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Chapter One
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Lux


Lux woke up feeling like her head was a desert, her entire body imprisoned with the dehydrated pain of a hangover from the night before. Warm yellow sunlight was streaming into the penthouse room through floor-to-ceiling windows, the world all blue skies and sunshine outside. But she would give anything to retreat back into darkness. She threw her forearm over her eyes quickly, as if she were allergic to the light. Anything and everything could have hurt her in that moment. She tried to swallow but her tongue was a sandpaper weight in the mouth.

“Water,” she groaned, helplessly reaching out around her. The only things her fingers found on the night table were some empty shot glasses and an opened bottle of silver tequila.

She wretched, throwing her torso over the side of the bed, a small string of bile shooting out of her mouth and splattering across the carpet.

“Shit,” she stirred, tossing herself through the twisted sheets on the bed. A quick squint made her realize she was completely naked. And then came the memory of the night before.

Plenty of tequila shots with her friends. A limo ride back to the hotel suite they were all staying in. A group of three beautiful women taking off their clothes and crawling into bed with her. Hands everywhere. Tongues tasting everything; booze, sweat, the honey between the legs of total strangers.

And for Lux Schroeder? It was just another night.

There was an emptiness to the room in that moment, after the memories of the night flooded back to her. A stark contrast to what had been just a few hours ago. But she preferred it that way. When the women she took to bed were gone in the morning. It saved her from the painful exercise of having to kick someone out. Of having to lie that she would call them sometime.

Plus her head was pounding in her skull, feeling two sizes too small, and the light felt like it was searing into her skin, and she still didn’t know where any of her damn clothes were.

Yes.

Things were much easier this way.

She stood up out of bed, moving slowly as the world around her spun on its axis. If she had any regrets it was definitely the extra tequila shots at the end of the night.

The compact drink chiller felt like it was an entire world away, but with careful steps she made it across the bedroom suite and yanked the door open, pulling out an ice-cold bottle of water.

“Thank god,” she murmured, taking a giant swig that made her cough for breath.

Her eyes scanned the room. Clothes. Clock. Oh god. It was eleven AM. She was supposed to meet her family for lunch in an hour.

What’s another missed lunch? she thought.

There was no way she could be around the smell of food right now, let alone sit through the nagging and complaining of her family members. It would just be one more onslaught of them telling her she wasn’t good enough for the family name and that she was one big disappointment that they wished they could be rid of. And her older sister, Cassandra, would no doubt be there to chime in and let her know about how great her luxury designer business was doing.

She loved Cassandra, had grown up practically sewn into her right hip, but it didn’t mean Cass didn’t like to gloat in her own personal glory. She would always say it was just to offer encouragement. An attempt to motivate Lux.

But it always felt like a cold slap in the face. It was hard to have jealousy and resentment for the sister her family clearly loved most. Thankfully, the Schroeder family name came with a mountain of money. She didn’t need to be successful when she could do whatever she wanted.

Yeah. Let them eat their lunch without her.

Lux walked across the room and dug into the suitcase that was mostly spilled out across a black leather couch. She fumbled for a minute until she found a pair of sweatpants and a basic blue tank-top and a set of new underwear and threw them all on.

Step one. Get dressed.

Step two. Drink more water.

Step three. Take a nap?

Her cell phone started ringing. Shit. It was, unsurprisingly, her mother. Lux grimaced and braced herself for the storm that was about to come rolling through.

“Hey, Mom,” she answered.

“Lux? Is that you?”

“Who else would it be, Mom?”

Her mother’s voice made an annoyed sigh. She could practically hear the eye-roll through the speaker. “Well, darling, you sound like a ghost.”

I feel like one, Lux thought to herself. “Well, it’s me. Listen, I’m not going to–”

Her mother’s shrill voice cut her off. “Now just what the hell have you gotten into this time? I thought your father and I talked to you about this partying nonsense. And yet here you are again, plastered all over the front page of the tabloids. Do you really not care about your family at all, Lux? What happened to make you so careless…this is just irresponsible!”

Lux pinched the bridge of her nose and plopped down on the bed. It was almost impossible to understand what her mom was trying to say through the bass drum beating shaking through her brain. “Mom, pause,” she said. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play coy with me,” Nancy said. “Are you too hungover to even listen to your mother? It sure looks like you had a good time last night. I hope it was worth it. Embarrassing your family like that.”

Lux took a breath and hit the speakerphone so she could open the news on her cell. A single search for Lux Schroeder brought up five news articles from the last three hours. She clicked the first one. A picture of Lux at the bar, her hands on one woman and her mouth on another. A second picture of a woman on her lap, grinding away, Lux’s hands on her breasts.

Oops.

“It was just a party, Mom,” she sighed. “A night out with some friends. These pictures make it look so much worse than it really was.”

Nancy scoffed. “The pictures are everything, Lux. We have a public image to uphold as a family. You can’t just go out in the city and make a trashy little whore out of yourself and expect there won’t be any repercussions.”

