alandria bites her lip, holds on.

Jade flogs her harder, each blow echoing in the bones. “You want to come?” Jade asks.

“Yes.”

“Beg.”

Alandria is sobbing, voice raw. “Please, Jade. Please, let me come. I’ll do anything. Please.”

Jade’s hand is relentless. “Say you’re mine.”

Alandria is shaking, every muscle gone. “I’m yours. I’m yours. I’m yours.”

Jade lets go, and the orgasm is a punch to the throat, a shattering, a complete annihilation. Alandria collapses, body jerking, the aftershocks leaving her limp and spent.

Jade undoes the cuffs, helps her back onto the bed. She gets a towel, wipes down the wax and oil, then brings a glass of water to her lips.

Alandria drinks, then leans her head on Jade’s shoulder. For a minute, they just breathe.

“When you touch me,” Alandria says, voice small, “I forget the world.”

Jade’s face softens, just a flicker. “That’s the problem.”


Chapter Fifteen
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The photoshoot set is a deliberate chaos, and Jade controls it with the tiniest movements, nods, eye contact, a single cleared throat that sends an intern scrambling. If she were honest with herself, she would admit she’s never been this close to pure panic. Instead, she stands next to the director’s monitor, face as flat as the chromed edge of the makeup station.

Alandria is at the center, as always. She’s been at it for nearly an hour, never missing a mark, every movement charged with a current that even the most jaded staff can’t ignore. Jade tracks her: how the light blurs the sharp of her cheekbones, how the borrowed dress clings in ways that are less about fashion and more about provocation. Alandria moves like a weapon, but holds her face open, vulnerable, just a hair. She knows the power of that contradiction. She learned it from Jade.

Behind the curtain, the makeup artist dabs sweat from Alandria’s brow, then steps back so the camera can catch the shine. The photographer, Vee, shouts encouragement from behind a mess of lenses: “Yes, yes, give me predator, give me hunger, no, not that much, perfect, freeze!”

Jade makes a note: Vee likes the last one.

She checks the clock. The schedule is blown to hell, but nobody knows except her. That’s how it’s supposed to be.

A wardrobe assistant scuttles by with a tray of safety pins, face blanched with panic. Jade doesn’t acknowledge her, but the girl breathes easier as she passes. Authority is an ambient gas in this room, and Jade is at saturation.

Alandria is supposed to be decoration. That was the plan. But she’s not. Every time the shutter clicks, she becomes more solid, more hungry for the lens, less a subject and more the eye of the storm. Jade wants to hate her for it, but instead finds herself half-aroused, half-disgusted. The more Alandria gives to the camera, the less control Jade has. The loss is both a threat and a promise.

She’s so focused she almost misses the sound: a double tap of heels, the hush that follows as even the photographer loses his script.

The door at the far end of the studio opens, and all conversation chokes off in mid-syllable. In walks a woman whose self-assurance drags gravity behind it, whose stride eats space in increments of intention. She wears a blazer that looks engineered, not sewn, the kind of dark burgundy that says “fuck your neutral palette” in eight languages. The lapel is sharp, the lines angular, the cut tailored to show every muscle in her neck and jaw. Her hair, an asymmetrical bob, burgundy at the tips, frames her face in brackets.

Zara Chen.

Jade knew this moment would come, but not that it would feel like an asthma attack.

Zara doesn’t scan the room, she assesses it, fixing each person in the pecking order with a single, calibrated glance. The stylists wilt. The art director shrinks to child-size. Even Vee lowers his camera, bowing slightly, like he’s worried the lens might shatter under the force of her presence.

Jade’s spine contracts, but she keeps her composure. Ice queen, always. She makes herself look up, not down, and waits for Zara’s eyes to reach her.

But they don’t.

Zara’s gaze bypasses her, lands straight on Alandria. Not the way a client would, more like a marksman. The pause is measured, precise, and for a moment nobody moves, as if the air itself has stalled out of respect.

“Stunning,” Zara says, not to the room but to herself, loud enough that every ear pricks.

Alandria, who up until now has taken instruction with the wary deference of a rescue animal, suddenly becomes animated. Her lips twitch, chin rises. She knows she’s been seen. Not the way Jade sees her, this is a new vector.

Zara crosses to the monitor, inserts herself into the cluster of director, photographer, and producer, and commandeers the playback. She hits reverse, slows the footage, lets it loop until she finds the frame she wants.

“Frame forty-eight,” Zara calls. “We’re using this. That’s the cover.”

Vee blinks, then bows his head. “Of course. I’ll flag it.”

Zara smiles, and it’s the kind that could start or end wars. “Thank you.”

She finally addresses Jade, who’s standing so straight she might splinter. “Weston. You’ve outdone yourself.”

Jade is ready for this. She’s practiced it in her head. “We run a tight ship,” she says, voice cool as the ice in the water cooler.

Zara’s eyes flick over her, then back to Alandria, who is now preening in a way that’s both obscene and innocent.

“I can see that,” Zara says. “She’s electric.”

Jade wants to snort, to cut her down with a line about power grids and burnout, but the words fail her. Instead, she notes the way Zara never stops moving: she’s already conferring with the lighting team, tweaking angles, testing her own theory of how to make Alandria pop on the page.

Jade’s clipboard is slick with sweat. She presses her nails into her palm until the flesh gives. No one notices. She’s a prop in her own set now.

The next five minutes pass in a blur of technical adjustment. Jade notes that Zara’s method is less command-and-control, more seduce-and-conquer. She compliments, she nudges, she asks for opinions, then ignores them when she gets them. Jade despises the technique, but she can’t argue with the results: within two minutes, the shoot has shifted, the energy doubled, and Alandria is smiling like she’s just swallowed something expensive and forbidden.

“Try the mesh,” Zara tells the stylist. “She’ll look radiant under the LEDs.”

Jade watches as they strip the current outfit and slide the mesh bodysuit over Alandria’s skin. It’s too sheer, even for club standards, but nobody questions it. Zara has the voice of God in this room.

When the camera flashes again, Alandria’s pose is less learned, more animal. Her hips cock, her hand slides to her waist, her face is the purest dare. The entire crew feels it; the air takes on an edge. Jade feels it in her teeth.

Zara leans in to Jade, voice pitched for intimacy. “You see what I mean? She was wasted behind the bar.”

Jade bristles. “Some people have hidden talents. Others just have no shame.”

Zara laughs, the sound rich and full. “Sometimes they’re the same thing.”

Jade’s pulse jumps. She wants to bite, but her jaw is locked. The humiliation is exquisite.

Alandria preens in front of the camera, her eyes flicking from the lens to the two women in the shadows. Jade feels her throat close. It’s not just jealousy, it’s the terror of losing before you’ve even started.

Zara says, “Let her go off script. See what happens.”

Jade wants to object, but the words don’t come. She watches as Alandria, now completely in her element, drops the pose and simply stares into the camera. The gaze is raw, unfiltered. Vulnerability and danger, neck and neck.

Zara moves closer to Jade, their shoulders almost touching. “She reminds me of you, you know,” Zara whispers. “Before you got so professional.”

Jade flinches, but only a microsecond. She keeps her gaze fixed on the set, watches as Vee shoots a dozen frames in rapid fire.

“She’s nothing like me,” Jade says, the lie burning her tongue.

Zara shrugs, unfazed. “If you say so.” She turns, focusing her full attention on Alandria, who seems to bloom under the new scrutiny.

The rest of the staff is forgotten. Jade is forgotten.

For the next hour, the only world that exists is the one between the lens, the girl, and the woman in the burgundy blazer.

Jade stands still, clipboard clamped in a death grip. She tries to pretend it’s just another shoot. Another day, another product, another model to cycle through. But the truth gnaws at her bones: she is watching herself lose, in real time.

As the last set wraps, Zara claps her hands. “Incredible job, everyone. That’s a wrap. Alandria, can I borrow you for a second?”

Alandria nods, slips off the set. Her eyes flick to Jade, just once, and Jade looks away.

Zara leads Alandria out of the room, voice low and full of velvet. The moment they’re gone, the staff begins packing up, the hum of post-shoot adrenaline filling the air.

Jade stands alone by the monitor, unable to move.

She watches the replay on loop, over and over, until the afterimage of Alandria’s face is burned onto her retinas.

She doesn’t know what’s worse: the loss of control, or how much she wants to feel it again.

In the glass-walled green room, Zara holds court with all the theater of a small-scale empress. The staff orbits in predictable loops, drawn to the possibility of her favor or just basking in her nuclear confidence. Alandria sits at the edge of a velvet ottoman, posture half-defensive, half-exhibitionist, legs crossed, arms akimbo, dress riding scandalously up her thigh. The residual makeup from the shoot has made her features extra bold; she looks like an artist’s rendering of herself.

Zara perches on the arm of the ottoman, perfectly poised for maximum contact. She’s holding a glass of water (no ice, no garnish), swirling it as if testing for clarity. Jade can hear her from across the room, voice dialed just loud enough to command everyone’s attention.

“You have a presence, darling,” Zara says, the word darling tart and heavy at the same time. She touches Alandria’s shoulder, not a full palm, but the drag of three fingers, deliberate and slow. “Some people have to build it. You just…walk in with it.”

Alandria’s cheeks flush, a gradient that starts at the throat and creeps up. “I’m new to all this,” she says, playing humble, but there’s steel underneath. She’s learned from the best.

Zara grins, leans in. “I’d never have guessed. Your posture on set is better than half the paid models I’ve brought in.”

She lets her fingers linger. Jade notes, with sick fascination, how Alandria doesn’t pull away. If anything, she turns into the touch, like a cat that’s been waiting all day for a hand.

Jade keeps her face neutral as she enters the green room, clipboard at her chest, mouth shut. She knows Nadia is already here, she’s in the far corner, leaning against a bookshelf, arms crossed. Nadia’s mouth twitches at the corners, a private joke aimed just for Jade.

Zara, without looking, says, “Weston. Your star pupil is impressive.”

Jade resists the urge to correct her: Alandria is not a pupil, she’s a tool, a test subject, a variable that got out of the control group. But in this moment, Jade knows who the real experiment is on.

“We hire for adaptability,” Jade says, voice flat. “If she’s learning fast, that means the system works.”

Zara’s lips curl, slow. “You’re always so clinical. Still, you have an eye for talent.” She slides her gaze to Alandria, then back to Jade. “We’re lucky to have you both.”

Alandria laughs, soft and genuine, which makes Jade’s stomach drop. “She mostly yells at me,” Alandria says, throwing a glance over her shoulder. “But it gets results, I guess.”

The room laughs, too, but it’s forced, a kind of pressure-release for the tension that’s been building since Zara walked in.

Zara reaches for a loose strand of Alandria’s hair, tucks it behind her ear with a gesture so practiced it could be choreography. “Sometimes the best managers are the cruelest. Don’t you think?”

Jade wants to crack back, to make a joke about how cruelty is only effective on people who haven’t already built up a tolerance, but the words get stuck in her throat. Her jaw tightens. She feels the click of her molars, the microspasm of muscle.

Zara notices. Of course she does.

She shifts gears, addressing the whole room. “I wanted to tell you all, going forward, PR and Events will be collaborating on the campaign run-ups. Full transparency, shared oversight.”

The words drop like a bomb. Jade feels the clipboard slip in her hands, the muscles in her arms tightening to compensate. She’s careful not to let her nails bite through the cardboard, but it’s a near thing.

Nobody else seems to notice the magnitude, but Nadia does. She looks right at Jade, grins wide, and mouths “Ouch.”

Alandria blinks. “What does that mean?”

Zara answers, “It means Ms. Weston and I will be working very closely. Like, glued-at-the-hip closely. We’ll be trading talent, merging shoot schedules, maybe even borrowing each other’s staff.”

The staffers exchange uneasy looks. Jade’s heart rate doubles. The very idea of ceding an inch to Zara makes her want to break something. But she keeps her face smooth, the old training kicking in.

“That’ll require some policy rewrites,” Jade says. “And new NDAs for the crossover staff.”

Zara waves her hand, dismissive. “Legal already green-lit it. Didn’t you get the memo?”

Jade wants to say, “I get every memo,” but that would sound petty. Instead, she says, “I’ll make sure my team’s on board.”

Zara raises her glass, as if toasting the outcome. “I knew you’d see the potential.”

Alandria shifts, her bare knee touching the wool of Zara’s blazer. It’s a minor collision, but the electricity is visible. Jade feels it in her gut, a sharp, sweet pain that threatens to turn into something ugly.

Nadia pushes off the bookshelf, strolls to the snack table, and pours herself a coffee. She holds the paper cup like it’s a microphone. “This’ll be fun to watch,” Nadia says, not even bothering to hide the sarcasm.

Zara laughs. “I agree, Nadia. I think we’ll all learn something from each other.”

She looks at Jade, direct, unblinking. “Don’t you?”

Jade feels her own lips part, the blood gone from her knuckles as she grips the clipboard like a lifeline. “That’s the idea,” she says, deadpan.

The conversation splinters, everyone trying to process the new hierarchy, the new rules. Zara stands, smooth and seamless, and shakes Alandria’s hand with both of hers.

“Really. You’re a revelation,” she says, loud enough for Jade to hear.

Alandria grins, all teeth. “Thanks.”

Zara lets go, turns, and leaves the green room in a single, graceful pivot. The absence is immediate; the pressure drops by ten degrees.

As soon as the door closes, Jade feels the afterburn. Her skin itches with the need to do something, yell, fight, fuck, anything to prove she’s not just a prop in Zara’s narrative. Instead, she busies herself with the leftover paperwork, shoving unsigned releases into the proper folders.

Nadia sidles up, voice low. “You okay, Queen?”

Jade doesn’t look up. “Never better.”

Nadia leans in, conspiratorial. “She’s good, but you’re better. You just have to show it.”

Jade glances at her, then at Alandria, who is packing up her things with the sort of unhurried confidence she never had a week ago.

“I plan to,” Jade says.

Nadia grins, then leaves. The staff empties out, drifting toward their next assignment or just out into the city.


Chapter Sixteen
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The night settles over Midnight Garden like a bruise, every surface blooming with shadow and the hush of near-money. Alandria stands behind the bar, hands working on autopilot, pour, muddle, shake, repeat, her gaze distant and glassy in the backwash of LED. The club is half-full, the regulars dragging their Thursday ennui through top-shelf vodka and the kind of ice that takes a thousand years to melt. Nadia lurks at the far end, propping up the bar and spitting pitiless little comments at any bachelorette dumb enough to stand in her orbit, but mostly Alandria is alone.

She lines up three cocktails for the front table, wipes the rim of each glass with obsessive care, and finishes with a curl of lemon zest she will never taste. Each movement is a loop. Each drink a distraction. Her face in the mirrored backbar looks pale, even for her, and the ring of golden contacts gives her a predator’s stare she can’t quite recognize as her own.

The next ticket is a double Negroni, which she hates, but she builds it anyway, measuring out the Campari with an efficiency that might read as boredom. Her hands are steady, even when her mind isn’t.

And that’s the problem. Her mind is a fucking war zone tonight, memory leaking through the cracks like battery acid. It comes for her sideways, always: the flash of a phrase, the sick-metal taste of regret, the way the light bends around a bottle and suddenly she’s back, fifteen, a ghost in some foster home’s shitty twin bed, the world collapsed down to the scratch of flannel and the drone of TV through the wall. It’s her birthday, she remembers, though nobody else does. The social worker has forgotten again; the other kids in the home don’t even know her last name. She stares at the ceiling, counting every spider web and peeling chip of paint, her body curled so small that the mattress barely dents.

There’s a hunger in her that isn’t just about food, though the empty clench of her stomach is its own kind of religion. It’s the need for someone to say her name, to notice the fact of her existence, to mark her time with more than a signature on a fucking discharge form. But she gets nothing. Not a text, not a card, not even a leftover cupcake from the kitchen. The world goes on, indifferent.

That’s the night she makes the vow. She presses her lips to the patchy pillow, whispers it into the mattress like a curse: Never again. Never need. Never want. She tells herself that if nobody will care for her, she’ll care for herself twice as hard. She’ll never let anyone see her starve, never let anyone have the pleasure of seeing her crack.

Back in the present, the memory hits her so hard she fumbles the vodka bottle, a little slick of the stuff sloshing over her wrist and onto the bar mat. It’s nothing, just a few drops, but the chill of the spill rips her straight out of the flashback and into the thump of the club. She blinks, wipes it up with a bar rag, and checks her face in the mirror: same as always, if a little less sure.

She pours the Negroni, adds ice, gives it a swirl. Her fingers are cold, and she can’t quite shake the feeling of that cheap foster home blanket pressed to her cheek, the ache in her chest where a birthday should be. She wants to laugh, but the sound would be hollow.

The crowd grows louder, the DJ cranks the BPM, and somewhere in the dark a glass shatters. For a split second, she sees herself in the mess: the lonely kid, the bitter bartender, the girl who thought a vow would save her from needing anything ever again.

She presses her thumb into the bar, hard enough to feel the ridges of her print, and grits her teeth. She is not fifteen. She is not starving. She is here, in this velvet-dark box, making drinks for people who will forget her name by tomorrow.

But she will remember. She will remember every promise she made to herself in the dark.

Her hands steady. She wipes the spill. She lines up the glass on the bar rail, perfect, and waits for the next order. The memory is still there, raw as a rug burn, but she holds it the way she holds everything: tight, invisible, and locked behind her eyes where nobody else can touch it.

Last call is a mercy. The new guy on busing comes to collect the empties, banging them together with a clatter that echoes over the music, and the lights in the club go from sultry to surgical, a warning to the beautiful that their time is up. Alandria wipes down the bar, working her way from one end to the other, counting tips and scanning for the next disaster. There isn’t one; even Nadia has ducked out early, leaving behind a half-finished Manhattan and an ashtray full of toothpicks.

She’s prepping to clock out, pulling her cash, ducking under the pass, ready to disappear, when a shadow intercepts her path. Zara Chen. It’s almost theatrical: the sudden nearness, the flash of that burgundy-highlighted bob as she steps out from the gloom, the way her lips seem to know how to smile before her eyes do.

“Alandria,” she says, voice sugared but not sweet.

Alandria’s first instinct is to bristle, but there’s a gravity to Zara that is impossible to resist. She’d felt it during the shoot: the attention, the focus, the sense that if you fell into her orbit you might never find your way out. Up close, the effect is even stronger. Zara’s suit is a deep navy, tailored within an inch of its life, and the flash of white at the collarbone is just enough to make a person dizzy. Her nails are perfect; her gaze, predatory.

“Walk with me,” Zara says. It isn’t a question.

They thread through the emptying club, Zara barely bothering to check if Alandria’s following. She leads them to a side alcove, a little den with plush chairs and velvet curtains drawn against the noise. The air here is thick with the residue of other people’s secrets, but it feels like a place you could make your own.

Zara slides into a corner seat, crossing her legs with a slow, deliberate grace. She gestures to the seat next to her, a flick of the wrist that is both invitation and dare.

Alandria sits. She waits for the sales pitch, or maybe the threat, but what she gets is a long, silent study. Zara’s eyes roam her face, her hair, her hands, every detail measured and filed.

“You’ve changed since you started,” Zara finally says, voice dialed to the lowest, most intimate frequency. “I mean, look at you. You walk like you own the place now.”

Alandria snorts, tries to make it a joke. “I’m still lowest on the food chain. Nadia reminds me twice a shift.”

Zara tilts her head, considering. “You don’t believe that.” Her gaze is both accusation and compliment. “You command attention. Even in this zoo.”

The words land with more force than they should. Alandria feels her face flush, a heat that starts at her chest and snakes up her neck. She wants to deny it, but the memory of the shoot, the way people stared, the way even Jade couldn’t look away, it’s all true.