The words stung as they landed. She had spent her entire life being misunderstood, always living up to impossible expectations that her older sister seemed to succeed in without any effort on her part. Lux was the black sheep. The imposter. The daughter who didn’t deserve the family name. It was her greatest fear, and it always caused the most pain when she was reminded of just how true it was.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Lux tried to find her breath. Thank god for the hangover. If she wasn’t so dehydrated she just might have started to cry.

“I’m so tired of hearing you’re sorry,” Nancy’s shrill voice cut through the air. “You just go out and do it all over again. You don’t have any real remorse. It’s time you have a real chat with your father and I. Tomorrow morning. It’s time you start making some real changes.”

“Okay,” Lux said. “Tomorrow. I’ll be there.”

“And Lux?” Her mother asked. “If we don’t see change there’s going to be real consequences. I mean it this time.”

Before Lux could say another word the phone call ended. She stared at her phone screen, wishing she could disappear in that moment. It would make everything easier for everyone. No more lying to her one-night-stands. No more distressing her family. No more anything.

The overwhelming silence of the room was broken by a soft knock at the door.

“Yeah?” Lux called out.

“You finally awake?” Avery, her closest friend since childhood, peeked her head in the door.

Lux sat up in the bed and ran her fingers through her hair, tousling the dirty blonde strands. “Barely,” she said.

Avery walked in and pinched her nose. “God it smells like tequila and sex in here,” she smirked.

Lux laughed. “What can I say? It was a good night. Or at least, it was from what I remember.”

“Well there’s plenty of pictures on the internet to jog your memory if you need it,” Avery sat down on the edge of the bed, showing Lux one of the news articles opened on her phone.

Lux lifted her hand to shield herself from the images she had just looked at. “Yeah,” she sighed. “That’s what I’ve heard.”

“Shit,” Avery said. “Not from your Mom I hope.”

“Of course I heard it from her. I can’t do a damn thing in this city without her hearing about it within twenty-four hours. I have to go have a family ’meeting’ with them tomorrow.”

Avery reached over and patted her friend’s shoulder sympathetically. “You think you’ll actually get the boot this time?”

“No way,” Lux stood up and stretched. “They like to threaten to cut me off from the money, but they would never actually do it. If they think I bring them shame now they know how much worse it would be if they took it all away. I’d probably bring the Schroeder dynasty down in a single evening.”

“You know, what? I’ve always thought your parents were a little bit crazy. But you? You’re positively insane,” she teased.

“Where do you think I get it from?” Lux asked.

Avery started scrolling through her phone. “So what are the plans for tonight? There’s a party on The Hill…and another event downtown. Or we can just hop around to the clubs.”

Lux shook her head. “Nada for tonight. I have to be functioning in the morning for this meeting with my parents. I know I said they would never actually cut me off, but I at least have to pretend like I’m scared of their threats. Plus, Mom’s head would probably spontaneously combust if I didn’t show up.”

Avery’s face scrunched. “Disappointing, but I get it. I suppose one night off isn’t so bad.”

“Plus, you remember what tomorrow night is, right?” Lux asked. The blank stare on her friend’s face made her keep talking. “That gala for Midnight Garden, remember?”

“That’s right! I can’t believe you scored that deal.”

“Hey—me being at a party brings in more people, which brings in more money for their business. Plus, a women’s entertainment club is kind of the perfect brand deal for me. I can play business woman and party at the same time, which will hopefully calm my parents down.”

“Have your cake and eat it too, huh?”

“Exactly,” Lux grinned. “I’ll pick you up for the gala tomorrow night, okay?”

Avery nodded and went to the door. “I’m going to go grab some breakfast with that guy I met last night.”

“Is he still here?” Lux’s eyes widened.

Avery laughed. “Naked in bed. Right where I left him. My god, Lux, you should see the six pack this guy has. He's on my breakfast menu, if you know what I mean.”

Lux stuck her finger in her mouth playfully.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Avery waved her hand in the air. “I know it’s not your cup of tea. But he sure is mine.” She closed the door behind her.

Lux started picking up the clothes strewn across the penthouse suite and tossing them back into the overnight suitcase.

Pack.

Sneak out.

Pray to god you don’t hear the animal noises coming from Avery’s bedroom.

Sleep the rest of the day away.

It was an easy enough checklist. The worst part was thinking about what came next. Tomorrow. Meeting with her parents. Lying to their faces while they made her feel worthless. But she could handle an hour of torment if it meant she could continue living her life just the way she always had been.

She liked her status quo. And there was nothing that was going to make her change.


Chapter Two
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Sloane


Midnight Garden was buzzing with the anticipation of the biggest event the club had ever thrown. Workers were scampering in every direction; mopping the dark ebony wood floors, setting up tables with black linens and gold-rimmed glassware, making sure the bar that ran along the back wall was fully stocked, vacuuming the plush red velvet that lined the walls and the circular couches that were tucked into enclaves in the walls. The club was known for the privacy it provided its clients, dark hiding spots and private rooms where dancers and entertainers could bring pleasure and bliss to their patrons. But tonight was all about one thing: extravagance.

Sloane White was pacing the length of the expansive main room, running her fingers across the ornate floral designs carved into the wood panels on the walls, peeking beneath couch cushions, straightening the plum-colored curtains that were tucked neatly to the walls between the couches; accessible for guests to hide behind, should they want the added privacy.

Everything needed to be perfect. This was the biggest night of promotion in Midnight Garden’s history. Sloane liked the privacy of her club, and had always strived to keep an aura of secrecy about the venue. Both for her workers, ranging from bartenders to servers to private dancers and women who went on dates with their clients, and for the patrons who paid extravagant money to indulge themselves in their deepest and darkest of desires. But profits had started to fall in the last few months, marking a need for a new era for the company. And a looming threat to her position as owner and CEO.

Each morning brought on a new wave of panic, an anxious need to breathe new life into the club. And every night when she went to sleep she was burdened with an increased paranoia and creeping, numbing dread. Midnight Garden was her entire life. And she would do anything she could to save it.

She walked through a closed door at the back of the hall that entered into a wide rehearsal space. Wooden floors, walls covered in mirrors, poles and balance beams and silk slings and ribbons hung from the ceiling. Anything her girls needed to practice their routines. The room was filled now with all of the girls who worked for her, running through the motions yelled out in perfect rhythm by their instructor. Quinn was pacing back and forth, her bright hazel eyes scanning through the rows of bodies, her hands on her hips, her lips pulled into a thin and calculating line.

Sloane watched silently in the background, nodding her approval. Quinn taught them well.

“Keep your hips tight, Rachel,” she said to the closest dancer. Rachel nodded and straightened her torso as she dipped down to a seductive toe-touch.

Quinn walked across the studio space to meet Sloane, calling out commands as she went.

“The girls are definitely ready for this evening,” she said. “They’ve been practicing with me non-stop for a week straight.”

“Let them take a break if they need it,” Sloane answered. “I need them to bring their best to the event tonight.”

Quinn clapped her hands together sharply, drawing the girl’s attention to her. “Okay, ladies. That’s enough for now. Go take a break. Get a nap in. Eat. Hydrate. Whatever you need to do. And be back here at 6pm sharp. I need you all in your outfits and out of hair and makeup by nine o’clock.” Her sharp gaze trailed through the red, exhausted faces of her dancers. “Go on.” Silently the dancers began gathering their things and leaving the rehearsal room.

“You do a good job, Quinn,” Sloane said. “You always do. Thank you.”

Quinn’s rigid body released the stoic tension for just a moment as she reached forward and placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Tonight is going to be flawless,” she whispered. “The girls are ready. The venue is looking amazing. This party will be perfect. I just know it.”

“It has to be,” Sloane said. “There is no room for error.” Her eyes searched the other woman’s face for reassurance, and the comfort she was so desperately craving. A glimpse that someone else believed in her. That she wasn’t completely alone. “For any of us.”

“Sloane,” the door swung open and Midnight Garden’s PR representative strode through with powerful strides, her black hair bouncing around her shoulders.

“Jade.”

The other woman had a tablet in one hand and her cellphone in the other. Her curves were accentuated by a pair of tight black slacks and a black blouse tucked neatly into them. Everything about her was sleek and demanding. “We need to talk about tonight. I’ve been trying to find you all morning.”

“I could use the updates,” Sloane felt the weight of pressure crawling up her spine, pinching at the bridge of her nose, tightening her throat. That ever present monster that she couldn’t rid herself of. She turned to Quinn, “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Don’t forget to breathe,” Quinn whispered in support.

“We’ve run into a bit of a hiccup,” Jade led Sloane back through the doors and they found a space to sit at a high-top table in the corner of the main room. “To be completely honest with you, it’s much more than a hiccup.” Her red lips pursed. “It’s more like a goddamn earthquake.”

Sloane laid her hands on the smooth black tabletop, bracing herself. This was the worst possible time for any shit to the fan. “Just tell me.”

“It’s about that girl we hired for her appearance,” Jade said.

“Schroeder,” Sloane nodded. “What happened?”

“We always knew she was a gamble, of course. But her face is blowing up the tabloids this morning. She was apparently out getting very comfortable with a handful of women last night.”

Sloane’s face tightened. “I don’t see why that needs to be a problem. We already knew she was a risk before we set up the deal with her agent.”

Jade opened up one of the news articles on her tablet and slid it across the table. “The internet is going wild over this. And what it means for her family. It’s no secret that her parents aren’t exactly fans of her behavior.”