Zara leans in. The distance between them is nothing now, a handful of inches, and Alandria can smell her perfume: orange blossom, maybe, or something engineered to smell like summer on the verge of burning down.

“You’ve got real power,” Zara says. Her hand drifts up, the back of her fingers tracing a line along Alandria’s jaw, slow and feather-light. “Don’t ever let someone collar that.”

Alandria’s breath catches. For a heartbeat, she is sixteen again, back in the foster system, someone else’s hand on her chin, but this time it’s not control, it’s a benediction. Her pulse quickens. Her body wants to move, toward or away, she can’t decide, but she holds still.

“Jade thinks she can break you,” Zara says, voice so soft it could be mistaken for kindness. “But the only person who can do that is you.”

There’s something in the way she says it, a knowing, a challenge. Alandria’s shoulders straighten, not in defiance but in pride. The compliment is a drug, hot and illicit. She feels herself shift, spine lengthening, mouth curling at the edges.

“You say that like you want me to bite,” Alandria says.

Zara grins, wide and wolfish. “I want you to win.” She lets her hand fall, but not before her thumb flicks the hollow of Alandria’s throat, a touch so fleeting it could be a mistake, but they both know it isn’t.

They sit in silence for a moment, the pulse of the club receding. Alandria runs her fingers over the armrest, grounding herself. She looks at Zara, at the razor-perfect line of her hair, the tiny scar above her brow, the way she seems to own every inch of air she stands in.

“What’s the catch?” Alandria asks, not out of cynicism but curiosity.

Zara shrugs, the gesture feline. “No catch. Just...don’t get tamed. Not for Jade, not for me, not for anyone.”

Alandria nods, lets it settle. She likes the taste of the warning, the way it comes wrapped in something that could be ambition, could be desire. She’s not sure which one she wants more.

Zara stands, straightens her lapels. “Come by my office tomorrow,” she says. “I want you on a new campaign. Something bigger than this.”

Before Alandria can answer, Zara leans in, mouth close to her ear. “Don’t disappoint me, Monroe,” she whispers, then vanishes, leaving only the faintest echo of orange blossom in the air.

Alandria sits for a moment, hands shaking, not from fear but from adrenaline. She can still feel the press of Zara’s fingers on her jaw, the phantom heat of her breath on her neck.

She stands, checks her phone, finds nothing but the clock and the faint buzz of new potential.

The club is almost empty now. She walks back through the main floor, every eye that lands on her just a little more respectful, a little more wary.

She likes the feeling. She likes it a lot.

She wonders, for the first time in a long time, what it would feel like to be truly in charge of her own story.

As she locks up, she rolls Zara’s words around her tongue: Don’t ever let someone collar that.


Chapter Seventeen
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Jade has always hated the grand ballroom at Midnight Garden. It’s too bright, too cold, too much glass and chrome to ever feel like it belongs to anyone. Even the windows, floor-to-ceiling, east and west, are so heavily mirrored that every movement is a threat, every face a double agent. Tonight, the room is packed wall to wall with the worst people on earth: board members, talent scouts, legacy influencers, a few city council leeches in rented tuxes. They all orbit the perimeter, hoarding appetizers and compliments, while the real action coils in the dead center.

That’s where Zara stages her kill.

Jade stands at the margin, a single black line drawn against the rest of the world. She nurses a flute of champagne, the glass so thin she could shatter it between thumb and forefinger if she wanted. Her hands tremble, barely, but it’s enough. She pretends it’s the cold.

Across the ballroom, Alandria floats from group to group, the new campaign darling. Her hair is wild for once, curls left loose, streaked gold at the ends so they catch the light and throw it back. The dress is liquid bronze, high at the neck but cut to expose both clavicles and the full sweep of shoulders. On the big screens above the bar, her face, smiling, biting, hungry, loops through a slideshow of edited shots: the raw studio, the ruined elevator, the dead-of-night street outside the club. She looks untouchable, a force of nature staged and lit by people who think in hashtags.

But it’s the live version that brings the room to heel.

Jade watches the cascade of attention. Men and women cluster around Alandria, vying for a minute’s conversation, a brush of her hand, the story of the shoot. Everyone wants to be near her, wants to be seen wanting her. It’s almost funny, if you know how little she cared two weeks ago.

Zara knows. She hovers, never more than a foot from Alandria’s side, as if she’s worried someone will pocket her and bolt. Jade catalogues every move: the way Zara plants a palm at the small of Alandria’s back, guiding her through the crowd. The way she always introduces her as “our brightest star” or “the future of the brand,” never once using the word employee. The way her eyes scan every threat, every rival, and dismiss them before they can even open their mouths.

Jade’s jaw aches. She unclenches, tries to focus on the neutral parts of the party, neutral meaning, anything not involving Zara or Alandria, but it’s a wasted effort. She’s drawn in, like a bug to a patio lamp. She studies the screens, watches how the post-production wizards have sanded every rough edge off Alandria’s face, given her this impossible, golden glow. It’s the same face Jade saw in the elevator two days ago, cheeks flushed, lips bitten open, breath fogging the cold air. Only now, the image is for everyone.

She can’t help it, she pictures Alandria on her knees, the ring of red around her wrists, the way her eyes found the mirror before they found Jade. That was private. This is public. It feels like theft.

There’s a commotion at the bar. Two investors, old, ruddy-faced men with wives half their age, take turns telling Alandria how much they “love her energy.” She plays it coy, but it’s the kind of coy that says she knows exactly what she’s doing. Zara leans in, whispers something in Alandria’s ear. Alandria laughs, the sound so pure and bright it cuts through the noise like a razor.

Jade watches it all, invisible.

She takes a long drink, finishes the champagne, feels the alcohol hit her bloodstream with a hiss. She sets the glass on the bar, hard enough to earn a glare from the bartender, and stares at her own reflection in the backsplash. The face that looks back is lean and mean, eyes ringed dark, mouth set in a line that says fuck you and try me in equal measure. She squares her shoulders, rolls her sleeves, and plots a path through the crowd.

She’s almost to them when Zara spots her. Their eyes lock, a split second, but enough to transmit every old scar, every unhealed wound. Zara’s mouth twitches. She leans in, says something to Alandria, and the two turn to face Jade as if this were pre-arranged.

“Weston,” Zara purrs. “Come to celebrate with us?”

Alandria’s face is open, expectant, but her body is wound tight. Jade can see the flex in her jaw, the way she shifts her weight to her right foot, the same tell she always had before a confrontation.

Jade ignores Zara, fixes her gaze on Alandria. “Walk with me,” she says. It comes out hoarse, more command than request.

Alandria hesitates, glances at Zara. For a moment, Jade thinks she might say no, might just laugh and stay here, bask in the neon godlight of her new life. But then she hands her drink to the nearest intern, smooths the dress over her hips, and steps toward Jade.

Zara’s eyes narrow, but she only shrugs. “Don’t keep her too long,” she says. “We’ve got donors to schmooze.”

Jade doesn’t answer. She takes Alandria’s wrist, the grip gentle but absolute, and leads her through the crowd. Nobody stops them. A few heads turn, a few tongues wag, but nobody intervenes. The hallway outside the ballroom is empty, save for a lone photographer snapping candids of the main event. Jade pushes past, makes for the staff corridor, doesn’t let go until they’re clear of the sightlines.

They stop in the dim light of the emergency stairwell. The air is colder here, thick with the memory of every cigarette break and forbidden fuck that’s ever happened in this building. Jade lets go of Alandria’s wrist, but doesn’t back off.

“We need to discuss something,” she says. The words are flat, clipped, professional.

Alandria folds her arms, leans back against the wall. “You want to yell at me for doing my job?”

Jade shakes her head. “Not here.” She gestures up the stairs. “Come on.”

Alandria studies her for a second, really studies her, eyes moving from the cut of Jade’s jaw to the still-trembling hands, to the way she stands with both feet planted as if expecting an earthquake. Then she pushes off the wall and follows.

They climb in silence, three flights up, each step echoing like a countdown. Jade knows the next move is desperate. She’s lost the script, lost the upper hand, but she’s damned if she’ll let it end at the bottom of a glass. She keys open the door to the old projection booth, a dead zone now, used mostly for storage and illegal joints, and ushers Alandria inside.

The room is dark, windows blacked out, but Jade finds the switch and floods the space with halogen. The walls are covered with framed photos: old campaign stills, launch party candids, club portraits from decades past. All the ghosts of Midnight Garden, lined up for inspection.

Alandria circles the room, runs her finger over the glass of a photo. “You drag all your problems up here, or am I special?”

Jade closes the door behind them. “You’re special.”

Alandria smirks. “Didn’t sound like a compliment.”

Jade crosses to her, stands so close they could be twins in the reflection. “You want to know what you are to me?”

Alandria lifts her chin, eyes bright and dangerous. “Sure. Lay it on me.”

Jade doesn’t touch her. She just stares, every muscle in her body wound tight as barbed wire. “You’re the only thing in this place that isn’t a lie,” she says, voice raw. “And you’re about to let Zara turn you into one.”

Alandria laughs, but it’s not real. “You’re jealous.”

Jade nods, unashamed. “Yes.”

The word hangs between them, heavy as a closing door.

Alandria looks away, then back. “Why should I care?”

Jade searches for an answer. There isn’t one, or at least not one she can say out loud. So she does what she’s always done: she moves closer, until there’s no air left. She slides her hand to the nape of Alandria’s neck, thumb pressing into the pulse there, the way Zara did earlier. She waits for the flinch, the recoil, the push-back.

Alandria doesn’t flinch. She just stares, eyes so gold they look radioactive.

“Don’t let her brand you,” Jade says. “Don’t let her make you forget who you are.”

Alandria’s voice is low. “And who am I?”

Jade grits her teeth. “You’re mine.”

For a second, nothing moves. Then Alandria closes the gap, mouth finding Jade’s, rough and brutal. They kiss like it’s a knife fight, no tenderness, just two sets of teeth trying to take more than the other will give.

Jade slams Alandria against the nearest wall, the impact rattling a photo off its hook. She pins Alandria’s wrists above her head, fingers digging into the delicate bones, and kisses her again, harder, until they’re both gasping.

Alandria breaks free, panting, and grabs Jade’s face with both hands. “You don’t get to have it both ways,” she says, voice trembling. “You don’t get to treat me like an experiment and then be mad when someone else sees me.”

Jade almost laughs, but it’s too close to crying. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself.”

Alandria shoves her, hard, then pulls her back in. They wrestle, bodies colliding, mouths clashing. It’s not sex, not yet, but it’s the closest thing either of them has had to honesty all night.

Jade feels her control fracture, feels the old rules burning away. She lets Alandria push her down, lets her straddle her on the threadbare office couch, lets her rip the buttons off her shirt one by one. They fuck like it’s the end of the world: hands everywhere, mouths marking territory, skin flushed and slick with the heat of it.

When it’s over, they collapse together, sweat drying in the cold air. Alandria rests her head on Jade’s chest, breath slowing. Jade runs her fingers through Alandria’s hair, tangling the curls, memorizing the shape of her skull.

“Tomorrow, you go back to Zara,” Jade says. It’s not a question.

Alandria closes her eyes. “Yeah.”

Jade nods, resigned. “Okay. Get up,” she says, voice stripped down to nothing.

Alandria squints. “Seriously?”

She gestures. “Follow me.” It’s not a request.

She stops at the door marked “Mechanical,” enters a five-digit code on a digital pad, and shoulders it open. The air inside is arctic, tasting of metal and cleaning solution. Alandria hangs back, uncertain, but Jade grabs her wrist and pulls her in.

At the end of the hall is a black steel door. Jade uses her keycard. The lock clicks, a fat, ugly sound.

The room inside is nothing like the rest of Midnight Garden. No velvet, no colored lights, not even a bar. Just poured concrete floors and a cube of mirrored glass, six feet high and twelve wide, forming one wall of a chamber that could be a lab, or a police lineup, or a cell for solitary confinement. Every other surface is reflection. Every move, every breath, is instantly doubled, tripled, sent ricocheting to infinity.

Alandria’s eyes go wide. “What the fuck is this?”

Jade lets the door swing shut, hears the lock catch. The room hums, ventilation, electricity, something alive behind the walls. “I needed a space to think,” she says, voice echoing.

Alandria stares at her reflection, at the thousand versions of herself in every direction. “You built a panic room? For who?”

“For me.” Jade’s answer is soft, then she steps forward and closes the distance. “Turn around.”

Alandria hesitates, defiant even now. “What are you-”

Jade shoves her, not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to remind them both who wrote the rules. Alandria’s palms slap the mirror. Jade is behind her instantly, hands flat to her hips, the length of her body pressed up against the back of the dress.

“Jade.”

She ignores the warning. She grips the zipper at the nape, yanks it down. Alandria’s spine is a perfect line, so straight and clean that Jade wants to bite it. The dress pools at her waist. Jade strips it the rest of the way, leaving Alandria naked but for the chain at her throat and the gouges of red where Jade’s hands bruised her earlier.

In the glass, they are an art installation: the pale animal and the gold one, locked in some evolutionary spiral. Jade sees her own eyes reflected back, green and wild and almost unfamiliar. She wants to look away, but she can’t.

She grabs the cuffs from the wall, industrial, stainless steel, padded so they won’t chafe but still heavy enough to hurt. She fastens Alandria’s wrists to the embedded D-rings, arms spread wide. The cuffs force her posture open, chest forward, thighs flexed to keep her upright.

Alandria tests the restraints, then lifts her chin. “Are you going to explain any of this, or are you just going to-”

Jade’s hands are at her waist, nails digging in hard. “Do you trust me?”

Alandria laughs, bitter and hot. “Trust is not the word I’d use.”

Jade grins, teeth showing. “You don’t have a choice.”

She presses her hips into Alandria’s ass, then slides a hand down, between, into the heat, and the shudder that goes up Alandria’s spine is like a livewire. Jade’s palm is ice-cold but her fingers burn each time they part the wet, swollen flesh. She wants to draw it out, to see how long Alandria can stand it, but her own hands are shaking and her mind’s on fire.

She works two fingers in, slow and mean, knuckles scraping the inside in a way she knows will leave a tender ache come morning. Alandria’s breath comes out in a gasp, hits the mirror, fogs it for just a second before the cold swallows it whole. Jade flexes her arm, testing the resistance of the limbs spread wide and bound, and a bolt of satisfaction goes through her at the realization: Alandria’s not even struggling. She could break free, she’s wiry and stubborn and half-feral, but she doesn’t. She’s choosing this.

Jade keeps her focus on the glass, not on the girl. She watches the two of them, no, the dozen of them, mirrored out to infinity, animal shapes locked in a loop of violence and want. She looks at her own reflection and sees a wolf’s grin splitting her face. Green eyes gone black with dilation. Hair wild, shirt torn open, buttons hanging by threads. She looks like someone who’s lost. She looks like someone who’s home.

Alandria makes a noise, not a word but a whimper. Jade ups the tempo, crooks her fingers, finds the spot that makes Alandria’s knees buckle. She circles her thumb with the other hand, sticky and insistent, until Alandria’s whole body is arched and trembling. She’s so close. Jade can feel it in the way she’s fighting to stay quiet, the way her head slams back against Jade’s shoulder, the way her breath is a stuttering, desperate thing.

But Jade doesn’t want her to finish. Not yet. She wants to see how close she can get her before she snaps. She wants to see what happens when the pressure is so much that it turns into something else. She wants to see herself push someone to the edge and hold them there, suspended like a fly in amber.

She leans in and bites Alandria’s shoulder hard enough to leave a mark, then whispers: “Look at yourself.”

Alandria opens her eyes. For a moment she doesn’t seem to recognize the girl in the mirror. She’s stretched wide, chained and dripping, marks blooming over her skin. She’s a ruin, a masterpiece, something to hang in a gallery and dare people to call obscene. Jade presses her mouth to the back of Alandria’s neck, sucks a bruise there, then drags her tongue up to the chain around her throat.

She slows her hand, almost pausing, and Alandria makes a sound of protest. Jade slides her free hand up, runs it over the flat of Alandria’s belly, up to her ribs, then between the spread arms to cup one bruised breast. She pinches the nipple, twists it, and Alandria thrashes in the cuffs. There’s a rawness now, an animal panic. Jade feels it, wants to taste it.

She speeds up again, fingers working with cruel precision, but never quite enough to tip the balance. She watches Alandria’s lips part, watches the moans build up in her throat, but every time they threaten to escape, Jade cuts the rhythm and leaves her hanging on the edge. She changes the angle, presses deeper, until Alandria is bucking beneath her, begging for release.

Jade leans forward, her chest to Alandria’s back, mouth at her ear. “Say it,” she whispers.

Alandria whimpers, “What?”

“Say you’re mine.”

Alandria hesitates, just a heartbeat. Then: “I’m yours.”

It’s all Jade needs. Her hand never leaves Alandria’s clit, grinding it with every thrust until she feels the tremor building, the orgasm blooming from the base of her spine.

“Now,” Jade says. “Come for me.”

Alandria does, the scream torn from her as her body locks and shudders. Jade feels the muscles clamp down, feels the heat and wetness, and she can’t hold back any longer. Her body shudders as she comes, her orgasm making her buckle as she leans against Alandria’s body for support, her mind disappearing into the haze of her climax.

Jade pulls back, unclips the cuffs with hands that shake. Alandria slumps to her knees, spent, head against the wall. Jade stands behind her, body swaying with the aftershock, unsure if she should reach out or run.

“You know what the best part of this is?” Alandria says, voice hoarse.

Jade blinks, still riding the edge. “What?”

“You never had me,” Alandria says, smiling. “Not really. You just wanted it to hurt.”

Jade feels the words like a punch to the gut. She wants to protest, wants to say something true, but her throat is closed.

Alandria stands, shaky but proud. She pulls her dress back up, smooths it over her hips, and gives Jade a long, impossible look.

“Next time,” she says, “try asking.”

She unlocks the door with her own hands, leaves Jade alone in her funhouse.


Chapter Eighteen
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It’s too bright . That’s the first thing Alandria thinks, stepping into the glass cage that passes for Zara Chen’s office. Even at midnight, the city light comes through the windows like it’s been distilled for maximum clarity, reflected off mirrored buildings, split through LED billboards, poured over every surface in the room. There are no shadows here. The walls are glass. The furniture is all straight lines and smooth planes, every chair engineered to look like it was designed by a sociopath. Even the rug is white, thick as a confession.

Alandria stands at the threshold, arms rigid at her sides. She’s wearing the new blazer Zara sent over, navy blue and cut to flatter, with nothing underneath but the mesh bralette from the campaign shoot. Her hair is slicked back. Her nails, cherry red, the exact color Jade said was “required branding”, are a battlefield of half-moons where she’s chipped away the polish in nervous increments. She flexes her fingers, sees the color flash under the fluorescence, and feels her stomach flip.

Zara is waiting at her desk. She doesn’t sit; she poses, one hip braced against the edge, ankles crossed, the hem of her suit showing a perfect inch of calf above the line of her shoe. Her hands are folded, but even relaxed they look like they could close on your throat without warning. The highlights in her hair are deeper than last week, more blood than burgundy, and her eyes have that narrowed, assessing look that always means she’s about to offer you something you can’t refuse.

“Alandria.” The voice is warm. Almost too warm. “Come in.”

She does, each step a tiny calculation. The rug is so thick it tries to swallow her boots. The glass walls let her see the club below, every shadow, every body, every light strobing through the atrium. It’s surreal, looking down on a world she’s only ever served from the floor. Even more surreal is the sense that someone, Jade, maybe, or the ghost of herself from three weeks ago, is watching, judging the way she moves in a space that’s supposed to be reserved for people with power.

Zara gestures to a chair, the kind that costs more than three months’ rent in Alandria’s apartment. She sits, and the leather sighs under her, swallowing the noise of her nerves.