Sloane slid the tablet back to Jade. “You mean everyone in the city is currently talking about Lux Schroeder? Good. And we have her showing up to her event the exact same night. This is just more exposure for us. Every damn news outlet will be hovering outside of the club hoping to get a snapshot of her.”

Jade picked at her emerald-painted nails, taking a moment of silence before she pressed on. “You don’t think it will bring negative backlash to Midnight Garden? What if she does something stupid here. The last thing we need right now is bad attention.”

“The only thing that we need now is attention,” Sloane leaned forward. “Security won’t let her get carried away at this party, and I doubt she would be stupid enough to make things worse for herself. Listen, Jade, you work for us for a reason. You’re a public relations genius. Even if something does happen—and I’m quite positive it won’t—I trust that you’ll be able to spin anything in our favor.”

“You really want to put that much trust in a twenty-two year old celebutante? The future of Midnight Garden?”

“We don’t have a choice,” Sloane sighed. “You know how dire this situation is. We need money. We need publicity. This is exactly how we’re going to get it. The best thing about a twenty-two year old celebutante with nothing to lose is that they can be easily manipulated with money and fame. Used for exactly what we need. She doesn’t control this night, Jade. You do. We do. I’m not worried about this, okay? And the deal stands. All she has to do is show up tonight, have a little bit of fun, get her picture taken, and all we have to do is reap the rewards. Just stay ahead of it.”

“If you say so,” Jade pulled out her phone. “I’m going to call in some more security staff. Just to be extra cautious. We don’t need any camera crew sneaking in and cycling out a bogus story.”

Sloane nodded. “You can handle this.”

“I just hope tonight doesn’t turn into our downfall.”

Sloane leaned forward, her eyes flashing across the other woman’s face. “We’re already in our downfall. It’s time to climb back up to the top.” She stood from her chair and took a long breath, stabilizing herself. This wasn’t the time for doubts. This wasn’t the time to get scared. No. They were going to push forward. They were going to use all of the press surrounding Lux Schroeder to secure Midnight Garden’s future. Was it cruel? Maybe. But she would do anything for her club. And she had no reason to care about some rich, young socialite who was a little too reckless for her own good. She would use that to her advantage. And nothing and no one would make her feel bad for doing it.

This was the night that would secure her entire future. That would protect everything that she had worked her entire life for. Ruthless was just the name of the game.

“I need some fresh air.” She walked to the front doors of the club and stepped out into the cold air. The morning sun hit her face and warmed her skin and yet, still, she felt a numbing cold eating away at her from the inside out. It was an icicle chill that ran deep in her veins, swarming around her muscles, clamping against her skin. There was no escape.

Her mind wandered, slipping away into her deepest fears, until the image of Blair Lewis interrupted her thoughts. The very thing she was trying her hardest to push away. The woman that she had once thought she would marry. Start a family with. Grow old next to.

Now?

She was the woman who threatened everything. The same partner she had opened Midnight Garden with was now the very person trying to take it out of her control.

Losing profits at Midnight Garden didn’t just mean closing the doors and saying goodbye. It meant getting ousted from the CEO seat. It meant losing her shares, losing her say, losing her very goddamn name. The club would fall under new leadership, a new owner, a new face. The face of the very same woman that had shattered her heart.

She leaned against a light pole on the sidewalk, trying to catch her breath. Everything around her seemed to be blurring by, turning into hazy, amorphous blobs of light spectacles and sound. Bodies walking in and out of the club, carrying boxes of decorations and equipment for the event. Dancers fleeing to their taxis so they could get a brief respite before their big night. Her cell was buzzing in the back pocket of her pants, vibrating uncomfortably against her skin.

She clutched at her chest, willing more air to enter her lungs, praying for the rampant beating of her heart to settle back into a normal rhythm. Everything around her was breaking. And the darkness was creeping in. It was cold. So cold.

“Sloane!” Quinn’s voice broke through the chaos of her thoughts. “Sloane, are you okay?! You don’t look so good.” She was grasping her shoulders, helping to keep her from falling over where she stood. “Can I get some water over here? Here, let’s get you sitting down. Breathe, Sloane. God, her face is so white.”

More voices. Buzzing. Overlapping. Bursting against her eardrums. Quinn’s worried face was swimming in her vision, her eyes growing too big and suddenly, too small. Why did she look like that?

But before Sloane could question why the world around her was changing everything went black.


Chapter Three
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Lux


Lux swirled the last bit of her mimosa, watching the orange liquid rush around the sides of the glass. If only she had been able to have five more this lunch might not be so bad. But as it was, the air felt stiff in the restaurant, the starched linen tablecloths, the polished silverware, the fresh cut flowers packed into a vase at the center of the table, the hushed noise of old people in suits and summer dresses chattering over their drinks and their appetizers. And she? She was way too sober.

Her parents were both sitting across the table from her. Her father, Preston, was picking at the remainder of his omelet, his round and wrinkled face an uncomfortable shade of red as he stared down at his food. Her mother, Nancy, hadn’t touched a bite of her food or a sip of her ice water. Her thin eyes stared down the harsh bridge of her nose, burning holes into her daughter’s face, her thin lips warped into a scowl.

They had already talked about the how have things been, did you enjoy your golf trip, how is my sister – the basics that let them pretend like they were a happy family and this was just a regular old lunch date. But Lux was braced for the serious turn of conversation, the reprimanding from her mother, and the dejected silence of her father. Her only comfort came in the public space they were sitting in. They wouldn’t dare cause a scene in front of strangers. Which meant her mom only had a limited window to scold her.

“Lux,” Nancy finally said, her voice clipped. “It’s time we talk about your behavior.”

Her stomach tightened. She sat her drink down on the table and watched as her father leaned forward, his expression unreadable save the cold finality that he had perfected in board room meetings. And in that split second Lux realized one thing: this wasn’t like the other conversations. Preston was always present at these little meetings, but never involved. He always sat back, letting his wife act as judge and jury, a rock of silent support to her whims. Happy wife, happy life, was a motto he stood firmly behind.

“It was just a little bit of fun,” Lux’s voice crept nervously across the table. “The tabloids always take things to the extreme. It’s not as bad as it seemed, really. I have it under control.”

“Stop being foolish.” Her father surprised her by speaking. “You don’t have control over any of this. You barely have any control over yourself. This isn’t about control, Lux. This is about responsibility. A duty that you might not consider important to yourself, but one that you seem to blindly forget matters quite a deal to your family.”

“I don’t see how having some fun can be that big of a deal to the family,” Lux leaned back and crossed her arms, her defensive nature forming a hard exterior around her.

Preston’s fist hit the tabletop, making the silverware shake. Lux jumped in her seat. “God damnit, Lux. You’re twenty-two years old and you still act like a petulant twelve year old. Always wanting to have things your way.” Nancy put her hand on her husband’s arm, trying to soothe him. “We’ve given you everything you’ve ever asked for. And it’s not good enough, is it? It’s never enough. You have no respect for us. I won’t have it anymore. I’m tired of handing you everything in the world you could ever ask for, just for you to spit back in our faces.” His round cheeks were flushed a vibrant red when he finished speaking, the vein on his forehead protruding against his skin.

Lux felt suddenly very small in her chair. Like she had shrank down from a twenty-two year old woman to a five year old girl, afraid of her father’s scolding, and about to be sent to her bedroom. She felt her arms shaking and resisted the urge to claw her nails against her skin. Heat rose up from her chest and constricted around her throat.

Don’t. Cry.

“I can’t do anything right, can I?” She asked, her voice indignant. It was a constant tug-of-war, the precarious battle between wanting to be loved and cherished by her family, and wanting to lash out in anger and revenge every time they reminded her she was just one, big disappointment.

“You have one month,” her father answered with finality.

Her eyes blinked between the faces of her mom and dad. “One month for what, exactly?”

“One month to do something successful with yourself. With your time. With our money.” Preston leaned back in his chair, folding his thick arms across his barrel chest.

Lux jolted. “Have you lost your mind? What do you think I can do in just one month? You’re asking for me to do something impossible.”

Nancy leaned forward and made a small cough in the back of her throat. “We want to see you trying, dear. Four weeks is more than enough time to come back to us with a plan for your future. A plan for a business. Something.”

“Anything,” Preston interjected.

Nancy placed her withered hand on her husband’s shoulder and nodded solemnly. “We need you to have an actionable plan, Lux. And no more tabloid appearances.”

Lux felt the air shrink out of her lungs. “And if I can’t do it?”

“Then you’ll be cut off,” her father’s voice was final. “No more money. If you can’t handle yourself in a way that doesn’t make a mockery of your entire family, then you don’t deserve to continue living off of our name. I’m tired of paying for your mistakes.”

The threat crossed the table to Lux and wrapped around her throat in a tight squeeze. She had never taken her parents seriously. It was always just an act, pretending that she would do better, and letting them be angry and disappointed. Never with any real consequences outside of a scolding look of disapproval from her mother. But her father had never gotten involved before this. And the weight of his anger sat in her lap like a lead balloon.

“You’re serious,” Lux finally managed to squeak out.

Nancy leaned forward, taking control of the conversation away from her worked up husband. “We are. It’s time you take control over your life, Lux. If what you really want is to party your life away with random women and have your face plastered across every tabloid in the city then so be it. But it won’t be on our dime anymore.”

“What am I supposed to do in one month?” Lux repeated herself. It didn’t feel like enough time. An impossible mountain.

“That’s up to you,” Nancy raised a dark brow. “But I suggest you think long and hard about your future. Choose something that suits you. Something that you’re passionate about. Something that shows your father and I that you can leave all of this childish nonsense behind you. It’s time to grow up, Lux.”