Zara picks up a folder, slides it across the desk. It’s thick, heavy. Alandria can see her own name stamped on the tab in embossed silver. The letters look like something you could use to brand livestock.

“Congratulations,” Zara says, her voice all honey and ambition. “You’re officially part of the team. Permanent staff, event division. Health, dental, quarterly bonus. Even a little stock. Sloane insisted.”

Alandria flips open the folder. Inside: a contract, already printed and tabbed for signature. The top page has her name, her start date, her new title: Assistant Events Director, Midnight Garden Holdings LLC.

She feels nothing. Or maybe she feels too much, so it comes out as nothing. She presses a red-tipped finger to the page, trying to keep her hand from shaking.

“Is this real?” she says. Her voice is steadier than she expects.

Zara’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “As real as anything gets around here. You earned it. The campaign numbers are through the roof. Sloane thinks you’re a genius. I think you’re a survivor.”

Alandria glances up, waiting for the catch.

Zara leans in, her elbows on the desk, hands folded like she’s about to pray or break something. “There’s a party tonight. Full board, VIPs, a few investors from the West Coast. I want you there, center stage. No hiding behind the bar, no ghosting out the back. You’re the star.”

Alandria feels her spine stiffen, a reflex. The memory of the camera flash, the heat of the lights, the way Jade used to command her, none of it has prepared her for this. This is a new kind of exposure. The kind where you can’t fight or fuck your way out of it.

She nods, slow.

Zara relaxes, satisfaction leaking out in the set of her shoulders. She stands, walks around the desk, and perches on the edge of Alandria’s chair. The scent of her perfume, orange blossom and something dark underneath, fills the air between them. She reaches out, adjusts the collar of Alandria’s blazer, fingers lingering at the hollow of her throat.

“You’re tense,” she says, soft. “Don’t be. You’ve already won.”

Alandria wants to laugh, but the sound gets caught behind her teeth. She looks up, tries to read the angle of Zara’s jaw, the message in the way she hovers so close.

“You ever going to tell me what the game is?” Alandria asks.

Zara’s mouth quirks. “The game is the same as always. You play until you’re too tired to lose, or until someone better comes along. I don’t see anyone better.”

Alandria’s nails drum the contract, an unsteady tattoo. “Where’s Jade?”

It’s a test. Maybe a plea.

Zara’s expression doesn’t change, but something behind her eyes flickers, an old rivalry, or maybe just professional respect. “Jade’s busy. She’ll catch up with you at the party.”

Alandria nods, pretending to believe it.

Zara straightens her lapel again, fingers trailing the seam from neck to shoulder. Her nails are painted a violent, glossy burgundy, and the contrast against Alandria’s skin makes her own hands feel crude, amateurish.

“You deserve this,” Zara says, almost a whisper. “You know that, right?”

Alandria doesn’t answer. She just sits, letting the words settle over her like ash. Deserve is a weird word. It feels like a threat, or a challenge.

There’s a knock at the glass. Sloane and a handful of other suits cluster just outside, watching the two women through the wall like zoo patrons watching the lions. The men have their hair shellacked, their smiles fixed in place. The women are lean and perfect, every one of them in heels high enough to qualify as weapons.

Zara doesn’t break eye contact. “I’ll let you savor it. When you’re ready, come out and show them how it’s done.”

She stands, crosses to the door, and lets the crowd in. They descend on Alandria instantly, handshakes, claps on the back, a rush of congratulations that feels like a feeding frenzy. Sloane is the first, her smile wide and carnivorous.

“Ms. Monroe. You’ve made quite an impression.” She claps her on the shoulder, then hands her a glass of champagne. The liquid is pale, almost clear, and so dry it strips the taste from Alandria’s mouth.

The other execs pile in, each one eager to touch her, to be the first to claim a piece of the new star. They all want to say they knew her before, that they spotted her talent, that she reminds them of someone they used to be. The words are empty, but the intent is real enough: mark her, shape her, make her one of them.

Alandria stands in the center of the glass room, back straight, eyes wide. She feels the last hour of the shoot still humming in her bones: the heat, the ache, the way Jade’s mouth left bruises on her throat. She can still feel the press of the cuffs, the bite of the ropes, the way her body yielded and then didn’t. She keeps her sleeves rolled down, covers the marks with careful grace, but every time she moves she’s aware of them, tiny lines of fire under the cotton.

She answers questions, accepts compliments, laughs at jokes that aren’t funny. She’s perfect. She’s flawless. She’s everything they want her to be.

But under the table, her nails tap a secret rhythm. Every click is a memory of Jade’s hand on her neck, Jade’s breath in her ear, Jade’s voice saying You’re mine, even when she wasn’t.

She looks out through the glass, searching for a shadow at the edge of the mezzanine, a flash of black hair or a pale face behind the glare. She finds nothing. Jade is gone.

Zara stands at the periphery, watching. Her gaze is a dare, a promise, a silent calculation of who will break first.

The party begins to spill over into the club below. The music is louder, the lights brighter, and the bodies in the crowd pulse with a new energy, everyone is looking for her, the girl from the shoot, the new star.

***

The diner across from Midnight Garden doesn’t know what time it is. The clocks on the wall all run different hours, one ten minutes fast, one twelve behind, and the third one stuck forever at 3:28. The neon outside spits a blue-pink bruise across the windows, and the fluorescent tubes overhead flicker with a frequency that makes Alandria’s teeth ache. She sits at the back booth, cracked vinyl, crumbs fossilized in the seam, and waits for Lemon to show.

She’s been here fifteen minutes. The coffee tastes like battery acid, but she drinks it anyway, the mug warm in her hands. She’s rolled the promotion letter into a soft, fibrous tube and stuffed it deep into the corner of her purse. Every so often, she checks to make sure it’s still there, like maybe the universe will come to its senses and delete the whole thing.

Lemon arrives with a violence that’s all her own. She flings herself into the booth, elbows akimbo, chin up. Her uniform is the same as always, diner tee, jeans, sneakers so wrecked they’re more concept than shoe, but her hair is new, chopped blunt above her ears and dyed what looks like mailbox red.

She doesn’t say hi. She just grabs Alandria’s mug and drains it, then slams it down hard enough to crack the glaze.

“Damn, Al. You look like you just did a stint in county.”

Alandria shrugs. “Maybe I did.”

Lemon tears open a sugar packet, dumps it straight into her mouth, chews. “I saw you on the big screens tonight,” she says, voice thick with granules. “Nice jacket. Makes you look like an executive assassin.”

Alandria tugs at the collar, which still smells faintly of Zara’s perfume layered over the bergamot haze of Jade’s. “Guess that’s the job now.”

Lemon snorts. “Since when do you give a shit about jobs?” She waves down the server, orders two more coffees, and adds a side of fries. The server, a boy with a single gold hoop in his lip, glares at them both like he’s only here for the health insurance.

They sit in silence until the mugs arrive. Lemon grabs both, pushes one across the table with a shove. “You gonna tell me what happened, or am I gonna have to read about it on Instagram like a fucking plebe?”

Alandria takes a sip. The coffee is worse than before. “What’s there to tell? I got promoted. I’m running events now. Zara says it’s a real job.”

Lemon leans in, eyes sharp. “I didn’t ask what Zara says. I asked what you say.”

Alandria hesitates. Her left hand worries at the edge of her purse, thumb rolling over the lump of the letter. Her right hand is buried in her jacket pocket, fingers wrapped tight around a black metal hairpin, Jade’s, left behind in the sheets last time, still holding a single strand of her hair. She squeezes it until it digs into her skin.

“I say I don’t know,” Alandria admits, voice low.

Lemon snorts, then softens. “You know what I see? I see you working yourself into another mess. You’re sleeping two hours a night, you’re covered in weird bruises, and you show up for a coffee date in a three-hundred-dollar blazer with holes in your boots. That’s not normal, Al. That’s…” She trails off, not sure how to finish.

Alandria gives a dry laugh. “I’ve never been normal.”

Lemon’s face tightens. “You know what I mean. You look like you’re about to crack, and I’ve seen you cracked before. It’s not a good look.”

Alandria looks down at her hands. The nails are chipped to hell, but the color is still there. She wonders if Lemon can see the half-moons of old blood around the cuticles, the faint rope marks that ladder up her wrists and vanish under the cuffs of the jacket.

“Tell me the truth,” Lemon says, her voice dropping. “Is she hurting you?”

For a second, Alandria wants to lie. Wants to say no, wants to say that nothing could ever hurt her again. Instead, she lets the silence hang, lets Lemon think what she will.

“She’s not hurting me,” Alandria says finally. “She’s just...making me real.”

Lemon rolls her eyes. “That’s what all the cults say. Before they take your money and your kidneys.”

Alandria lets that one slide. She thinks of Jade, of the way her voice sounded in the elevator, in the mirrored room, in the split-second before she let Alandria go. She thinks of the new space in her body, the weird ache where a person used to be, the sense that if she doesn’t move forward, she’ll drown.

“Look,” she says. “I know you’re worried. But this is what I want. I’m not being owned. I’m not being anyone’s pet. I’m just...becoming someone.”

Lemon snorts, but there’s no meanness in it. “You always were someone, dummy.”

Alandria shrugs, then drains her coffee. “Not like this.”

Lemon eats three fries at once, then points one at Alandria like a warning. “You fuck up, I’m coming after you with a net and a taser.”

Alandria grins. “That’s fair.”

“You’re still my family,” Lemon says. “You know that, right?”

“Always,” Alandria smiles. 

“You know what to do,” Lemon says. “Stop looking for answers when you already know what they are.” 

Alandria stares down at her fingers, and picks at a hangnail. Maybe, she thinks. Or maybe I just don’t like the answers.

Her phone buzzes. She glances at the screen.

Come to my private room. Now. – J


Chapter Nineteen
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There is no clock in the playroom. Time in here is a geometry of sensation and silence, measured in the feverish red of Alandria’s skin, in the welts Jade maps up her thighs, in the arc of a whip as it finds flesh and the afterglow of its arrival. Alandria is already spread and fixed to the St. Andrew’s cross, wrists and ankles cuffed in black leather, the hardware bolted into poured concrete. The room is a chamber of secrets: velvet walls, no windows, only the dim track lighting and the mirrored tile that catches their bodies at impossible angles.

Jade should be in control. She’s always in control. But her hands are off tonight. Not shaky, she’d never allow that, but feral, the way a caged animal is feral: every movement hungry, desperate, careless with its own teeth.

She’s dressed for war, not theater: black silk shirt, sleeves rolled past the elbow, hair scraped into a knot so severe it’s less fashion than punishment. Her palm is lined with sweat from the flogger’s handle. She feels the wetness seep into the wood grain, tacky and intimate.

Alandria is quiet. That’s new. She usually performs her pain, moans, taunts, that snarl of pleasure that tells Jade exactly how close she is to breaking. Tonight, she just breathes. Her mouth is set. She accepts every strike with a gasp, then resets her face to zero.

Jade hates that she can’t read her. Hates the way the surface tells nothing, the way the real Alandria is somewhere else, a layer too deep to reach.

Jade circles her. The cross is oversized, taller than Jade herself, and Alandria’s frame looks fragile in its grip. Her shoulders flex with every blow, muscles sharp under caramel skin. Her wrists have already begun to bruise from pulling at the restraints.

Jade lands three in a row: left shoulder, right thigh, then across the arch of her back. The last one leaves a diagonal welt, already blooming purple at the edges.

“Color?” Jade says. Her voice is ice, every syllable rationed.

Alandria’s chin dips. “Green.”

Jade steps closer, presses the flogger flat to the small of Alandria’s back, the suede tips damp with sweat and something else. She lets it rest there, a cooling weight.

She wants Alandria to make a sound. To plead, to beg, to do anything but this silent martyr routine.

Jade leans in, lips at Alandria’s ear. “Don’t you dare go soft on me,” she whispers. “Not tonight.”

Alandria shivers, but says nothing.

Jade moves in front, lifts Alandria’s chin with the edge of her crop. Alandria’s eyes are huge, the gold contacts catching every photon in the room. Her mouth is torn between defiance and collapse.

Jade draws a line with the crop, down the collarbone, between her breasts, over the strip of flesh left bare by the harness. Then she strikes, a sharp flick to the inside of Alandria’s thigh. The sound is obscene.

Alandria jolts. Her breath hitches, but she still doesn’t speak.

Jade’s own chest is tight. She tries to ride the familiar crest of control, the rush of orchestrating another person’s destruction, but it doesn’t crest. It curdles. Every movement feels too slow, too rough, too fucking desperate.

She flogs again. And again. Alandria’s back is a latticework of marks now, sweat running in rivulets between the raised lines.

Jade stops only when her own arms start to shake.

She steps back. Looks at her work. It should be beautiful, this living sculpture, all sweat and welts and restraint, but it’s not. It’s off. She’s off.

Jade drops the flogger, lets it clatter on the tile. The sound is ugly in the hush.

She goes to the bench, pours a glass of water from the decanter. Her hands leave wet prints on the crystal. She stares at the mirrored wall, at the infinite regress of her own face: mask upon mask upon mask, each more hollow than the last.

In the cross, Alandria shifts her weight. Jade watches the micro-movements: the clench of her fists, the tremor in her legs, the white of her knuckles. She’s not okay, but she won’t say it.

Jade crosses to her, runs a fingertip down the spine, over the sweat and the stripes. She wants to kiss the skin, to soothe it, but that’s not the contract tonight.

Instead, she brings out the clamps. Nipple first, then inner thigh. She fastens them quick, clinical. Alandria’s mouth opens in a silent O, but she grits it out.

Jade waits. She wants something. She doesn’t know what, only that if Alandria can just break, cry, shout, bleed, anything, it will all make sense again.

Instead: silence.

Jade’s vision tunnels. Her chest is a fist. She can hear her own blood, the faint whine of the HVAC, the clink of metal as Alandria’s arms start to numb out. She pushes her harder, lifts her chin, bites the edge of her jaw. Alandria’s breath is ragged now, but she still won’t give.

Jade snaps. She brings out the cane, acrylic, clear, brutal. She lands one, then another, then another, low across the curve of Alandria’s ass. The sound is thunder. The mark is instant, a perfect red bar.

“Color,” Jade says. She means it as a dare.

Alandria’s voice is a whisper, but it carries: “Yellow.”

Jade’s jaw locks. She should stop. She knows she should stop. Instead, she strikes again, harder.

Alandria flinches, her whole body recoiling against the cross. Her head drops, chin to chest, breath a staccato panic.

Jade’s own breathing is out of control. She’s never lost a scene before. Never.

She waits, hand on Alandria’s flank, ready to brace her if she collapses.

Then, quietly, Alandria says: “Cherry.”

It’s the safe word. Jade hears it, but her body doesn’t register. She’s in some dark place, some old neural rut, and she lands another stroke before her mind catches up.

Alandria says it again, louder: “Cherry. Cherry!”

Jade’s world snaps back into focus.

She drops the cane, lets it skitter across the floor. For a second, she can’t move. Her hands go numb. Her breath is a knife in her throat.

She fumbles at the restraints. The locks are sticky, her fingers fumbling on the metal. She gets one wrist loose, then the other. Alandria’s arms sag, useless, but she keeps her face turned away, eyes glued to the wall.

Jade unfastens the ankles, then steps back, hands shaking so hard she can barely undo the buckles.

Alandria stands there, barely. Her knees are jelly, and the marks across her body are livid. Jade wants to touch her, to help, but she can’t. She’s not allowed.

Alandria lifts her arms, rubs circulation back into them. The skin is purpled and raw. She takes three slow breaths, then crosses to the bench, grabs her clothes. She dresses in silence, every movement small and precise, like she’s afraid anything louder will break the room.

Jade watches. She can’t speak. There’s nothing to say.

Alandria zips her dress. She doesn’t look at Jade. Not once.

She walks to the door, hand on the knob. She hesitates, just for a second, then pulls it open.

The sound of the door is a gunshot. It slams back on its hinges, then falls shut with a soft click.

Jade stands alone. She feels the blood in her ears, the tremble in her hands, the sharp, sour taste of her own failure.

The safe word hangs in the air, bright as a wound.

Cherry. Cherry. Cherry.

Jade backs into the wall, slides down, knees folding under her. She brings her hands to her face. They’re still shaking. She presses her palms to her eyes and lets the blackness take over.

At four AM she wakes up in a dead sweat, gasping for air. 

“What the fuck have I done?” 

Jade is barefoot. Her hair, usually weaponized into a sheet of obsidian, is coming down in ragged hunks, bobby pins loosed like shrapnel around the desk. Her makeup is half-dissolved, and her shirt is unbuttoned to the sternum. There’s blood on one knuckle, dried brown, where she punched a wall. She can’t remember doing it.

She has a bottle of bourbon. Nothing off the shelf: this is the hundred-dollar shit, reserved for boardroom war or last rites. Her glass is full of melted ice. She drinks from the bottle anyway, letting the liquor paint a line of fire down her throat. She chases it with the silence. The silence is the best part.

She stares at the bottle, at the ripples inside, and sees nothing reflected but the ghost of her own wrist.

Eventually, she opens the drawer. The one she never opens, not unless she needs a reminder. Inside is the velvet collar. The thing is a relic, soft as the inside of a prayer. The D-ring has snapped, split right at the weld. She turns it in her hands, thumb pressing the groove where it broke.

She remembers the night it happened. Age twenty-two, barely more than a brat in a knockoff Burberry trench. She came home early from a three-day gig, her first real campaign, shooting on the roof of a hotel, fourteen hours in the cold, everyone pretending not to stare at her as she chain-smoked through the day. She hadn’t slept. She wanted to tell Zara she’d landed the account, wanted to eat takeout and fuck and talk about the future, as if the future were a thing you could order off a menu.

She still remembers the key in the lock, the smell of burnt popcorn and cheap gin, the sound of voices, two, maybe three. The laughter, the sticky wet sound of skin on skin. She remembers the way her heart didn’t drop. It just went silent, like a blown fuse.

She walked into the bedroom, and Zara was there, tangled up with a pair of theater majors whose names Jade never bothered to learn. Zara’s hair was a mess, lipstick streaked to the jaw, the flush in her cheeks the exact same color as Jade’s shame. The collar was around her own neck, of course, but the leash was in someone else’s hand. They didn’t even hear Jade at first. When they finally did, one of them squealed and ducked under the sheet, but Zara just smirked, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and said: “Welcome home, darling. Did you bring dessert?”

Jade didn’t say a word. She left the apartment, found the nearest bar, and drank until the edges of the world bled out. She called nobody. She told nobody. The next morning, she broke the lease and never looked back.

That was the night Jade decided never to need anything, anyone, again. She would not be caught, not be soft, not be a mark for the next Zara or the next tragedy. She would learn every angle, every out. She would become perfect, or she would become nothing.

She runs her finger along the collar now, slow, like she’s petting a dying animal.

She drains the bourbon and lets the memory break her open.

This is the thing nobody tells you: you can build a thousand walls, fill every room with trophies, train yourself to live on hunger and fear, but it doesn’t matter. The past is a monster. It comes for you anyway.

She thinks about Alandria, about the way she shook in the cuffs, about the look on her face when Jade kept going, when she crossed the line. She wonders if that’s what Zara saw in her, that night on the bed: the thrill of being the one who matters, the one who hurts.

She wonders if there’s any fixing it.

Jade stands, paces the length of the office, the bottle dangling from her hand. She wants to scream, to break something, but there’s nothing left in here that isn’t already a ruin.

She opens the window, lets the city noise in, lets the cold peel back her skin.

She holds the collar to her chest. Her hands are shaking again, but she lets them. She lets the tears come, lets them streak the bourbon across her cheeks, lets the cold bite at her until she feels almost alive.

She stares at her reflection in the black glass. Her face is a smear of mascara and old pain. She looks like a villain. She looks like a child.

She breathes in, a ragged, shuddering drag.

“I don’t know how to fix this,” she says, to the empty room, to herself, to the universe.


Chapter Twenty
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The ceramic mug is too thin, too delicate for the way Alandria’s thumb drums against it, hard, nervous, the rhythm erratic. She picked the corner table for maximum exit strategies, not for comfort, and it shows in the way she sits: half-on, half-ready to bolt, the chair pushed out just enough to make retreat look accidental.

She’s not really here for the coffee. She’s here because after five days, the silence from Jade has become something living, a parasite with its own slow pulse. Five days: no texts, no calls, not even a sub-tweet. Which would be impressive if it didn’t make Alandria want to dig her own skin off with her nails.

She studies her nails now, cherry red, the color Jade insisted on for branding, though now most of it is chipped away, revealing the bruised moons of her natural nails beneath. She runs the pad of her thumb over the crescent scars at her cuticle, wonders how long it will take for the polish to vanish completely. Wonders if the same is true for everything else Jade ever marked.

She’s layered up, even though it’s almost eighty outside, a long-sleeved blouse buttoned to the wrist and the ugly favorite denim jacket on top. Even so, the inside of her arms itch with old pain, three days healed, maybe four. She keeps her hands above the table, clutching the mug for camouflage. The barista has already side-eyed her twice, probably thinks she’s casing the place. Maybe she is. Maybe she wants to rob the whole world of its calm.

The bell over the door rings, a perfect chime, and every single head in the place pivots at once. Alandria doesn’t have to look to know who just walked in; she feels it, like a power surge, like every atom in her body suddenly aligning to a new axis.

Zara is in burgundy today, the suit sharp enough to draw blood, the hair a little longer, the bob softer at the jaw. She wears it without a tie, blouse undone to the second button, just enough collarbone to remind you this is all intentional. Her walk is predator smooth, eyes on the space ahead but never missing the side glances, the furtive checks from everyone in her path. She hits the counter, orders an espresso without breaking stride, and the barista, now lit up with panic and possibility, rushes to comply.

Alandria lets her eyes rest on Zara’s hands: the way she holds her phone, the way her fingers tap out instructions to unseen minions, the offhand confidence of someone who knows the world is for her, not against her.

Zara doesn’t sit. She claims the chair opposite with a single, fluid motion, as if the air rearranges to give her the best angle. “You’re early,” she says, voice dropped to the private register meant for secrets and seduction.

Alandria shrugs, unsure if it’s meant to be apology or armor. “Didn’t want to miss you.”

Zara’s smile is half-smirk, half-something else. “You never do.”

There’s a silence, but it’s not empty. Zara’s gaze is a tool, a mirror, a weapon. It takes in the chipped nails, the white knuckles, the hair caught in a messy topknot that signals either surrender or war. “You look...tired,” Zara says, not unkindly.

Alandria swallows the words she wants to say, like you’d know, like you ever get tired, like maybe if I had your money I could pay for rest, and instead says, “Couldn’t sleep.”

“You haven’t been at the club,” Zara says. Not a question, not an accusation. Just data.

Alandria shakes her head. “Got time off.”

Zara’s eyes are so dark they look fake in the light. “You deserve a break. You’ve been through a lot.”

Alandria doesn’t want to talk about what she’s been through. The memory of that last night, the way Jade’s voice changed, the way the pain blurred and then didn’t, is still too raw to unwrap in public. She sips her cold coffee, then makes a face.

Zara leans in, voice velvet. “You don’t have to lie. I know she’s a lot.”

Alandria lets out a breath, slow, and for the first time since she sat down, the knot in her chest loosens a fraction. “She said I was a problem she couldn’t solve.”

Zara laughs, low and perfect. “You’re not a problem, Alandria. You’re the solution.”

It’s cheesy. But also: exactly what she needs to hear.

She looks down, watches the red polish glint in the light. “Why did you ask me here?”

Zara waits. She has that trick, letting silence do the work, letting you fill it with your own hope or dread.

Finally: “I have a proposal. Business.” She unlocks her phone with a thumbprint, flips it around, and slides it across the table.

On the screen: a portfolio of campaign mock-ups, all with Alandria at center. The edits are surgical, hair a touch brighter, jaw a bit sharper, arms strong and deliberate, not soft. In every image, she looks like she owns the room, like she’s about to wreck everything and build something better. 

Alandria can’t look away. She barely recognizes herself, but wants to, so badly it hurts.

“That’s you,” Zara says. “Or at least the you the world wants to see. You like?”

Alandria can’t answer. She wants to say yes, but it feels like a betrayal, of herself, of Jade, of something she can’t name.

Zara pulls the phone back, then slides an envelope across instead. “Read it. Or just look at the number.”

Alandria opens it. There’s a check inside, and the amount is so high it might as well be a joke. She looks up, startled.

“Come work for me,” Zara says. “You’ll still do the club gigs, but you’ll have creative control. No more being anyone’s toy. No more bullshit. You’ll have a contract, not a leash.”

The phrase makes Alandria flinch. She thinks of the last night: the safe word that didn’t work, the way Jade looked past her, not at her, as if she’d already been erased.

“What about Jade?”

Zara’s lips go thin. “Jade is a genius. But she doesn’t know how to let go. You’re wasted under her. You’re a star.”

Alandria traces the number on the check. She thinks of her phone, sitting in her bag, of the notifications she still checks a hundred times a day, of the empty lock screen with no new messages. Five days. Five days of waiting to matter.

“Why me?” she says, and hates how small she sounds.

Zara leans in, close enough that Alandria can smell the perfume: sandalwood and vanilla and something sharp beneath. “Because you survived everything. Because you look at people like you want to eat them. Because even Jade can’t break you, and she’s the best at breaking.”

Alandria lets the words settle. They’re warm, dangerous, exactly the thing she’s supposed to avoid.

She glances down at the check again, tries to imagine what her life would look like if she took it. She sees her own face, edited and airbrushed and larger than life, and it’s not real, but maybe it could be. She wants to cry, wants to smash the mug, wants to run and keep running until she stops wanting anything. But she doesn’t. She just sits, hands shaking, and lets the memory burn through her.

She remembers the boardroom dinner, the way everyone listened when she spoke. She remembers the shoot, the way strangers looked at her with hunger, not pity. She remembers the last night with Jade, and how even pain couldn’t fill the hole.

She takes the check, folds it once, then twice, then tucks it into the pocket of her jacket. “When do I start?”

Zara’s smile is pure triumph, but also, Alandria thinks, relief. “Tomorrow. If you want.”

Alandria nods, then stands, jacket pulling tight across her shoulders. She holds out her hand.

Zara takes it, her grip warm and dry, the shake lasting just a second too long. “You’re going to be amazing,” she says, and Alandria believes it, if only for the length of the handshake.

She lets go, grabs her bag, and walks out without looking back.


Chapter Twenty One
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Jade enters the creative suite with all the softness of a gunshot. Her heels, Italian, matte black, four inches, never less, strike the polished concrete in staccato. She knows every set of eyes will lift, reflex, as soon as she crosses the threshold. That’s the point. You can get away with anything if you look like you own the space you’re about to destroy.

The suite is a brutalist glass box, set high enough over the club floor to catch the rhythm of the music but not so high as to grant insulation. It’s furnished in steel and glass, the campaign mock-ups pinned along the white walls in lethal precision. Track lights hum overhead. The air’s been cycled and recirculated so many times that even the oxygen feels artificial.

She clocks them instantly.

Zara and Alandria, perched at the main work table, heads bent together over a spread of test prints. There are four other people in the room, assistants, a photographer, the art director, but they’re furniture. The only story is here: Zara’s hair, burgundy and sharp, haloed by the lights; Alandria’s curls, newly gold at the tips, wild against the navy of her blazer. They look like a recruitment ad for a cult of beautiful, ruthless professionals. Jade hates them for it.

She hates herself for how much she wants to be in that gravity well.

Alandria laughs. Not the brittle, brittle snort she used to save for the bar, but something high and easy. There’s a smear of espresso at the corner of her mouth, and she doesn’t notice, and that makes it worse. The sight of them together, shoulders brushing, arms overlapping as they point out typefaces and kill words in unison, hits Jade in the gut with a weight she’s unprepared for.

Her hands go cold. Her face, mercifully, does not.

She crosses the length of the room, every step calculated to be silent now, the earlier impact for effect only. The silence that follows is thick enough to choke on. She stops at the edge of the table, glances down at the pages: campaign proofs, launch numbers, a schedule with three days circled in violent red.

Nobody acknowledges her at first. The photographer, male, jittery, sweat already forming at his hairline, offers her a chair, but she ignores it. Zara looks up, smile so slow and deliberate it almost reads as pity.

“Weston,” she says, voice honeyed. “We’re just locking the final week. Your input?”

She doesn’t say please. She doesn’t need to.

Jade wants to speak. She wants to break something. She wants, for once, to be the one who gets to walk in late and make the whole world pause. Instead, she slides into the offered seat, drags her finger down the margin of the schedule, and zeroes in on the red circle: FINAL SHOOT, CO-DIRECTOR CREDIT.

She looks up. “Who’s co?”

Zara’s eyes flick to Alandria, then back. “I thought it would be obvious.”

Jade doesn’t let the moment show. “You want to split credit on the campaign. With a bartender.”

Alandria’s face stays perfectly neutral, but her hands twist in her lap. The photographer tries to melt into his laptop. Only Zara is enjoying this, no, not enjoying. Measuring.

Jade leans back, arms crossed, nails biting into the black silk of her sleeves. “What’s the reasoning?” She makes it sound like an inquisition, but she already knows the answer. She always knows the answer. She just wants to hear it, slow, from someone else’s mouth.

Zara folds her hands, long fingers laced. “She’s already outperformed every other face we’ve put forward. The engagement metrics are obscene. The back-end data says she’s outselling the last campaign by a factor of two. Sloane is thrilled. So am I.”

She lets that hang. Jade can see the trap: make her object, make her the enemy of her own project, make her the outmoded queen clinging to a crumbling throne.

She studies Alandria, who isn’t looking at her. There’s something different in the line of her jaw, the set of her shoulders. Confidence, but also an edge, like she’s prepping for a fight, even if she hasn’t decided to throw the first punch.

Jade turns to the schedule, flips the page. “You have the client sign-off?”

Zara’s smile tightens. “Of course.”

Jade nods once. There’s nothing to say. The decision is made; it always was. She feels a flush rise in her throat, ugly and hot, but the rest of her is ice.

The art director, Korean, blazer a size too small, hands stained with marker, tries to salvage the mood. “It’s actually a really fresh look, Jade. The dual perspective. Disrupts the single narrative, lets us reach different demos.”

Jade cuts him off with a glance. “I read the memo.”

He swallows, ducks his head.

Zara turns her full attention on Jade now, like a cat deciding whether to eat the mouse or play with it. “You’re not being edged out, Jade. This is a merger. Our talents, together.”

Jade’s mouth twitches. “I didn’t realize we were negotiating.”

Zara shrugs. “We’re always negotiating.”

Alandria’s voice is soft, but cuts through. “If you don’t want me on it, I’ll step back.”

Jade hates the sound of it, hates that it’s offered as a mercy. She hates that she can’t tell if Alandria means it or if it’s just the last vestige of loyalty, tossed like a coin into a dry fountain.

She tries to say something neutral, but the only words that come out are: “Do what you want.”

The silence after is absolute.

Zara lets her have it for three seconds, then stands, smoothing her blazer down with a deliberate, slow motion. “Meeting adjourned. We’ll expect your edits by noon.”

The others file out. The photographer lingers, maybe hoping to catch the scent of blood, then flees when Jade looks at him.

Alandria stands, gathering the mock-ups in a precise stack, not looking at Jade. “Sorry,” she says, so low it’s almost lost to the hum of the lights.

Jade doesn’t answer. Her hands shake, just a little, under the table. She feels the weight of every eye in the hallway as she leaves, feels the way the story will be told, over drinks, over group chat, in the privacy of enemies’ beds: Weston, finally toppled. Weston, outplayed by a bartender and her old flame. Weston, made obsolete by her own creation.

She leaves the suite, walks the length of the empty corridor, and doesn’t look back.

She will not break here, in public. She will not give them the satisfaction.

But as the elevator doors close, she feels something give, deep in the chest, where the want used to live.

The ride to the ground floor is twenty seconds of freefall.

Jade steps out into the cold, night wind off the river biting her cheeks, and walks away from the building, her spine straight and her face a perfect blank.

She arrives at her apartment freezing, mind spinning. Her entire world feels like it’s falling apart. She leaves the lights off. The place is designed for that: sensors and moonlight, every surface engineered to catch the blue-white glow of the skyline, bounce it through the living room and across the empty, perfect kitchen. Nothing out of place, ever, unless Jade puts it there.

She goes straight to the wet bar. Single-malt. Three fingers, no ice. She tips it back, savoring the burn, the way it singes the taste buds and leaves nothing but heat and numb behind.

She stands at the window, glass in hand, staring down at the city. The buildings are just shapes, the streets an afterthought. She can see the club, five blocks away, an LED squiggle in a sea of sodium orange. She imagines Zara still there, sipping champagne and telling war stories, recounting the day she broke Jade Weston in front of witnesses.

She tilts her head, presses her forehead to the glass, and closes her eyes. The cold seeps in, an anesthetic. Finally she steps into the bedroom, the city a restless blue pulse beyond the windows.

The campaign folder is on her nightstand, just where she left it.

She doesn’t remember putting it there. She doesn’t remember a lot of things from the last twenty-four hours.

She sits on the edge of the bed, robe bunched at her knees, and flips it open.

The first page is a proof of the cover: Alandria, hair wild, face sharp and luminous. The second is a printout of the engagement metrics, Zara’s handiwork, probably, because it’s been annotated in that tidy, impossible script. The third is the press release: “Midnight Garden Shatters Industry Expectations with Dual-Director Campaign.” Her name, right next to Alandria’s, in bold.

The fourth page is a loose headshot, Alandria in the mesh bodysuit, lips parted, eyes direct. Jade studies it, waiting for the anger to return.

It doesn’t. What comes instead is a rush of loss so absolute it’s like the floor is gone and there’s only sky, only the certainty of the fall.

Jade’s hands tremble. The glass tips sideways, a splash of whiskey streaking the print. She doesn’t wipe it off.

She runs a finger over the image, careful not to smudge the ink. In the photo, Alandria looks nothing like the girl who used to curl up in Jade’s bed and play at submission. She looks like a weapon, or maybe the person who gets to walk away after the fight.

Jade puts the photo down. Puts the glass down. Sits, hands in her lap, breathing in slow, measured intervals.

She’s been here before, but not like this.

She tries to get up, but her knees lock. She tries to swallow, but her throat closes. The world tips, not enough to spill her, just enough to remind her that she’s not as steady as she wants to be.

She inhales, sharp. Exhales, sharper.

She waits.

The first tear is nothing, just a line of salt cooling on her cheek. The second is a match. By the third, she’s shaking, the motion so small it would be invisible to anyone else, but in the pristine vacuum of the penthouse it’s seismic.

She chokes on a sob and clamps her hand over her mouth, as if to stop it from leaking out into the world. She bends forward, arms around her stomach, holding herself together with the force of a lifeboat.

She wants to scream. She wants to shatter the glass, the walls, the entire city. Instead, she folds into herself, lets the tears come, lets the years of withheld rage and disappointment and loneliness tear through the membrane of her self-control. There is no audience here. There is no one to watch her fall apart.

She cries until her voice is gone, until her body is wrung dry.

The robe is untied now, gaping at the chest. Her hair is stuck to her face, streaked wet with tears and sweat and the last, stupid remnants of her mascara. She breathes in, shallow. Out, shallower.

The campaign folder is still on her lap. The photo is ruined.

She closes it, wipes her eyes on the back of her hand, and looks around at the perfect room.

The sheets are crisp. The nightstand clean. The only evidence of collapse is in the air, the salty trace of grief and the faint rattle of her own heart.

Jade Weston does not break.

But tonight, she is broken.

And the only witness is her own reflection, fractured and wild, in the cold, unyielding glass.

She lies back on the bed, pulls the ruined folder to her chest, and lets the darkness have her.


Chapter Twenty Two
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Midnight Garden after hours is a graveyard with good lighting. Alandria moves through it like a trespasser, sneakers silent on the carpet, hoodie zipped to the throat. The only sound is the echo of her own heartbeat and the hum of the refrigeration units behind the darkened bar. It’s been a week since she’s seen Jade. Sometime she thinks that’s a good thing. Other times, like tonight, she’s desperate to end their separation.

She almost turns back, but fuck it. She’s come this far.

The door is unlocked. Typical. Jade’s sense of security is built on the idea that nobody would dare confront her in her own lair. The thought gives Alandria just enough courage to step inside.

Jade is there, behind her desk, bathed in the surgical glow of a desk lamp. Papers are spread before her, neat at first glance but dissolving into chaos at the edges, contracts, proofs, a spread of color-corrected campaign shots, a bloodstain of red ink on a rejection note. She doesn’t look up when Alandria enters, but the tilt of her jaw is enough to signal: I see you. You are nothing new.

Alandria’s mouth is dry. She waits for Jade to say something, but the silence just grows, expanding to fill the room like gas. She can’t take it.

“You could have at least answered my text,” she says, aiming for flippant, missing by a mile.

Jade doesn’t move. Her hair is perfect, dark and smooth as glass, but her hands are a different story, white-knuckled, clamped to the edge of the desk, a ring of pale skin where her wedding band used to be. “Didn’t seem urgent,” Jade says. “You have a new handler now.”

The words hit like a slap. Alandria bites down on her retort, then releases it anyway. “Is that what this is? You lose the game, so you freeze me out?”

Jade finally lifts her gaze. The eyes are tired, old, but the pupils are blown wide with something that isn’t just anger. “You think you know how this works?” she says. “You don’t know shit.”

Alandria crosses the carpet in three quick steps, standing on the opposite side of the desk. “Then explain it to me. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re just running away.”

Jade’s laugh is brittle. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not running. I just have better things to do than coddle-”

“Than what? Coddle the girl you made? The one who did every fucking thing you ever asked?”

Jade’s hand twitches, as if she wants to throw something, or maybe just reach for Alandria’s throat. “You played both sides,” she says. “You used me to climb, and when you got high enough, you cut the rope.”

Alandria feels the heat rise up her neck. “Don’t project your own shit onto me. You were never a rope, Jade. More like a leash.”

The air goes electric. Jade stands, slow and deliberate, circling the desk until there’s nothing between them but air and five years of buried need. She’s taller, stronger, every inch of her engineered to intimidate. Alandria can’t help the way her body responds, pulse up, knees loose, breath shallow.

They’re close enough to kiss or kill.

Jade’s voice drops, cold and even. “You think you’re free now? You think Zara’s going to let you run wild?”

Alandria squares her shoulders. “Better than waiting around for you to remember I exist.”

Jade’s smile is a razor. “Don’t pretend you don’t like it. You want me to hurt you. You crave it.”

Alandria shakes her head, but it’s a lie. “What I want is for you to stop pretending you don’t need me.”

Jade laughs, and this time it’s almost human. “Need is a myth,” she says, but her hands are shaking.

Alandria steps forward, closing the final inch. “Then why am I here?”

Jade doesn’t answer. She just moves.

It’s violence, at first: Jade grabs Alandria’s wrist, twists it behind her, slams her chest-first into the cold surface of the desk. The papers scatter, fluttering to the floor in a slow-motion snow of ruined intentions. Alandria hisses, but the pain is almost welcome, a familiar drug, sharp at first, then warm. Jade’s mouth is at her ear, breath hot and furious.

“You want to play games?” Jade whispers. “I’ll show you how to lose.”