Lux sank against the back of her chair, her eyes fixing on the pristine white table linen, unable to look at the faces of her parents. It had really, actually, and truly finally happened. How was she supposed to find a business venture in just a single month? When she hadn’t spent a second of her life working. Unless she counted the social exposures she did for companies. But that was just an easy way for access to high-profile parties for her and her friends. Nights spent drinking inordinate amounts of expensive alcohol all on the tab of whatever company had reached out to her. She didn’t actually do anything, besides show up and smile for a few pictures and shake a few hands.

“I guess I better get to work,” Lux felt robotic as she spoke and slowly stood up from her seat, still staring at the bright white of the tabletop. She couldn’t bear to look at her father. Or her mother. The two people who should have meant everything in the world to her, and yet were the same two people who had never accepted her for who she was. She was nothing more than a disappointment. She cleared her throat. “I’ll see you soon, then.”

***

“They did what?!” Avery stared across her bedroom at the door frame of her walk-in closet, where Lux was flying through hanger after hanger, trying to find the perfect dress for the night’s event.

“Exactly what I said,” Lux called back. “It was an actual threat this time, A. I don’t think I’ve ever seen my dad looking that angry before. Or red.”

Avery walked to the front of the closet and leaned against the entrance, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “What about the time you stole your boyfriend’s yacht? Surely that was worse.”

“You would think so,” Lux shook her head and tossed a bright red minidress onto the ground. “But no.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Lux rolled her head back and let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. I have no idea where to even start. But I need to figure out something. And fast. Can you even imagine? Me? Having to pay rent?” She scoffed.

Her best friend laughed. “We’ll figure it out, okay? I promise. I’ll even help you.”

“Why don’t you help me find a dress to wear?” Lux was still rummaging through the hundreds of dresses hanging in the closet.

Avery tapped at her chin and smirked. “I have an idea.”

“What?”

“How would you feel about a revenge dress?” Avery’s bright eyes flashed through the closet as she started to sort through the clothing. “One last little fuck you to your parents.”

Lux scooted to her friend’s side. “I love that idea. Just enough pushback to let them know how I feel, but not quite enough to actually get into trouble with them. You’re a genius, A.”

Avery pulled out a hanger. “Put this on.”

Lux slipped out of her clothes and into the short black dress, staring at herself in the floor-length mirror. It had strips of lace that revealed her skin underneath, a plunging neckline that showed more than it hid, and a slit up the side of her thigh that was a promise of danger. The expensive fabric sucked against her curves in all the right places, and was barely a dress at all—more a suggestion of one.

She breathed deeply and ran her fingers down the corset-cinched bodice. “This is perfect.”

Avery waved her hands in the air giddily. “You look like a fucking smokeshow, Lux. Perfect doesn’t even begin to cover it. It’s like this dress was made specifically just for you. Just for this night.” She grabbed Lux’s hair and pulled her long blonde hair to one side, dangling over one shoulder. “This is how you show the world who’s in control.”

Lux turned and grabbed Avery’s hands. It was the first moment all day that anyone had made her feel appreciated. Wanted. Seen. “I really couldn’t do any of this without you, A. Thank you.”

“You know I’m always here for you, Lux. But you don’t need me. You’re a bad bitch, remember? Now tell me you’re ready to get to this damn party. I think we both need a shot.”

“More like three shots,” Lux said. “I’m ready when you are.”

“I’m gonna go call our ride, okay?”

Avery left Lux standing in the bedroom-sized closet, staring at her reflection in the mirror. The dress really was perfect for her. Black and lacey and the right level of dangerous. A perfect photo opportunity to let her parent’s know she was, and would always be, the same exact Lux Schroeder she had always been. She was their daughter, whether they liked it or not. And she wasn’t going to hide in fear.

She was going to make this night the best night of her life.


Chapter Four
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Sloane


Her head felt like a firecracker had exploded inside of her skull.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Sloane?” Quinn was kneeling on the floor in front of the sofa Sloane had been laid out on. She held a glass of ice water, which she pressed gently into Sloane’s hands.

“I’m not sure about anything right now,” Sloane groaned and took the glass, sipping at the water. The couch she was on was red velvet, tucked neatly into one of the private rooms, the only light in the space coming from a Victorian-style lamp in the corner which coated the small space in a warm, violet hue. “What happened?”

“You passed out,” Quinn said. “It was really fucking scary. You were there one second and gone the next. Elliot from security carried you in here. It was only a few minutes, but god, it felt like a lifetime. I was so worried.”

Sloane clamped her eyes shut and pinched at the bridge of her nose. “The last thing I remember is going outside for some fresh air. God, my head is killing me.”

“I think you need to just stay in here a little bit longer. Here, put this on your head. It’ll help.” Quinn handed her a folded hand towel that had been dampened with cold water.

Sloane took it gratefully and laid it across her forehead. “I can’t stay in here. We have the party to deal with.”