She yanks the hoodie over Alandria’s head, rips the tee underneath. The fabric stretches, snaps, leaves a burn at the collarbone. Jade’s hand is at her throat, not tight enough to choke but just enough to remind her who wrote the rules. With her other hand, she pushes Alandria’s jeans down to the knees, exposing her, shaming her, making her want it so much more.

Alandria fights, kicks back, but Jade is a wall. She pins Alandria’s wrists with one hand, holds her down, then slides her own body up behind her, the silk of her suit cold against Alandria’s skin.

The kiss is a collision, lips mashed, teeth clashing, the taste of old blood and new hunger. Jade bites Alandria’s lower lip hard enough to draw blood, then licks it, owning the wound. Alandria moans, the sound half-pain, half-plea.

Jade’s hand snakes between her thighs, rough and impersonal at first, then slowing to something almost gentle. She finds the wet, slides two fingers in, curls them. Alandria shudders, hips bucking, but Jade just laughs in her ear.

“Still so easy,” she says, voice thick. “Still so fucking desperate.”

Alandria wants to curse her, wants to break free, but all she can do is grind back, let Jade use her, let the pleasure override everything else.

Jade pulls out, yanks Alandria upright by the hair, spins her around. For a second they just stare at each other, chests heaving, faces ruined. Then Jade kisses her again, slower this time, but with a threat in it.

“Get on the desk,” Jade commands.

Alandria scrambles up, ass planted on the cold glass, legs dangling. Jade steps between them, spreads Alandria wider, then drops to her knees. The sight of it, Jade Weston, queen of ice, worshiping at her altar, makes Alandria’s brain go static.

Jade’s tongue is ruthless, precise. She works Alandria over like she’s trying to win a bet, every flick and suck engineered to extract the maximum response. Alandria’s hands clutch the edge of the desk, nails scraping furrows in the lacquer. She wants to hold out, to prove she’s not just a toy, but the orgasm rises so fast and brutal she can’t stop it. She comes with a cry, legs shaking, vision gone white at the edges.

Jade stands, wipes her mouth on the back of her hand, grins. “Pathetic,” she says, but there’s pride in it.

Before Alandria can recover, Jade shoves her back, so she’s sprawled across the desk. Jade climbs up, straddles her chest, knees pinning her arms. She hikes her skirt up, yanks her panties down, and presses her pussy to Alandria’s mouth.

“Eat,” Jade commands.

Alandria obeys, licking and sucking, letting Jade ride her face. Jade’s taste is bitter and sweet, sweat and perfume and need. She grinds down, using Alandria’s mouth like a weapon, fucking her own pleasure out of the other woman’s tongue.

When Jade’s breath stutters, when her thighs start to tremble, she pulls away. “Not yet,” she says, voice hoarse. She slides off the desk, goes to the closet, and pulls out a harness and a double-ended dildo, thick and black. She straps it on without breaking eye contact.

“Get on all fours,” Jade says.

Alandria drops instantly to all fours, palms against the cool glass desktop, knees braced wide, her cheek pressed to the icy surface. She can hear her own heartbeat pounding in her ears, and underneath it, the click of Jade’s heels on the marble, the soft rustle of her silk suit, familiar, terrifying. She can’t see Jade, but she senses her behind, a shadow at the edge of her vision, predatory and patient.

Jade’s hands grip Alandria’s hips with bruising force, nails sinking in. She drags Alandria’s body backward, impaling her in one brutal stroke. Alandria cries out, the pain blooming sharp and sweet, exactly what she needs, no, what she deserves. She chokes on her own whimper, focusing on the point where Jade’s cock stretches her, fills her, claims her.

Jade sets a punishing rhythm, thrusting hard enough that the desk shudders with each impact. The fake wood creaks, and papers slide under Alandria's cheek, sticking to the sweat on her face. She can’t control the sounds she’s making, desperate gasps and mewls ripped from her throat every time Jade slams into her. She wants to crawl away, to surrender, but Jade’s grip is inescapable, and the humiliation of being held so tight just makes it hotter.

Alandria glances sideways, eyes blurring. Her reflection in the glass is a stranger, a girl with wild hair and a ravaged, open mouth, mascara running in rivers down her cheeks. She looks ruined, but alive for the first time in days. Jade can see that, too.

“You like that?” Jade spits, voice ragged, lips right by her ear now. “You need to be broken?”

Alandria can’t answer. She’s too busy falling apart. Jade’s free hand snakes around, fingers working her clit in rough, erratic circles. The sensations spiral, pleasure and pain indistinguishable, building toward something huge and annihilating. Alandria’s knees start to buckle, but Jade holds her up, relentless, never slowing.

Jade leans in, teeth nipping at the nape of Alandria’s neck, marking her. The pressure on her clit intensifies, and the world starts telescoping, everything narrowing to the points of contact: hands, mouth, cock, the impossible friction of it all. When the orgasm comes, it’s violent, a seizure that rips through her body, flinging her into the abyss. Alandria screams, high and raw, and knows she’ll never get this out of her system, never be clean again.

Through the haze, Alandria feels Jade’s body tense, hips stutter. Jade buries her face in Alandria’s shoulder, biting down hard enough to bruise, and rides out her own shuddering release. For a second, Jade collapses over her, pinning her to the desk with the weight of her body, both of them panting like drowning animals.

Jade’s hands go slack, trailing down Alandria’s back before letting go entirely. Alandria almost cries at the loss, but she’s too spent to make a sound. She stays there, cheek pressed to the glass, shivering while Jade pulls out, leaving her open and empty.

For a long minute, there’s only the sound of their breathing.

Alandria is the first to speak. Her voice is soft, but there’s steel in it. “If you don’t fight for me, I’ll stop waiting.”

Jade says nothing. She just holds on tighter.

Alandria slides off the desk, gathers her ruined clothes, dresses in silence. Jade sits on the edge of the chaise, watching her through half-lidded eyes, the harness still strapped on, cock still glistening, one half still nestled between her legs.

Alandria pulls on the hoodie, zips it up. She goes to the door, pauses.

She looks back at Jade, who is nothing but bone and shadow in the yellow light.

She waits, gives Jade the chance to call her back.

Jade doesn’t move.

Alandria leaves, letting the door close soft behind her.


Chapter Twenty Three
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Jade stands before the mirror, naked except for the comb at her temples and the full-length bruise of her reflection. She has not slept. The lines of last night are still scrawled across her skin: a fingerprint welt at her hip, the ghost of a red mark at her throat, one incisor’s bite just beneath the jaw. These are not the wounds that hurt.

The real injury is higher.

She leans in. The bathroom is lined in Venetian marble, lit to impersonate natural dawn. The effect is deliberate: every flaw, every pore, every tremble in the hand is visible. Jade has always loved this mirror. She loved the way it gave her dominion over herself, the power to become, in the right light, invulnerable. Today, all she sees is her mother’s mouth: the straight, cruel set of the lips, the corners just barely up, as if mocking the idea of happiness.

She remembers standing like this at age fifteen, mother behind her, hands on Jade’s shoulders. Jade had never wanted to be touched, least of all by the woman who called love “an extravagance,” who said affection was just a trick of the light. But her mother would touch her anyway, gripping tight enough to leave thumbprints, then sneering at the imagined softness in the mirror. “You see that?” she would say, pointing at Jade’s own face. “That’s how you’ll get through life. Don’t let them see the weakness.”

The memory rises like bile.

She braces both palms against the counter, marble cold as autopsy slab, and wills herself to look away. But the mirror offers no mercy. Her mother’s mouth stares back at her. Worse: there is fear behind it, and Jade knows what fear looks like. She’s made a profession of sniffing it out in others, turning it into profit, leverage, pleasure. But to see it here, threaded through the green of her own eyes, puckering the skin at the edges, is unspeakable.

She bares her teeth. The effect is monstrous.

She recoils, hand scrabbling for the drawer where she keeps the bourbon and the beta blockers. But then she stops, knuckles locked. If she medicates this moment away, it will only return stronger. If she ignores the wound, it will fester. That’s what happened to her mother. That’s what’s happening now.

She has to cauterize it. She has to do something.

She throws on a coat, cashmere, charcoal, expensive enough to make people look twice, and jams her feet into the first pair of shoes she can find. She leaves the penthouse in a storm of motion, not daring to think, not even locking the door. The elevator is waiting, gleaming and blank, and she stares at the security cam the entire descent, daring it to catch her in a moment of indecision.

The car smells like leather and new money. She peels out of the garage, barely checks traffic. She is already pulling up the address in her head: not the one on Alandria’s resume, not the one on the payroll stub, but the one from the background check Jade ran the first week she hired her. Jade has never visited it. She’s never needed to. But the numbers tattoo themselves behind her eyes as she drives, digits more reliable than feelings.

The city changes as she moves through it. The lights get harsher, the streets narrower, the buildings older and more ashamed. Jade’s car does not belong here. Every pothole threatens to shear off the undercarriage, every red light brings the stares of men with nothing to lose. She relishes the risk; it distracts from the greater danger waiting at her destination.

The apartment building is as bad as she imagined: cinderblock, graffiti, a front door that sticks unless you know the trick. She steps over the threshold and is hit by the smell, cat piss, overcooked onions, a residue of cleaning fluid and despair. The mailboxes are all bent or broken. The stairwell is painted the color of mental illness.

Jade climbs. The heels of her shoes ring out against the concrete, a sound both alien and predatory. On the third landing, she pauses, suddenly conscious of how little she knows about the woman she has spent the last six months molding, breaking, loving in the only ways she can. She realizes she doesn’t even know if Alandria prefers sugar in her coffee. She doesn’t know if she sleeps with the window open or closed. She doesn’t know anything, and the not-knowing feels like suffocation.

She hesitates at the door, 3C, the paint on the number curling away like a burn. She raises her hand, then drops it. She is a trespasser. She should leave.

But she knocks anyway.

The noise inside is abrupt: the scramble of feet, the trip and curse, the sound of something glass knocked over and not retrieved. The chain on the door slides with an amateur’s caution. When the door opens, Alandria is wearing a sports bra and pajama bottoms, her hair matted on one side, gold contacts gone so her real eyes, brown, tired, real, stare out in shock.

“Jade?” she says, as if the name is a question.

Jade can’t speak.

Alandria’s shock dissolves into wariness. She stands half-behind the door, arms crossed over her chest. Jade can see into the apartment: a single room, twin bed shoved against the wall, piles of books and battered sneakers, a TV propped up on a milk crate, a folding table that doubles as a desk. There is a water stain on the ceiling in the shape of a rabbit. The only art on the walls is a calendar three months out of date.

Alandria sees her looking. Her face goes tight, cheeks flushing. “If you’re here to fire me, you could have just sent a text.”

Jade’s tongue is stuck to the roof of her mouth. She forces herself to meet Alandria’s eyes. “I needed to see you.”

Alandria holds the door a little wider, but not enough to be an invitation. “Why?”

Jade wants to say it was an accident, that she just happened to be in the neighborhood, that she left something at the club. But the words are poison in her mouth. She can only manage: “Can I come in?”

Alandria shrugs, steps aside. The door swings on hinges that scream in protest. Jade enters, all five thousand dollars of her coat suddenly ridiculous.

She stands, not knowing what to do with her hands.

Alandria doesn’t offer her a seat. She moves to the tiny kitchenette, opens the fridge, pulls out a bottle of orange Gatorade and drinks half in one go. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, never taking her eyes off Jade.

“What do you want?” Alandria says. The voice is flat, but not unkind.

Jade looks around. She notes every detail: the chipped mug holding six pens, the lone spatula hanging on a nail, the single plant by the window, barely alive. She thinks of her own kitchen, the counter made of solid quartz, the fridge that restocks itself.

She says, “I didn’t know you lived like this.”

Alandria’s laugh is a bark. “Yeah, well. Some of us aren’t legacy.”

Jade’s face goes hot. “That’s not what I meant.”

Alandria shrugs, tosses the empty bottle into the trash with a rim shot. She leans against the fridge, arms folded, chin up. “It doesn’t matter. You can go now. Whatever you needed to see, you saw.”

Jade steps closer. She feels her old instincts kick in: take control, say something cutting, make the other person blink first. But she fights it. She says, softly, “I never asked.”

Alandria frowns, not understanding.

“I never asked about you,” Jade says. “I never asked what you wanted, what you needed. I just...used you.”

The air is thick. Alandria’s face softens, but she keeps her arms wrapped around herself. “I never expected you to.”

Jade takes another step. She is close enough now to smell the sweat in Alandria’s hair, the sour tang of sleeplessness and fear. She wants to touch her, but doesn’t.

“It’s not pity,” Jade says, voice trembling. “It’s shame.”

Alandria blinks.

Jade reaches out, slow, deliberate, and brushes her fingers against the side of Alandria’s face. Alandria flinches, but doesn’t pull away. Jade’s thumb finds the line of her jaw, the place where she once left a bruise, now faded to nothing.

“I’ve been pushing you away because I’m afraid,” Jade says. “Afraid you’ll see what I really am.”

Alandria’s lips part. There is a long silence, then: “I already saw it. You showed me every night.”

Jade closes her eyes. She thinks of the mirror, her mother, the thousand ways she learned to make love into war. She thinks of the way she used to hurt Alandria, and the way Alandria took it, not because she wanted to be hurt, but because she wanted to feel anything at all.

Jade opens her eyes. “Let me stay,” she says.

Alandria lets the words settle, then nods.

The bed is narrow, barely wide enough for one. They sit side by side, knees touching. The TV plays static in the background. Jade can feel the tremor in her own hand as she reaches for Alandria’s. Their fingers knot together, rough and raw.

Alandria turns to her, face open and unguarded. Jade leans in, lips brushing Alandria’s in a kiss so soft it almost doesn’t register as contact. Alandria breathes in, deep and steady. She rests her forehead against Jade’s.

They undress each other slowly, not because they are savoring it, but because every layer feels like a confession. Jade slips her hands under the oversized T-shirt, she notices it’s from a local dive bar, two sizes too big, probably a hand-me-down or a thrift-store find, and runs her thumbs along the line of Alandria’s ribs. She half-expects to be pushed away, to have Alandria roll her eyes and say, “You’re making it weird.” But Alandria lets her, arms loose at her sides, breathing shallow and fast.

Jade pulls the shirt up and off, careful not to tangle it in Alandria’s hair. Her hands are shaking. She tries to hide it, but Alandria notices anyway, she always notices, even when she pretends not to. Alandria cups Jade’s hands in her own, presses them gently to her stomach. “It’s okay,” she says, so quiet it’s almost not there.

Jade almost laughs. “No, it’s not.”

But she keeps going. She wants to devour her, but she doesn’t. She lets herself be tentative, careful, as if anything less would cause Alandria to vanish.

Jade bends down, hair falling forward, and traces her lips across the ridge of Alandria’s ribcage. She feels the sharp jump of Alandria’s breath, the way her hands flex in the sheets but don’t grasp. Jade hates that restraint; for a moment she wants to scream at her, Dig your nails into me. Hurt me back. But she swallows it. She moves up, kissing a line along the underside of Alandria’s breast, then higher, until she is kissing the warm, dark skin around her nipple.

She sucks gently at first, then harder, until the nipple is hard and pebbled beneath her tongue. Alandria arches up into her mouth, her fingers finally slipping into Jade’s hair and tightening. Not yanking, exactly, but holding her there, as if to say, Prove this is real. Jade’s hands are shaking. She flattens her palms against Alandria’s waist, feeling every tremor.

She wants, with a ferocity that scares her, to memorize everything: the taste of salt, the electric tension in Alandria’s body, the sound of her shallow breathing. She pulls off, leaving the skin wet and shining, and drags her tongue down, down, over the plane of Alandria’s stomach. She kisses every mole, every scar, every unlovely patch. She is mapping her, tracing the edges of her world with her mouth.

She is slow, at first, listening for the smallest shifts in Alandria’s breath, the twitch of a muscle, the faintest grasp of her hand in Jade’s hair. Then she finds the bud of Alandria’s clit and lets her tongue move in slow, deliberate circles. She alternates pressure, pace, angle, never letting it become routine, always changing, searching for the exact combination that will break the other woman open.

Alandria’s moans start quiet. Almost embarrassed, as if some last vestige of pride is trying to keep her voice in check. Jade wants to break that, too. She slides a hand up, finds the slick entrance, and slips a finger inside. Slow, then faster, then two, then three. She is careful, so careful, angling her wrist just right, curling her fingers up against that velvet-soft spot.

Alandria’s hips buck wildly. She’s panting, legs clamped around Jade’s head, her hands clinging to Jade’s scalp with a force that would have been violence if not for the context. Jade is drowning in sensation: taste, sound, the vibration of Alandria’s voice as she whimpers and pleads.

“Please,” Alandria gasps. “God, Jade, please!”

Jade does not let up. She moves faster, sucking and circling, thrusting her fingers in time with the flick of her tongue. She feels every spasm, every shudder. When Alandria finally comes, it is not a polite or pretty thing. Her body convulses, her cries shattering the air, her thighs crushing tight around Jade’s skull. Jade keeps going, gentle through the aftershocks, until Alandria collapses against the mattress, limp and gasping.

Jade crawls up beside her, wrapping herself around Alandria’s shaking form. They lie on the bed, side by side. She traces circles on Alandria’s back, the motion hypnotic. She waits until she can feel Alandria’s breath even out, slow and heavy, on the edge of sleep.

She whispers, so quiet she’s not sure it’s real: “I have feelings for you. Real ones.”

Alandria doesn’t respond. Her breathing stays steady, soft against Jade’s neck. Maybe she is asleep. Maybe she’s pretending.

Jade doesn’t know. For once, it doesn’t matter.


Chapter Twenty Four
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She wakes to the stink of morning, stale sweat, laundry souring in its own shadow, the ghost of last night’s perfume eating at the rim of her pillow. Her body hurts in the ways it’s supposed to: skin tight with half-healed marks, wrists tender where Jade had pinned them, the raw echo of a bite purpling the soft spot at her hip. Light carves the room into slices; the bar of sun through the curtain lands across her face and she blinks, vision doubled and blurry as an old TV set. For a second she forgets where she is, or who.

Her hand goes out, automatic, reaching for the warmth beside her. There’s nothing. Only the indented dip of the mattress, the cold patch where Jade was hours ago.

Alandria lies there, listening to the city’s hangover. The neighbor’s alarm, two doors down, already on its sixth snooze cycle; the scraping of trash cans on the street; the thin, pitiful whistle of her own radiator. She shuts her eyes again, letting the ache have her.

She thinks of last night: the slap and collision of it, the way Jade had come to her, not as boss or queen or monster, but as something breakable and wild. The sound of Jade’s voice in the dark, the careful unspooling of words, “I have feelings for you. Real ones.” Alandria’s chest flinches, like someone dropped a cherry bomb down her trachea. She wants to believe it, wants to wear the words like armor, but instead they feel like a sickness, something that could take her out if she isn’t careful.

She flips onto her stomach and winces. Every part of her is too awake.

She props herself on her elbows and looks around: cracked paint at the corners, coffee mug half-full and fuzzy at the rim, the little slice of window that frames nothing but brick and the charred fire escape. She counts four bruises on her left thigh and makes a mental note to ice them, then wonders if that’s even worth it.

It’s the peeling paint that does it. She stares at the webbed cracks, lets the pattern tunnel her back to that first foster home, the real one, the one that set the blueprint for the rest. Age fifteen. Room barely bigger than a closet, one window choked with bars and spiders. The mattress was foam, dipped in the center like a cheap cupcake, and her “roommate” was a silent scarecrow of a girl who carved numbers into her leg with a safety pin and never spoke a word.

It was her birthday, the day she moved in. She knew better than to say so. She lay on her back and counted the spiderwebs, counted the muffled shouts in the hallway, counted the number of times she wanted to call her old social worker and beg for a do-over. At midnight, she pressed her thumb to the wall, hard, so it left a little crescent dent, and made herself a promise:

Never again. Never need. Never show them the hurt. If they want to see you bleed, make them work for it.

She kept that promise for years. She is breaking it now, and she doesn’t know if she wants to fix it or just let it burn.

Her phone is face-down on the nightstand, charging from a brick so old the cord keeps falling out. She drags it toward her, leaves a little snail trail of dust on the wood. Her thumb hovers over the home button. Notifications: six missed texts from Zara (she’s been promoted to “event division” and “media darling” within twenty-four hours, congrats congrats congrats), one from Sloane, two from the Nadia asking if she can cover a shift, and one meme from Lemon, something about cats and existential dread.

She wants to text Jade. She wants to send a photo of her own bruises, captioned I’m still here. She wants to say I hate you or I need you or I don’t know what to do. Instead, she scrolls through old messages, finds the last one from Lemon, and starts typing.

hey. need you. can you come over

She stares at it, wondering if she should add a smiley, a question mark, something to make it less desperate. She sends it anyway.

While she waits, she gets up, pulls on the first clean(ish) T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that have been through so many laundromat cycles the waistband is practically ceremonial. She goes to the bathroom, splashes her face, checks the mirror. She looks like a ghost with unfinished business. There’s a thumbprint bruise at her neck, purple and blue, and she can’t decide if it’s hot or horrifying. She covers it with her hand and it almost disappears.

There’s a knock at the door, rapid-fire, then the sound of Lemon’s voice: “Al, if you don’t open up, I will scale your fire escape and ruin both our lives.”

Alandria opens the door.

Lemon blows in like she owns the place. She’s got two coffees in one hand, a paper bag clamped in her teeth, and her hair’s gone from mailbox red to some color not found in nature, like an angry sunset. She kicks the door shut behind her, toes off her boots, and flops onto the couch, which is two cushions away from being trash.

Lemon tosses a coffee in Alandria’s direction. “Drink. You look like a dying Victorian child.”

Alandria catches it, almost drops it. “Fuck you. I look fine.”

Lemon grins, all teeth. “Didn’t say it wasn’t a vibe. Just saying you need caffeine before you start monologuing.”

Alandria sits on the edge of the couch, cradling the cup. She stares at Lemon, trying to find the right opening.

Lemon saves her the trouble. “So. Which part of your life is in flames today? I’m gonna guess: not the job.”

Alandria barks a laugh, half-rage and half-relief. “Job’s good. I mean, the hours are shit and everyone wants to see me naked, but at least now I get paid for it.”

“Spoken like a true girlboss. What’s wrong then?”

Alandria shakes her head, eyes on the swirling oil slick at the surface of her coffee. “Jade. She...she said she has feelings for me.”

Lemon’s eyebrows go up. “And?”

“She said it like it was a confession. Like she thought it would fix things.”

Lemon shrugs. “Isn’t that supposed to fix things? I mean, that’s what everyone says in the movies.”

Alandria’s laugh is hollow. “That’s not how this works. Not with her. Not with me.” She presses her palm to her eyes, feels the heat building there. “She said she cared, and then she just...left.”

“Let me guess. No breakfast, no note, not even a meme?”

Alandria snorts. “Nope. She did the thing where she waits until I’m asleep and then sneaks out like a coward.”

Lemon leans in, voice dropping. “Maybe she’s scared.”

Alandria rolls her eyes. “Of what? She’s Jade Weston. She’s been running this city since before I grew tits.”

Lemon taps her own chest, smirking. “Must have been a long time ago, then.”

They both laugh, but the sound dies quick.

Lemon says, “Seriously. She’s got a rep, but even assholes get scared. Maybe she thinks if she lets you in, it’ll ruin her. Or you.”

Alandria bites the inside of her cheek. “You ever get tired of being the voice of reason?”

“Nope. It’s a gift. I use it for evil and good.” Lemon looks at her, hard, like she’s searching for the crack in the wall. “What do you want to do about it?”

Alandria is silent for a long time. She thinks of the promise she made on her birthday, the one about never needing, never breaking, never letting anyone see her crawl. She thinks about the way Jade’s hands had held her, the way her voice shook when she said I have feelings for you, the way her eyes had looked, not at Alandria, but through her, like she was already picturing the world ending.

“I don’t know,” Alandria says. “Every time I get close, I just want to run. Or set something on fire.”

Lemon nods, like she expected it. “You want her to chase you?”

Alandria shakes her head, but she’s not sure if it’s a lie.

Lemon asks, gentle, “Do you love her?”

Alandria feels the word slide down her spine, cold as a syringe. She wants to laugh, wants to make a joke, but nothing comes out.

She says, “Yeah. I think so.”

Lemon leans back, arms spread over the wreckage of the couch. “Well, there’s your answer. Stop pretending. And stop running.”

Alandria sits with it. The words. The ache. The faint throb of her own pulse in her wrists.

She finishes her coffee, sets the cup down, and stares at her phone. Her hand is steady now.

She types: midnight. the private room. come as you are.

She stares at it for a second, then hits send.

She looks at Lemon, who’s already peeling the label off the next coffee.

“You’re staying,” Alandria says.

Lemon smirks. “Obviously. You’re gonna need help picking out what to wear.”

Alandria grins, but her chest is a live wire. She feels the old promise, never need, never break, crack and shift, making room for something new.

She leans back, lets the light hit her face, and waits for the day to start.

She’s done running. At least for now.


Chapter Twenty Five
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Jade stalks the corridor with a predator’s gait. The bass from the club below is a persistent arrhythmia, thumping under the perfect polish of the executive hallway. Every light here is engineered to flatter the rich and ruin the weak, and tonight she’s not sure which she’ll be. She doesn’t bother with a purse. All she needs is in her phone, the device clenched so tight it’s imprinting a blueprint into her palm. The screen glows with Alandria’s message: midnight. the private room. come as you are.

The words are a dare, a hook through the soft part of her will.

She cuts the corner into the gold-leafed vestibule, past the point of no return, or at least the point where the cameras might still provide plausible deniability. No one should be here at this hour but her, but the world is always waiting for a mistake. She can feel the servers compiling everything: her ID badge ping, the precise moment her phone’s Bluetooth handshook the security system, the wet shimmer of her stilettos on marble. It’s almost enough to make her wish for a witness, if only to prove she didn’t flinch.

Except she does. She flinches hard when Zara steps out of the shadows, burgundy bob catching the low light like a blade. She’s standing between Jade and the last hallway, the way a lioness guards a carcass she’s not done picking clean. Her suit is sapphire, unbuttoned, the blouse cut deep enough to expose a constellation of freckles at her sternum. The smile is rehearsed, weaponized.

“Late night, Weston?” Zara’s tone is velvet on a tripwire.

Jade recovers quick, but not quick enough. Her voice comes out even, if a touch too chill. “Meetings don’t keep business hours, Chen.”

Zara advances, a fraction closer than comfort allows. The hallway is all sharp edges and glass, nowhere to retreat except past her. Jade considers it, weighs the humiliation, decides to hold ground.

“Business?” Zara sniffs the word, like it might be rotten. “Or pleasure?”

The silence stretches. Jade’s first instinct is to throw a threat back, but she catches the glint in Zara’s eye, hungry, expectant, as if she’s here precisely to see which move Jade will choose.

Jade doesn’t answer. She sidesteps, going right. Zara matches her step for step, always between her and the private room door, the scent of orange blossom and latent danger thickening the air.

Zara leans in just close enough that Jade can taste the afterburn of their last mutual disaster. “You look tense,” she purrs. “Did something happen at the office?” She presses her advantage, voice dropping. “Or is it the bartender who has you on edge?”

Jade feels her jaw clamp. The question is a test, but it’s also the truth. She can feel Alandria on the other side of that door, alive, waiting, probably running her tongue over her chipped nail polish and wondering what would happen if Jade doesn’t show.

Zara touches her wrist, light as a rumor. The nails are manicured obsidian, flawless. “You’re careful, Jade. That’s what I like about you. You never let anyone see the mess.”

Jade tries to pull away. Zara’s grip tightens. “But not lately,” she whispers. “Not with her.”

Jade’s pulse jumps so hard it’s visible at her throat. She hates that Zara notices, hates the way her own body betrays her.

“Let go,” Jade says, cold as she can manage.

Zara’s smile is pure predator. “You know, I could have you fired with one phone call.”

Jade scoffs. “You don’t have that kind of power.”

Zara tips her head, mock-apologetic. “Not alone. But the board has a very low tolerance for...indiscretion.” She taps Jade’s phone, still cradled in her hand. “Private meetings. Contraband. Breach of non-fraternization. The NDA you made her sign? Cute, but not bulletproof.”

Jade’s breath goes shallow. She can’t look at Zara, can’t look past her either. The private room is maybe fifteen feet away, but it could be a mile. She can feel her whole legacy, every win, every blackout night, every hard-fought scrap of reputation, teetering on the fulcrum of this conversation.

“All it takes is one mistake,” Zara says, voice dropping to a register only meant for the damned. “One headline. And all that pretty glass you built? It shatters.”

Jade should threaten her. She should tell her to fuck off, or promise to drag her down too, or at the very least, break the standoff with a swing. But she doesn’t. She just stands there, paralyzed, hands clenched around the phone, the heat of it starting to feel like a brand.

She glances at the screen. Alandria’s text is still there, a neon warning. The three dots pulse: she’s typing again.

Zara steps in, crowding Jade against the wall. “You’re not the first executive to get caught up in their own drama, Weston. But you might be the first to lose everything because you cared.” She lets the word fester.

Jade’s face is impassive, but her hands are shaking. She can feel it in the way her fingers clench, the way her shoulders lock. She swallows, and the sound is deafening.

Zara pulls back, not much, just enough to give Jade the illusion of air. “I won’t say anything,” she promises, voice suddenly soft. “Unless I have to. But do us both a favor, and remember who’s watching.” She smooths a thumb over Jade’s wrist, then lets go.

Jade stays frozen, trying to reassemble her sense of self from the pieces left on the floor. Down the hall, the private room door is ajar. There’s a faint sliver of light, and Jade can almost see the shadow of Alandria pacing inside.

Her phone vibrates again. The new message flashes up: you coming? or did you chicken out

Jade wants to walk forward. She wants to see Alandria, to prove she’s still in charge, to maybe, just once, be the one who finishes the story instead of running from it. But her feet won’t move.

Behind her, Zara is already walking away, her silhouette framed in the frosted glass, the sway of her body a silent fuck you.

Jade stands there, caught between the corridor and the invitation, the future and the grave.

Her phone slips in her hand. She catches it, barely, and that’s the final insult.

She turns, not toward the private room, but toward the service elevator. Her heels click a frantic Morse code down the hall, every step a new declaration of defeat. She stabs the call button, jabs it again, as if the elevator will open faster if she punishes it enough.

The doors slide open. She steps inside, alone, and catches her reflection in the mirror: makeup perfect, hair a raven sheet, suit crisp and razor-cut. But the eyes are wrong. They’re blown wide, animal, hunted.

She rides the elevator down, staring at herself, daring the reflection to blink first.

It never does.

At ground level, Jade exits through the kitchen corridor, bypasses the cluster of line cooks still scrubbing the night’s sins off the stoves, and slips out the fire door into the alley. The air outside is arctic, unfiltered, a slap that brings her back to the moment. She stands there for a minute, letting the cold chew through her armor, her hands buried in her pockets, her heart hammering like it wants to claw free.

She hears the ping of her phone again. Another message, probably. She doesn’t check.

She walks, head down, letting the wind steal every trace of perfume, sweat, and fear. She doesn’t look back, not even once.

Behind her, in the glow of the club, the private room is still lit. She imagines Alandria inside, waiting, maybe already angry, maybe already mourning.

Jade keeps walking away. This is what she’s always been best at.

She doesn’t cry. She doesn’t break stride. She just disappears.


Chapter Twenty Six
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The private room has never looked like this before: soft and glowing, thick with the smell of candle wax and sweet rot. Alandria spends a half hour on the setup, because it’s something to do with her hands, because she has to. She’s never cared about lighting before, but tonight she lines a dozen votives along the low glass table, pushes two pillar candles into empty whiskey tumblers, rearranges the leather chairs in a semicircle facing the only wall with anything on it, a painting Jade always hated, a tangle of women’s bodies with no heads, just curves and dark mouths and hands. In the glow, the art looks even more obscene. Perfect.

The silk dress is too much. It slides over her caramel skin like a secret, pooling at the thighs, dipping so low at the back she feels the cool air prickling her vertebrae. The blue is violent, electric, and she can’t stop touching it, pulling the hem straight, smoothing the straps, making sure the lines are perfect, because if the dress is right maybe the rest of her is too.

She’s done her hair with a flat iron, then ruined it with fingers until the curls are just so, barely under control. She tried the smoky-eye palette, then scrubbed it off and just did the red lip, the same shade Jade once called “predator bait.” She checks her phone every ninety seconds, first for messages, then for the time, then for the battery, which drains like blood from a vein.

Jade’s last text said: On my way. Give me twenty.

That was forty-eight minutes ago.

Alandria is not panicking. Not exactly. But she’s pacing, and each round-trip from the minibar to the balcony leaves her a little less composed. She stops at the door and listens for footsteps. Nothing. She checks her reflection in the window and hates it. She straightens the candles again, then pours herself another shot from the bottle of dark rum Jade keeps hidden behind the Hendrick’s, a secret only Alandria knows about. The first sip is a burn. The second is habit.

By the time the hour is up, she’s gone through every excuse: Traffic. Board meeting. Zara caught her in the hallway and wouldn’t let go. She could have been pulled into a call with the West Coast office. She could be dead in a ditch somewhere, and Alandria would still be here, rearranging candles and thinking of the exact right text to send.

She perches on the arm of the sofa and runs her hands over her thighs, which are starting to sweat. The dress clings in all the wrong places now. Her phone is slick with fingerprint oil. She types:

did you get lost?

Then deletes it. Too needy.

She tries again:

Everything okay?

No, that’s worse. She deletes it.

She tries nothing for ten minutes. It’s the hardest thing she’s done in a month.

At 1:09 a.m., she stands, paces to the door, presses her ear to the lacquered wood. She can hear the club, muted and animal, but nothing above it. Her hands are shaking now, which makes it hard to type, but she does anyway:

I’m still here.

She stares at the words, then at her own reflection in the glass, blue dress, gold eyes, curls untamed. She looks like a knockoff influencer, someone waiting for a date that’s already forgotten her name. She hates that.

She deletes the message, then finally settles on the one thing that feels honest:

I get it. You’re ashamed. But don’t worry, I'll be out of your way.

She hits send. Doesn’t wait to see if it delivers. Turns off her phone, screen going black like the last scene in a shitty play.

The dress suddenly feels like a joke, a costume for a party where she’s the only guest. She strips it off, stands naked for a beat, then tugs on the sweats she brought in her backpack. The zipper sticks. She yanks it until the teeth snarl and come undone, almost tearing the fabric. She shoves the dress inside, stuffs the phone on top of it, and slings the whole bag over her shoulder. The candles gutter in their own wax, flickering shadows over the art. She doesn’t bother to blow them out.

She lets herself out the back, the private hallway a silent void compared to the club’s pulse. Her sneakers squeak on the tile. She tells herself she’s not crying, but her nose is running and her cheeks are wet, so maybe that’s a technicality.

She’s almost to the service stairwell when she hears the click of a lighter, sees the sudden bloom of flame in the darkness. Nadia’s silhouette emerges from the gloom, one leg cocked up against the wall, a cigarette dangling from her lips. She looks like she’s been waiting for hours, but maybe that’s just Nadia, she always finds a way to be exactly where you least want her.

“Running away so soon?” Nadia’s voice is soft, saccharine, but the sneer is audible. She pushes off the wall and blocks the door, smoke curling around her face like an extra limb.

Alandria squares her shoulders, tries to walk past. “Move.”

Nadia flicks ash onto the floor. “You dress up for a date, or a funeral?” She looks Alandria up and down, slow, eyes catching on the streaks of mascara, the loose curls, the stains on her hoodie where she’s wiped away tears with the back of her hand.

“I’m not in the mood.” Alandria’s voice is ice.

Nadia laughs, mean and sharp. “You’re never in the mood, unless it’s her hand on the leash.” She steps closer, blocking the exit entirely. Her eyes are electric in the half-light, pupils so wide they eat the irises.

“What do you want?” Alandria asks.

Nadia tilts her head. “To save you the trouble of pretending. You think you’re different, but you’re not. You’re just another hole for the boss to fuck until she finds a shinier one.”

Alandria bristles, but doesn’t flinch. “You done?”

“Not even close.” Nadia leans in, breath hot with smoke and something sweeter. “Did you know she and Zara were lovers? Years ago. Before Jade became the ice queen who uses girls like you for practice.”

The words hit harder than they should. Alandria tries to step around, but Nadia grabs her by the arm, nails biting. “You want proof? Of course you do.” She digs a phone from her back pocket, swipes through the gallery with a practiced flick.

She shoves the screen in Alandria’s face. There’s Jade, unmistakable in a pale slip and nothing else, sprawled in Zara’s lap on a velvet couch that might as well be a throne. They’re laughing. Jade’s eyes are wild, her mouth smeared with wine, and Zara’s hand is at her throat, fingers splayed like she’s showing off a trophy.

Alandria tries to look away. Nadia won’t let her. She swipes again: a close-up of Jade’s face, lips parted, bite marks up her neck. Then a video, soundless, but the message is clear, Jade on her knees, head bowed, Zara with both hands in her hair, the expression on her face pure, unfiltered victory.

Nadia yanks the phone back. “You see now? You’re not special, honey. You’re just the next project. When she’s done, you’ll be nothing.”

Alandria feels her knees wobble. She steadies herself on the wall, but her breath is shallow, stuck somewhere between sob and scream.

“Why are you doing this?” Alandria’s voice is a croak.

Nadia’s smile is almost pitying. “Because someone should. Because she broke me, too. And because I hate seeing anyone fall for that bitch’s games.”

Alandria wants to say something, but her throat closes. She stares at the phone, at the evidence, at the last little shard of hope sliding out of her.

Nadia flicks her cigarette to the floor, grinds it out with her boot. “You can cry, if you want. Nobody will hear you down here.”

Alandria slides down the wall, back pressed to the cold brick, legs giving out. She clutches the bag to her chest and lets the sobs come, raw and ugly, streaking her face with new tears that burn on the way out.

Nadia doesn’t move. She just stands over her, arms folded, watching with a look that’s half satisfaction, half regret.

When the worst of it is over, when Alandria is just shivering and hollow, Nadia crouches down, face close. “Next time, don’t wait for someone to save you. They never do.”

She stands, steps over Alandria, and vanishes up the stairwell, leaving only the bitter trace of smoke and the echo of her words behind.

Alandria stays there, in the dark, until the candles gutter out and the silence is absolute. She presses her forehead to her knees, hugs herself tighter, and waits for the pain to become something she can use.


Chapter Twenty Seven
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Jade stands at the threshold of Zara’s office with her knuckles pressed flat to the dark wood. For five whole seconds she can’t move, pulse hammering so hard it thuds in her ears, an arrhythmia of will and dread. The corridor is empty except for a glass-and-steel art installation, a piece Jade once described as “expensive rebar” in a fit of contempt and now can’t stop staring at. Its welded rods cast long, intersecting shadows across the carpet. It looks like a crime scene, or a wireframe for a prison.

She flexes her hand, fingers gone bloodless, then makes a fist and raps three times. Sharp, deliberate, the way a lawyer would knock before serving the final papers.

Inside: a scrape of chair legs, a low hum of voices. For one microsecond, Jade wonders if Zara will pretend not to hear her, make her wait, make her sweat. But the lock disengages at once, the heavy door swinging open on silent, oiled hinges.