Quinn grimaced. “Sloane. No. You aren't in any position to be running around right now. I need you to stay in here and recover." Quinn's face was stark white with worry. "I don't want anything to happen to you. And we certainly don't need you fainting in front of the guests."

Sloane jolted up to her elbows but was immediately sent back into the cushions by a wave of nausea and a crippling sharp pain that rocketed across her forehead. “Fuck.”

“Everything will be okay, Sloane. We’re ready." She set her hand on the other woman’s forearm. “We’ve got this. I promise.”

"What exactly am I supposed to do?" Sloane asked.

"Why don't you take a nap? Get some rest," Quinn braced herself to be screamed at. "We still have hours of set-up and finishing touches. I promise we can get this handled. And when you wake up it will be time for the first guests to arrive, okay?"

Sloane sighed. There was no point in arguing. And her head was pounding hard enough that she didn't even want to think about floral decorations, or how the bar was getting set up, or double-and-triple checking that the dancers all knew their routines. "Fine," she leaned her head back. "As long as you promise to wake me in a few hours."

"I will," Quinn breathed a sigh of relief. Without waiting for Sloane to come up with an excuse to argue she was up and shutting the door behind her.

Sloane slid down into the couch cushions and put the cold rag on her forehead, willing her thoughts to stop spinning so she could get some sleep. And with a little bit of luck she would be useful by the time the event began.

But when she finally fell asleep she dreamt of horrors. Midnight Garden catching fire, dancers tripping on their heels, bartenders spilling drinks, and all of it being caught on camera. A nightmare for the whole world to see.

***

For the second time that day, she awoke to Quinn kneeling in front of her. "Sloane?"

Sloane groaned and peeked her eyes open. Her head was still cramped and taught with a painful tension headache. "Is it time?"

"How are you feeling?" Quinn asked.

"Like shit," Sloane admitted. "How long have I been out?"

"A couple hours. Does your head still hurt? You don't feel woozy or anything, do you?" Quinn reached forward and dabbed the back of her hand against Sloane's forehead, checking for temperature.

"My head feels like I ran headfirst into a cement wall," she said.

"Maybe you should take a little more time in here," Quinn said. "There's still plenty of time before the party starts. Everything is going perfectly to plan, you don't have to worry."

Sloane sat up a little too fast and immediately pinched at the bridge of her nose, trying to stop the fireworks of pain popping right behind her eyes. "That might not be such a bad idea."

"I'll come get you once the guests start arriving, okay?" Quinn stood. "You won't miss anything important. Do you need anything? Some food or more water?"

“You know what I could use right about now?” Sloane’s eyes closed again. “A fucking pick-me-up. Something to take the edge off. That’s the problem here. Too much stress.”

“Well you’re in the right place for it," Quinn glanced around at the room they were in, knowing full-well what Sloane was hinting at. "Want me to get someone for you?”

It didn’t take long for Sloane to consider her options. “Yes. Quickly.”

Quinn stood up and walked to the door. “I’ll send someone in here for you.”

“Thanks, Quinn.” Sloane laid back against the couch, dabbing at her forehead with the rag. A wave of relief washed over her, knowing that she would soon be able to release all of the stress and tension that had been building up within her the last few days.

One of the perks of running Midnight Garden was that she got to enjoy the pleasure house as much as she wanted, free of charge. Staff was always allowed to partake in the services offered by the club, anything ranging from a lap-dance, to a sit-down conversation, to full blown intercourse.

There was only one rule. Staff had to be blindfolded to participate as a client. It kept up a boundary line, so no one could develop unnecessary crushes or hurt feelings when they had to work together on the next shift. And it kept her entertainers from feeling pressure whenever she sent for someone.

They didn’t have to fear their boss. She would never know which one was which. It was a perfect solution for her to find relief and human contact without ever signing up for a relationship. She was too busy to give any time to another person. Too busy to even try going to a club and finding a one-night stand. Her entire life was Midnight Garden. So why not enjoy the best part?

Sloane stood and quickly stepped out of her tight black pants, keeping the lace underwear on. For now. It wouldn’t take long until she took them off, but she liked the anticipation of working up to that point. Of letting another woman’s fingers press against the fabric and feel her heat. That tender moment when someone else’s fingers slipped them off over her hips. It was vulnerable. Intoxicating. Even thinking about it was getting her wet. She pulled a black satin blindfold out from the drawer of the end-table and fastened it around her head.

A knock at the door sent a wave of anxious desire fluttering through her veins and she clenched her hand around the armrest. “Come in,” she said.

“Oh,” a woman’s voice said. “I didn’t realize-”

“We don’t have a lot of time to play around,” Sloane interrupted. “I just want to get right to the good stuff.”

The room stayed silent for a few seconds until Sloane could make out the sound of footsteps crossing the carpet threshold. “What do you want me to do?”