Zara fills the space.

She’s wearing her favorite: a pant suit in green so dark it nearly blackens under the fluorescent ceiling. The silk shirt beneath is unbuttoned at the throat, hint of collarbone, no jewelry except for a gold band on her right hand, purely for optics, because sentiment is for suckers. Her hair is sharper than usual, the line of the bob angling hard at the jaw, as if it could draw blood on contact. For one split second, real surprise flashes across her face. Then the professional mask slides back into place. The smile is symmetrical, practiced, expensive.

“Jade.” Voice warm, like they’re old friends at brunch.

Jade pushes past her, not touching, but close enough that Zara’s perfume, metallic, aldehydic, impossible to forget, hits her full in the brainstem. The scent used to drive her insane. Now it just makes her want to break something.

She stalks into the center of the office and stops. It’s a mausoleum of modernism: glass desk, gunmetal credenza, architectural books stacked like chess pieces. A view of the city so perfect it’s probably a live-feed screensaver. Jade once designed a space just like this, but Zara’s version is harder, cleaner, devoid of warmth or error.

Jade turns, arms folded, and waits.

Zara closes the door and locks it. Not a threat, not a seduction. Just control. She circles behind the desk, sets her phone down with a click, and doesn’t bother to sit.

“Wasn’t expecting you,” she says, voice velvet but edged with voltage. “I heard you weren’t coming in today.”

Jade lets the silence build. She watches Zara’s fingers: how the right index taps the phone once, twice, then goes still. The hands give everything away.

“Cut the script,” Jade says. Her own voice is a stranger, lower, rougher, but steady. “We both know why I’m here.”

A faint twitch at the corner of Zara’s mouth. “Do we?”

“Go ahead. Release whatever information you want.” Jade’s chest is molten, but her words come out ice. “I don’t care. I’m done letting you torture me. I’m done letting you have control.”

Zara blinks, just once, but in this light it’s visible as a pulse. “Control?” she says, soft. “You think that’s what this is about?”

Jade almost laughs, but it would sound like a sob. “Isn’t it always?”

Zara leans against the edge of the glass desk, hands splayed flat, as if ready to brace for a blast. “This has never been about torturing you,” she says. “If I wanted to ruin you, I’d have done it years ago. This was always about, ” She cuts herself off, shakes her head, jaw tensing. The mask slips.

“About what?” Jade’s teeth are bared.

Zara’s voice goes raw, the shape of old wounds. “About us, Jade. About what we were.”

Jade feels her spine stiffen. The “we” is a poison she’s worked years to build immunity against, but the taste is still acrid, hot. Her hands lock on her own elbows, arms crossed so tight she’s cutting off circulation.

“Us died the night you put my future in a petri dish,” Jade says. “You never wanted me, Zara. You just wanted to see how far you could push until I broke.”

Zara actually flinches, the smallest hitch in her shoulders. “I never wanted to break you.”

Jade barks a single, ugly laugh. “Then why am I standing here in ruins?”

Zara comes around the desk. She moves slow, not predatory now but almost careful, as if approaching a feral animal. Jade refuses to budge, even as every cell in her body says: move, run, bite. The two of them are locked in a gravity field, twin satellites bent on collision.

“You think I don’t remember every night?” Zara says, so quiet the HVAC nearly drowns it out. “You think I don’t see you, even now? You’re still wearing the same shade of lipstick. You still clip your nails so you won’t scratch yourself when you’re angry. You still pretend you don’t care when everyone in the world knows that you do.”

Jade’s throat goes tight. “Congratulations. You still know how to stalk a target.”

Zara closes the distance, stops less than a foot away. The heat of her is a wall. The air between them is electric, burned ozone and unresolved violence.

She says, “I made mistakes. You made mistakes. Maybe we can stop making them now.”

Jade snorts. “You first.”

Zara’s eyes are wide, and for once, unguarded. “I could release the photos. I could tank the campaign. I could make you a punchline in every boardroom from here to Hong Kong.” She shakes her head. “But I’m not going to.”

“Why?” Jade almost spits it.

Zara’s face flickers. “Because I still love you, you idiot.”

Jade feels something twist in her chest, sharp and sudden. “No, you don’t.”

Zara reaches for her, slow enough that Jade could step away. But she doesn’t. Zara’s hand lands on her forearm, a gentle grip, thumb tracing the bone there. The touch is intimate, familiar, laced with history and regret.

For a moment, Jade lets herself feel it.

Then she yanks her arm back, harder than she means to. “Don’t.”

Zara’s hand hangs in the air, then falls. Her eyes are shining, rimmed wet, but no tears spill. “Jade, please.”

Jade’s next words are surgical. “There is no us. There never will be again.”

The silence detonates, then spreads, rippling out to the walls, the windows, the city outside. Zara’s face is frozen, a mask of loss she’s never shown to anyone else. Not even Jade, not back when she’d have paid anything to see it.

Jade turns on her heel. She walks to the door, stops, breathes in the chemical scent of ozone and failure, and unlocks it with a practiced flick.

Behind her, Zara doesn’t follow. She just stands there, shoulders hunched, staring at the empty space Jade’s body used to fill.

Jade closes the door behind her, softly, leaving Zara Chen behind her once and for all.


Chapter Twenty Eight
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It’s three a.m. and the building is dead except for the hum of the vending machine in the lobby, the dying buzz of a bulb in the stairwell, and the thud Lemon makes when she bangs on the apartment door. Three short, two long. Alandria ignores it for a full thirty seconds, face pressed into the hollow of the couch, only the blare of her phone’s vibration reminding her that she still exists. The buzzing stops, then restarts. Lemon’s name, all caps, fills the notification bar, followed by an emoji that’s supposed to be a comfort cat but looks like it’s screaming.

The door rattles in its frame, hinges shrieking. “Al, open up or I’m gonna start singing that Taylor Swift song you hate,” comes Lemon’s voice, muffled but unrelenting.

Alandria wants to stay curled, wants to become part of the broken upholstery, but her body has its own traitor muscle memory. She drags herself upright, wipes her face with the inside hem of her t-shirt, and stumbles to the door. Her feet are bare. The hardwood is cold, gritty. She fumbles the lock, half-hoping it sticks. It doesn’t.

Lemon barrels in, all kinetic energy and the wild blast of street air that smells like cigarettes and ancient urine. She’s in her diner uniform, a navy tee with bleach stains and a half-apron crusted with what might be ketchup or blood. Her hair’s a snarl, dyed red last week, now faded at the scalp. She looks at Alandria, looks through her, then sets the paper bag and two coffees on the floor.

“You look like a raccoon that lost a fight to a garbage disposal,” Lemon says, but it’s quiet, almost a question.

Alandria shrugs, wants to make a joke, but nothing comes out except the dry click of her tongue against the roof of her mouth.

Lemon toes off her boots, ignoring the way one lands upside down. She grabs the coffee, thrusts it into Alandria’s hands, then sweeps past her into the apartment. It takes three steps to cross the main room. The only light is from a battered lamp on the crate-table by the window; it throws every shadow long and lopsided, turns both of them into distorted versions of themselves.

Lemon flops onto the couch, feet up, and pats the spot beside her. Alandria doesn’t sit right away. She stands, hunched, eyes on the fake wood grain of the floor. The coffee cup shakes in her hand, the lid dotted with the constellation of her fingerprints. She hates the sound of her own breathing.

Lemon watches her, head tipped back, eyes sharp as knives. “So, which is it? Did you finally kill her, or did she ghost you?”

Alandria forces herself to the couch. She folds her knees up, takes the corner, as far from Lemon as the cushion allows.

“She’s not dead,” Alandria says. Her voice is sandpaper. “But she might as well be.”

Lemon snorts. “You say that every week. Then you crawl back as soon as she texts you a sad face and a nude.”

Alandria’s cheeks burn. She tugs the sleeves of her shirt down, but it only highlights the marks ringing her wrist, thin, red, perfect. She sees Lemon clock them, the way her friend’s mouth tightens, the way she glances at the bruises but says nothing.

Lemon pops the lid off her coffee, sniffs, then dumps in two sugars. She doesn’t stir. “You hungry?” she says, jabbing a thumb at the paper bag. “I stole a muffin. It’s not vegan, but neither are you.”

Alandria shakes her head, curls deeper into herself. “No thanks.”

They sit in the muted nothing for a while. Lemon breaks the silence, her tone abruptly lighter. “You know, I’m starting to think this whole dominatrix thing isn’t good for your mental health.”

Alandria wants to laugh, but her ribs hurt from crying. She says, “It’s not a kink thing.”

Lemon lifts a brow. “No? Then what is it?”

Alandria can’t answer. She looks at her coffee, then past it, to the cluster of dead succulents on the windowsill, the stack of unopened mail by the TV, the single spoon in the sink. It’s all evidence, a forensic map of how her life has narrowed to a single, insistent ache.

Lemon sighs. She reaches over, not quite touching Alandria’s hand, but close enough for heat. “I told you not to fall for her,” she says. This time, the words are soft, almost gentle.

Alandria wants to deny it. She wants to tell Lemon that it’s not about falling, it’s about gravity, about the way some people just bend the world around them. But she doesn’t. Instead, she lifts her hand, trembling, useless, and wipes her face. The tears are drying, but the tracks are still visible.

“I didn’t,” she says. “I let myself.” The words catch on the edge of her throat and splinter.

Lemon’s mouth softens. She taps her knuckles against Alandria’s knee, a signal for permission, then scoots closer, their shoulders pressed together.

“So what now?” Lemon asks. There’s no judgment in it, only the raw curiosity of someone who’s seen every bad decision you’ve ever made and still showed up.

Alandria tilts her head back, lets the light hit her eyes until the sting is too much. She straightens her spine, a move that feels ancient and effortful, like waking up from surgery. She glances at her phone on the table, screen dark, the ghost of a crack spidered through the glass.

“Now?” Alandria says. “I stop waiting.”

She brushes the bruises at her neck, fingertip soft, almost loving. “I make peace with the fact that I gave her everything I had. And it wasn’t enough.”

Lemon breathes out, a little laugh that sounds more like defeat than triumph. “That’s real. That’s...honestly, I didn’t think you’d get here.”

Alandria shrugs, but there’s a flicker of the old defiance in her jaw. “Neither did I.”

Lemon nudges her, then grabs the muffin, tears it in half, and hands the bigger piece to Alandria. “So. We throw a funeral? Or a party?”

Alandria stares at the muffin, at Lemon’s cracked nail polish and the tattoo scab on her wrist. She thinks about funerals, about parties, about the difference between the two, and realizes maybe there isn’t one.

She says, “Both.”

Lemon grins, crumbs already on her lips. “My kind of coping.”

They eat in silence, tearing the muffin into smaller and smaller pieces, until there’s nothing left but a few poppy seeds and the sticky ghost of what was.

Outside, the city groans. The sun threatens the horizon, a smear of pink that will soon ruin the night. But inside, the two of them remain: shoulders touching, breathing the same air, not waiting for anything except maybe the next bad joke, or the next time one of them cracks.

Alandria wipes her fingers on her pants, leans back, and lets her eyes close.

She’s done waiting.

She is.

***

Alandria holds the envelope tight enough to crease it. The paper is soft, the kind that picks up fingerprints and sweat. The words inside are simple: three lines, typed, with her name and the date and the phrase effective immediately. She stares at the letter for a moment, then tucks it back into her jacket, feels the corners bite at her ribs.

There’s a queue outside, bodies packed in tight, desperate for a fix of sound and attention. Alandria ignores them, cuts the line, flashes her badge at the new doorman, who tries to smile at her and then doesn’t. She slides inside.

The club is louder, hotter than usual. The music is all pulse and threat, the bass so thick it makes her teeth ache. Every surface, bar, table, wall, sweats condensation. The crowd is a single living animal, breathing together, devouring light. It should be familiar, should be hers, but tonight it feels foreign, like walking into someone else’s memory.

She keeps her arms tight to her chest, shouldering past a girl in sequins and a pair of guys already gone blurry at the eyes. Someone bumps her hard; she ignores it. Another someone, maybe a manager, maybe a bartender she used to know, shouts her name, but she doesn’t stop. She’s a bullet aimed at the far end of the room.

The staircase to the office is glass, lit from below by strip LEDs that change color every time you blink. She climbs, the sound of the club fading behind her, replaced by the thin, nervous hum of the hallway upstairs. She expects to find the office locked, but the door is propped open with a wedge of cardboard. She stands at the threshold, listening.

Inside, voices. Not loud, not fighting, but close, an intimacy that scrapes at her nerves. She edges forward, shoes silent on the carpet, and looks through the frosted glass at the far end of the hall.

It’s all there, projected in cheap blur: the sharp outline of Zara’s blazer, the pale shock of Jade’s hair, their faces inches apart. She can’t see the details, but the shapes tell the whole story. Zara’s hand is at Jade’s hip, fingers spread wide, thumb digging into the bone. Jade is leaning in, head bent, letting Zara guide her wherever she wants.

The voices drop lower. Alandria holds her breath, presses herself flat against the wall.

She watches as the two figures merge, as Jade’s hands move to Zara’s chest, as Zara pulls her into her, their mouths intertwined. 

Alandria feels every muscle in her chest go rigid. She’s not surprised, not really, but the hurt is different this time. It’s sharper, but clean, like the air right after lightning.

She loosens her grip on the letter. It flutters from her fingers, lands on the carpet at her feet.

She wants to run. She wants to punch through the glass and scream at them, or maybe just curl up on the floor and never move again. Alandria doesn’t realize she’s crying until the wet hits her upper lip, salty and hot. She wipes it away, then wipes again, but the tears keep coming. She stares at the blurring scene through the glass, lets herself see it for what it is. Not a betrayal. Not even a tragedy. Just what always happens. Someone better comes along, and you’re not the star anymore. You’re not even an extra.

She turns away before they can see her. She’s halfway down the staircase when she hears footsteps behind her, quick, deliberate. A voice calls her name, but she doesn’t stop. She pushes through the crowd, lets the hands and bodies close around her, lets them erase her shape.

She bursts out the front door into the night. The sign above her head winks, then flickers, then goes solid.

The envelope is gone. It doesn’t matter. She’s done.


Chapter Twenty Nine
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Jade is down to her last bourbon cube and her last hour of plausible deniability. The office is a crypt: low lights, blinds shut, air so still she can hear the hum of every screen in the suite. For the first time in years, she doesn’t bother to close the door. The executive lounge, the stairwells, even the bar are all empty, staff gone or avoiding her, the club floor between shifts, not even a bored server circulating with late-night charcuterie.

She sits at her desk. Just sits. The glass top is barren except for a stack of emails she will never answer, the campaign proofs (Alandria, blurred at the edges, looking both hungry and hunted), and the legal folder she’s spent weeks pretending not to notice. The drawer to her left is locked, as always, but she palms the key from her pocket and opens it with a click.

Inside: everything she ever tried to keep hidden. A copy of the NDA. The backup hard drive. A Polaroid, not digital, of a night she barely remembers, Alandria asleep, arm over her eyes, thigh peeking from the edge of the sheet. Jade is in the background, reflected in the mirror, hair undone, makeup smeared in streaks that look like defeat.

And at the very back, behind a ruined lipstick and an emergency dose of Ativan, a velvet ring box. She stares at it, numb, then snaps it open: inside, a leather collar, cherry red, D-ring twisted off-center from the time she yanked it off Zara’s neck and slammed it against the bathroom sink.

Jade picks up the collar, lets the ends dangle, feels the memory crawl up her wrists. She’d kept it for years. She doesn’t even know why. Maybe as a warning, or a souvenir, or the closest thing she’ll ever have to proof she’s been loved and then not. She runs her thumb along the stitching, feels the pulse rise in her hand.

She wants to throw it away. She wants to keep it forever. She wants to call Alandria and tell her the whole story, every bloody and unlovable inch of it.

Instead, she puts it on the desk, right in the center, like a black box at the crash site.

She opens the NDA. It’s boilerplate, she wrote half of it herself, back before legal started copying her moves. She reads the clause about “absolute confidentiality,” about “termination without recourse,” about “consent as performance.” She reads her own signature, jagged and furious, and then reads Alandria’s: round, careful, a little heart over the i.

Jade tears the NDA down the seam. Then again, then again, until the pieces are confetti. She shreds the Polaroid, the campaign drafts, the hardcopy of the resignation letter she wrote and rewrote in her head every night for a month. Each piece is smaller, messier, less dangerous than the last.

She hesitates at the collar. She holds it up, runs it through her hands, then braces it across her knee and pulls. The leather strains, then snaps at the buckle, the metal twisted and ruined. She lets the halves fall to the desk, then scatters the shreds of paper over them, a private funeral for the life she built and the one she can’t have.

She sits back. There’s a phantom ache in her hands, the afterburn of adrenaline. The glass desktop is a ruin of scraps and old promises.

She waits for the guilt, for the shame, for the voice in her head that tells her nothing she destroys will ever make her whole.

Instead, she feels, nothing. A blankness so total it might as well be peace.

She closes the drawer, locks it. Stands, then walks to the window. The city is a waterfall of light, neon and sodium, every office building a story she doesn’t get to live. She wants to open the window, wants to feel the air, but the glass is sealed shut.

She turns away. She doesn’t know where to go. For once, there’s no meeting, no campaign, no disaster that needs her fingerprints.

There’s a knock at her office door but before she can answer Zara walks in. 

“Come to finish something? Or maybe you didn’t hear me last time?” Jade asks, voice a live wire. 

Zara’s smile is slow, almost fond. “You always were a dramatic bitch, Weston.”

Jade stands and walks around her desk. “Only when it matters.”

Zara steps forward, close enough that Jade can smell her perfume, rose and something bitter beneath. “Why did you do it?” she asks, low. “Why walk away from all of it?”

Jade laughs, short and ugly. “Because I’m tired of playing games I can’t win.”

Zara’s hand finds Jade’s wrist. The grip is gentle, but there’s steel underneath. “You won, Jade. You always do.”

Jade shakes her head. “Not this time.”

Zara’s eyes flare. “Let me try again,” she says, and then she’s kissing her, hard, teeth and tongue, the way they used to when the only way to survive was to hurt each other more than the world could. Jade lets it happen for half a second, lets herself remember every old hunger, every stupid hope that maybe this time the hurt would stick and make something worth keeping.

But then she pulls away, shoves Zara back with a strength that surprises them both.

“Enough,” Jade says. “It’s over. You and me, it’s over.”

Zara’s face is thunderclouds. “You think you can just erase me? After all this?” She gestures at the hallway, at the club, at the city burning outside. “After everything we built?”

Jade squares her shoulders. “I don’t want you, Zara. I never did. I just wanted to be you. Or better than you. Or nothing at all.”

Zara’s jaw trembles, a microsecond of real pain before the armor slides back into place. “You’re a coward.”

Jade’s smile is razor thin. “No. I just finally stopped lying to myself.”

Zara steps in close, almost nose to nose. “You know Nadia and I will burn you down. You know that, right? You’re done here. Sloane will see to it.”

Jade lifts her phone, thumb on the voice memo app. The red light blinks.

“Thanks for the confession,” Jade says. “I’ll send you a copy.”

For the first time, Zara looks afraid. Really afraid.

Jade leans in, voice sugar. “Goodbye, Zara.”

Zara stares at her, unblinking. Then she turns, walks away, heels clicking like gunshots in the empty corridor.

Jade watches her go, then slides down the wall to the floor, knees to her chest, breathing in short, sharp gasps. She shakes for a full minute before she can stand.

She makes her way to the bar, her hair in her face. Nadia is at the far end of the bar, arms folded, talking to a new bartender, some college girl, not old enough to know better. Nadia’s face is a mask of bored contempt. When she sees Jade, she sneers.

“Didn’t expect you back tonight,” Nadia says, voice loud enough to draw the attention of everyone within twenty feet.

Jade walks right up to her, ignoring the crowd.

“You’re fired,” Jade says, clear as glass.

Nadia blinks. For a second, she’s speechless.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” Jade doesn’t raise her voice. “Pack your shit. Leave your key.”

Nadia’s face goes full horror show, red, then white, then something purple. “You can’t fucking do this.”

“I just did,” Jade says.

Nadia slams her bar towel down, grabs her bag, and storms off, knocking over a stack of glasses on her way out. The crash is almost satisfying.

The college girl stares at Jade, wide-eyed. “Do I...need to call someone?”

Jade shakes her head. “You’re fine. I’ll take it from here.”

The girl nods, then leans in, whispering: “Alandria didn’t show for her shift. She left this on the floor of the locker room.” She hands Jade an envelope, folded and greasy at the edges. It’s the resignation letter.

Jade takes it, hands shaking. She tries to thank the girl, but the words don’t come. She stumbles away, out the back door, into the alley.

“Alandria!” she shouts, but the rain eats the sound. She sprints, lungs burning, feet slipping on the slick pavement.

She catches up just as Alandria stops at the crosswalk, waiting for the light. Jade grabs her arm, spins her around.

Alandria’s face is a ruin, eyes rimmed red, cheeks streaked, lips pressed tight against whatever she’s holding in. She tries to yank away, but Jade won’t let go.

“What do you want?” Alandria spits, voice shaking.

Jade is panting, water streaming down her face, hair plastered to her skull. She wants to say everything, but nothing comes out.

“I saw you,” Alandria says. “With Zara. I saw you. You don’t have to lie.”

Jade shakes her head, hard. “It wasn’t, she tried. I said no. I told her I was done. I destroyed everything. The pictures. The NDA.”

Alandria stares at her, blank.

Jade’s hand is still on her wrist, tight enough to bruise. She lets go, then grabs Alandria’s face instead, both hands, forcing her to look.

“I don’t want her,” Jade says, voice raw. “I don’t want this job, this club, this legacy, any of it. I want you. Not as my sub, not as my project, not as a story I get to tell. I want you.”

Alandria is crying now, silent tears lost in the rain.

Jade’s voice breaks. “If you want to walk, walk. But I’ll follow you. I’ll follow you forever.”

Alandria doesn’t move. For a second, it’s just the two of them, standing in the middle of the world, soaked and shivering and utterly seen.

Then Alandria laughs. Just a hiccup, a fraction of joy, but it’s real.

“God, you’re a fucking disaster,” she says.

Jade grins, wild and ugly. “You too.”

Alandria grabs the back of Jade’s head and kisses her, hard. It’s teeth and tongue, bruising and desperate and absolutely perfect.

The traffic light changes. A car honks. Someone on the corner shouts something obscene. They don’t care. 

All that matters is them.


Chapter Thirty
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The elevator doors slide open on Jade’s penthouse with their usual whisper, but tonight the air beyond is loaded, expectant, a live wire just waiting for someone to touch it. Alandria steps out, her reflection split across polished chrome and glass, then gone as she passes the threshold into Jade’s private world. She pauses, for a heartbeat, in the little vestibule with its ridiculous Italian light fixture, the city’s neon flickering faint blue stripes through the smoked glass. The view doesn’t impress her the way it once did. She’s not here for the scenery.

She could call out. She could text, or make a show of her arrival, but instead she bends and unbuckles her heels, leaving them side by side on the black stone slab. She plants her bare feet on the cold tile, straightens, and feels the world tilt in her direction. Her hands are steady. That’s new.

Jade is waiting. She’s not even trying to hide it. She stands near the windows, arms crossed over her chest, a silhouette cut from shadow and ambition. The room is all diffuse cityglow, blues and golds and pinks from the hundred thousand apartments burning out their own small dramas. The only light inside is a little bar-lamp and a candle stub in an empty glass by the sofa. Jade’s suit jacket is gone. The silk blouse underneath is open at the collar, the line of her throat exposed, a long black bruise already fading there.

Alandria walks into the room, every step an announcement, and stops just short of the rug. “You know your doorman tried flirting with me just now,” she says, not quite smiling.

Jade’s lips curve, barely. “He’s new. He’ll learn.”

The tension in the air softens. Not gone, but loosened, like a bandage peeled back. Jade drops her arms to her sides. She stands very still, but every cell of her is aimed at Alandria. “You came,” Jade says, voice quiet.

“Don’t make me regret it.”

“Never.”

Alandria steps forward, toeing the edge of the rug, and waits. There is no command, no permission asked or given. Just two women facing each other across the span of everything that’s ever happened between them.

For the first time, it’s enough.

Jade gestures to the sofa. “Sit?”

“No. Not yet.” Alandria shakes her head, then tips it toward the windows. “You got a view. Might as well use it.”

Jade steps aside, giving her space. Alandria approaches the glass, presses her palm to it, cool and absolute. Below, the city is a restless sea of lights. She remembers nights spent on fire escapes and bus benches, drinking rotgut or nothing at all, staring up at towers like these and imagining the lives inside. Now she’s here, with the monster who’s become her favorite habit, and she doesn’t feel small.

She turns, leans her hip against the windowsill. “So. Are we going to have the talk?”

Jade blinks, caught off guard. “The talk.”

“About this.” Alandria flicks her hand, encompassing the air, the ache, the unsaid. “You. Me. What you want. What I want. What we’re even doing.”

Jade breathes in. “You’re not here because you have to be.”

Alandria’s voice is soft, but razor precise: “Neither are you.”

The silence is a dare. Jade takes it. She crosses the room, stops a single pace from Alandria, and looks her dead in the eye.

“I want you,” Jade says. “I don’t want to own you. I don’t want to break you. Not anymore.”

Alandria’s pulse flares. She keeps her chin up, but her hands are sweating now, just a little. “You’re saying you want to belong to me?”

Jade’s jaw flexes. “I’m saying I want to belong with you. Difference.”

Alandria lets the words sit. She stares at Jade, cataloging the cracks in the armor: the faint color at her cheeks, the way she stands with her weight uneven, the tremor at the corner of her mouth.

She says: “I want to belong to you.”

It’s not a question, or a challenge. It’s permission.

Jade’s eyes go wide, soft as spring. “Then you’ll never have to ask twice.”

The space between them collapses. Alandria puts a hand on Jade’s waist, fingers splaying over the blouse, thumb pressing into the bare skin at the side. Jade makes a sound, half breath, half gasp, and moves in, not with hunger but with a caution that feels almost holy. Their faces are close enough to share heat, but they don’t touch, not yet.

Alandria closes the gap. Her mouth lands on Jade’s, slow and deliberate. There is no violence in it, just an endless patience. Jade opens for her, lets Alandria taste her, lets herself be tasted in turn. The kiss is a negotiation, then a contract, then a declaration. They pull apart, barely.

“Okay?” Jade asks, voice wrecked.

Alandria laughs, quiet and warm. “Better than okay.”

Jade presses their foreheads together. “Good.”

They kiss again, and this time it’s urgent. Jade’s hands move to Alandria’s back, gathering up fistfuls of fabric, pulling her in. Alandria’s own hands explore, mapping every muscle, every hidden shiver. The heat builds, a throb low in her stomach, a pulse that won’t be ignored. She bites Jade’s lower lip, gentle, then not. Jade groans, the sound full-body, and pushes Alandria backward until she’s pinned between glass and heat.

Alandria drags her lips to Jade’s jaw, then down the line of her throat. She nips at the bruise, then licks it, soothing and claiming at once. Jade’s hands tremble, and Alandria knows she could push her to her knees right here, but she doesn’t. She wants to savor, to stretch the moment until it breaks.

She pushes off the window, spins them, so now Jade’s back is to the city. Alandria kisses her hard, then softer, then not at all. She runs her hand up under the blouse, finds bare skin, warm and alive. Jade sucks in a breath.

“Bed?” Alandria murmurs.

Jade doesn’t speak. She just takes Alandria’s hand and leads her down the hallway, never looking away, never letting go.

The bedroom is darker. The blackout shades are only half-drawn, so the city leaks in anyway, casting stripes of electric blue over the silk sheets and the geometric furniture. Jade stops at the foot of the bed, turns, and waits.

Alandria steps in close, lets her hands rest on Jade’s shoulders. She leans in, whispers: “Let me.”

Jade shivers, but nods. “Please.”

Alandria undoes the first button of the blouse, then the next, working slow. Each one reveals another inch of pale skin, another impossible secret. She spreads the blouse wide, slides it off Jade’s arms, lets it fall to the floor. Underneath, Jade is all lines and angles, scars and stories. Alandria runs her hands over her, memorizing.

Jade’s breath is shallow. She doesn’t move to undress Alandria. She just watches, lets herself be seen.

Alandria cups Jade’s face, strokes her cheek with her thumb. “You’re beautiful,” she says, and means it.

Jade blushes, fierce and sudden. “You are.”

They undress each other without hurry, without shame. Alandria peels off her tank top, her shorts, stands naked except for the rings on her fingers and the smudge of color on her lips. Jade unzips her own skirt, drops it, then peels away the last of her own clothing. They are both trembling, both alive.

The bed is cool, the silk sheets a luxury Alandria never thought she’d crave. They tumble onto them, limbs tangled, mouths finding new ways to fit. Jade is on top first, her body heavier, solid, pinning Alandria down but not holding her captive. She kisses down Alandria’s neck, across her collarbone, then lower, pausing to savor each gasp, each arch of the back. She sucks a nipple into her mouth, flicks it with her tongue, then bites gently. Alandria moans, fists the sheets, lets herself be devoured.

Jade moves lower, kisses the soft of Alandria’s belly, then the dark thatch between her legs. She parts Alandria’s thighs and tastes her, slow at first, then faster, never looking away from her face. Every stroke is deliberate, a question and an answer. Alandria rides the wave, grinding up against Jade’s mouth, her body shattering and then rebuilding with every lick, every moan.

Jade slips two fingers inside, finds the perfect angle, and works Alandria until she’s sobbing with need. The orgasm hits like a car crash, sudden and total. Alandria clamps her thighs around Jade’s head, rides her mouth through the aftershocks, then collapses, sweat slick on every inch of her.

Jade pulls up, mouth shining, eyes wild. She crawls up to kiss Alandria again, letting her taste herself on Jade’s tongue. The power is real, but it runs both ways.

Alandria flips them, so Jade is under her. She straddles Jade’s hips, pins her wrists above her head, and looks down, grinning. “My turn.”

Jade nods, throat working. She is wide open now, all her defenses gone. Alandria lowers herself onto Jade’s thigh, rocks there, slow and deep, letting the friction build. She leans in, kisses Jade’s ear, and whispers: “You’re mine, now.”

Jade gasps, lifts her hips, trying to grind harder, but Alandria controls the pace, dragging it out, making Jade beg. She teases, nips, bites at Jade’s neck, then kisses her, long and deep.

When she’s ready, Alandria slides down, takes Jade’s nipples into her mouth, sucks and bites until Jade is trembling. Then lower, down the flat of her stomach, over the tattoo at her hip, until she’s between Jade’s legs. She tastes Jade, sweet and bitter and perfect, and works her tongue in little circles, relentless.

Jade’s composure is gone. She’s gasping, writhing, clutching the sheets in both hands. Alandria watches her face, times every movement to Jade’s need. She slides her fingers inside, three at once, and fucks Jade slow, then hard, then back to slow again.

Jade comes with a scream, body bowing off the bed, muscles shaking. Alandria keeps going, chases the second orgasm, and Jade sobs, eyes squeezed shut, tears leaking from the corners.

When it’s over, Alandria crawls back up, gathers Jade in her arms, kisses her softly. They lie together, tangled and damp, hearts racing.

After a minute, Jade turns on her side, presses her face into Alandria’s neck. She’s still crying, but not from pain.

“I love you,” Jade says, the words raw and bloody.

Alandria holds her, strokes her hair, kisses the top of her head. “I know,” she says. “I do.”

They stay like that, silent, letting the city’s heartbeat pulse through the glass, through the walls, through them.

After a while, Jade stirs. “Can we stay like this?”

Alandria laughs, deep and warm. “All night. All week. As long as you want.”

Jade smiles, small and unguarded. “You say that now.”

Alandria rolls on top of her, pinning her again, and grins. “I’ll say it every day, if you let me.”


Epilogue
[image: ]


Six months later, Jade and Alandria eat lunch on the floor of Jade’s private suite, sitting cross-legged like a pair of delinquents sentenced to picnic. It’s one of those new-bright winter afternoons, all haze and refracted color, the sun strobing off glass and plating the city in chrome. The air up here is extra-oxygenated, courtesy of Jade’s industrial humidifier and the open window that lets in the faintest hint of the club’s cold electrical pulse below.

The rug is littered with takeout boxes and the compostable carcasses of sushi. Two cans of off-brand seltzer sweat into a stack of napkins. Alandria’s phone is dead, abandoned somewhere in her tote. Jade’s phone, on the other hand, is a ghostly presence between them, screen-side down, lighting up every few minutes with the kind of notifications only sociopaths and PR managers receive: urgent, insatiable, and always in need of an immediate response.

Jade ignores them. She’s been practicing.

Alandria eats with chopsticks, which she’s gotten scary good at, flipping unagi pieces into her mouth without ever looking away from the view. She’s in black today, sweatshirt, leggings, battered Converse, but her eyes are gold as ever, sharp and always a little amused. She sits with her ankles folded double, posture so self-possessed that even the mess around her seems intentional.

“You know you could just text Sloane back,” Alandria says, not quite looking at Jade, “instead of torturing yourself.”

Jade smirks. “And let her know she can win? Never.”

Alandria plucks a ginger slice from the tray, chews. “You’re very brave,” she says, deadpan.

Jade tips her head back, lets the sunlight flatten the world to white and shadow. She’s shed the suit jacket, rolled her sleeves up, left her hair undone. The effect is more riot than style, but she doesn’t care. 

The club is still running, stronger than ever. They’ve won three industry awards, not that Jade gives a fuck, but Sloane does, and the press does, and now Midnight Garden is less a club than a phenomenon. Alandria is still on payroll, but her job title has evolved from “Brand Asset” to “Director of Community Engagement,” which means she spends half her time organizing events and the other half running workshops for queer teens, sex workers, anyone who needs the kind of armor Jade grew up sewing into her own skin. Alandria runs these programs with the same ferocity she brings to everything. Jade handles the PR and the ugly boardroom stuff. Neither of them have fired anyone in over four months.

They eat in silence for a while, a good silence. The sunlight leans in and gilds the room in a way that makes even the scattered edamame pods look like art.

Jade’s phone pings. She glances at it, winces. “They want us to host the afterparty for the city council gala. Because we’re ‘inclusive,’” she air-quotes, “and because nobody else will touch them after last year’s cocaine incident.”

Alandria grins, her teeth small and perfect. “You going to say yes?”

“We can blackmail three council members just by letting them into the VIP suite. It’d be irresponsible to say no.”

Alandria raises her can of seltzer. “To civic duty.”

Jade clinks her can against Alandria’s, and for a second, something like happiness flares up. Not the chemical high, not the warlord’s buzz of conquest, but the warm, slow-burn kind. The kind that feels like a tumor if you’ve never felt it before.

Alandria picks up a limp scallion, twirls it around her finger, then flicks it onto Jade’s lap. “You know what your problem is?”

“Only one?”

“You’re waiting for someone to tell you what happens next.”

Jade peels the scallion from her thigh, lobs it back. “And you’re not?”

Alandria shrugs. “Nope.” She stretches, arms overhead, fingers laced, and Jade watches the sliver of bare stomach that shows when the sweatshirt rides up. Alandria catches the look and grins wider. “You’re staring.”

Jade doesn’t deny it. “I like what I see.”

Alandria leans forward, propping her chin on her fist. Her gaze is direct, predatory in a way that makes Jade’s heart pick up. “I know.”

The sizzle of tension is there, as always, but it’s easier now. Jade doesn’t have to prove anything. She can just want, and be wanted.

It’s Alandria who breaks the spell this time, tossing her chopsticks into the takeout bag. “I should go check on the volunteers. Lemon said there’s a kid who keeps trying to sneak in with a fake ID that’s literally just a screenshot of his Tinder profile.”

Jade laughs, low and real. “Give him points for creativity.”

“I might.” Alandria wipes her hands, then stands, collecting the trash in one efficient sweep. She’s almost to the kitchenette before Jade says, “Wait.”

Alandria turns. The light picks out every gold fleck in her eyes, makes her skin look like it’s poured over muscle and not quite solid.

Jade’s mouth goes dry. She wants to say something clever, but the words stick.

Alandria waits, patient as ever.

Jade gets up. She crosses the rug barefoot, sidesteps a takeout container, and stops just short of Alandria. She lifts a hand, slow, deliberate, and tucks a stray curl behind Alandria’s ear.

Alandria’s eyes go wide. She doesn’t move.

Jade leans in, voice barely above a whisper. “You once told me I’d never love anything more than my image.”

Alandria blinks. Her body tightens, ready for impact. “I remember.”

Jade’s hand is still at Alandria’s hair. She lets it linger, feeling the electric tension, the pulse under skin. She wants to say this right.

“You were wrong,” Jade says. The words are a scalpel, precise, risky.

Alandria’s lips part, but she doesn’t speak.

Jade takes a breath, and then, for maybe the first time in her life, lets her armor drop all at once.

She drops to one knee.

She does it slow, with the kind of care she never used on herself or anyone else, and her hands shake. She reaches into the pocket of her jeans, pulls out not a box, but a length of blue velvet ribbon. It’s the color of a bruise just about to heal.

She looks up at Alandria, voice raw. “This time, I kneel for you.”

Alandria gasps. She covers her mouth with both hands, eyes wide as coin slots.

Jade keeps going, even though her vision blurs. “Not because I have to,” she says. “Not for power games, or headlines, or the illusion of control. Because I want the whole world to see what you mean to me. What you did to me.”

She opens her palm. There’s a ring: thin platinum, black diamond set like a secret in the middle, nothing gaudy, nothing easy. She’s practiced this a hundred times alone in her office, but now she can barely hold the thing steady.

She looks up, meets Alandria’s gaze, and says, “Marry me.”

The words hang there, the only sound in the universe.

Alandria is frozen, eyes shimmering, breath stuck somewhere between sob and scream.

Jade says, “Let me belong to you. Every day. In every way.”

Alandria drops to her knees. The carpet burns her bare skin, but she doesn’t care. She’s shaking, tears streaking down her cheeks, hands trembling as she reaches for Jade.

Jade laughs, then cries, then laughs again. It’s not pretty, but it’s honest.

Alandria doesn’t take the ring at first. She just grabs Jade’s shirt, hauls her in, and kisses her hard, knocking both of them onto the floor and into the ruin of lunch. Jade’s hands find Alandria’s face, her hair, and then her waist, anchoring her in the moment.

They kiss like they’re the last people alive, like the city could vanish and all that would remain is heat, skin, need. Alandria’s tongue is hot and hungry, and Jade opens for her, lets herself be devoured.

When they finally break, Alandria’s face is wet and luminous. She looks at Jade, then at the ring, then at Jade again.

“I’m saying yes,” Alandria whispers, voice wrecked. “Obviously, I’m saying yes.”

Jade tries to slide the ring on, but her hands are shaking too hard. Alandria laughs, sobbing, and helps, guiding it onto her own finger, then holding it up to the light like a relic.

“Perfect,” Alandria says.

Jade kisses her again, softer this time, and they collapse together onto the rug, arms tangled, legs a mess. Alandria’s fingers trace circles on Jade’s wrist, and for the first time, Jade realizes her body isn’t braced for impact. She’s not waiting for the world to fall apart. She’s just there, held, wanted, safe.

THE END
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