“Be quiet,” she ordered. Even in the playroom she liked to be the boss. “This will be faster if we don’t speak. I only need you to do exactly what I tell you to.”

The small room felt alive as Sloane took a deep breath in. Vanilla. Honey. This woman smelled nice. Her skin buzzed with eagerness and her fingers twitched against the couch. She was ready to begin.

“Come kneel in front of me,” she said.

Being blindfolded may have been meant as a security practice for the staff, but Sloane relished in the state of total darkness. Having her eyesight taken from her heightened all other senses. Smell. Touch. Taste. She shifted on the couch, her thighs opening and her feet planting firmly against the carpet.

She could feel the body heat of the entertainer as she knelt before her, her body nearly close enough to touch. But she was being a good, obedient little pet to her whims. Waiting for her orders. Just the way Sloane liked it.

“Put your hands on my legs,” Sloane breathed. “I want to feel you climb up my body. Make me want you.”

The other woman’s fingertips slowly grasped atop each of her thighs, rubbing her dagger-tipped fingernails in slow, smooth circles against her skin.

“Like this?” The voice asked. Sloane could hear the damp click of her tongue against her lips.

“Keep going,” she commanded.

The hands slid further up her legs until her fingertips were at the lace-scalloped edge of her underwear. “Yes,” Sloane leaned back. “Feel me.”

Her legs shook as she felt the pressure of a thumb rubbing against her, sliding the fabric toyingly against her. The worker was good at her job, instinctual, responding to Sloane’s body language without needing direction. As Sloane arched back into the couch cushions the woman’s soft fingers pushed her panties to the side and slid between her lips.

“You’re so wet,” the voice said.

The fingers found her swollen bud and toyed with that tender flesh, swirling against that sweet spot. Slow, slow, fast, fast. A rhythm that matched the pounding of her heart. The heat that raced through her veins and had her stomach tightening into a firm knot.

“I need to feel you inside me,” Sloane’s voice rolled like low thunder past her clenched teeth, desperate to find that heavenly release that was tantalizingly close, so near it was making her brain feel like a fog, her entire body a haze of nothing but mounting ecstasy.

A single fingertip circled against her entrance, painstakingly slow, teasing.

“Please,” Sloane felt herself shudder.

The finger pushed inside of her and Sloane let out a deep moan as the other woman slipped another finger in her, pulsing against her walls, curling deep within her and stroking her pleasure spot.

“Is that what you want?” The voice asked.

Sloane’s muscles clenched, tightening in response to the pressure thrusting in and out of her body. Pleasure was wrapping itself around her like a sponge, soaking into her veins. Blinding all of her senses save the touch of the woman she could not see.

She reached her hands out and blindly grasped at the other woman’s arms. “Put your mouth on me,” she ordered, her voice grunting with fervent desire. She needed it. It was so close.

Her thighs were shifted as the other woman leaned forward. Sloane could feel her soft, velvet hair rush against her inner thighs. A wave of warm, wet heat of breath washed across her skin. And then she felt it. The woman’s tongue gently flicking back and forth against her folds. She cried out again, her neck sinking back against the couch, her fingers running through the woman’s hair, pulling her head closer to her. Hunger to feel the pressure inside of her was warping her thoughts, driving her to a frenzy of passionate lust.

A bolt of pleasure tore up her spine as she felt the woman’s tongue lick inside of her. Over the sound of her labored breathing she could hear the muffled sighs of pleasure as the woman lapped up her sticky, sweet juices.

“I need you to fuck me,” Sloane groaned. “Fuck me. Now. I’m so ready to come.”

“As you command,” the other woman whispered against her thighs.

Her fingers dropped to Sloane’s entrance once more and without hesitation drove inside of her, drilling her with wild, frantic pumps. Her tongue moved with expert precision up to the mound of her clit and her soft, pillowy lips wrapped around her flesh and tugged and sucked and flicked.

Sloane arched her back as the wave of heat clenched at her core, tightening her muscles, threatening release. Her fingers were still wrapped in the other woman’s hair, pulling her close while she thrust her hips at an upward angle, driving her pelvis up and down in short, grinding motions in rhythm with the beat of the fingers pulsing in and out of her core.

“Fuck,” Sloane cried. “Fuck, I’m coming.”

The wave of her orgasm slammed through her, her walls squeezing tightly around the woman’s fingers, her chest heaving as she fought for breath against the cascade of pleasure. She kept her hands against her pet’s head, letting the other woman’s mouth turn into soft, tender kisses against her swollen mound. Each touch of her silk lips invited a new burst of hot pleasure to shoot down to her toes and back up to her skull.

As the climax started to fade Sloane released the grip on the woman’s head. Her chest was still rising and falling as she panted in ecstasy. “Oh my fucking god,” she purred, her voice liquid honey in her state of euphoria. “You were magnificent. I wish I could ask which one of my workers you are … you deserve a raise.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” the woman’s voice answered. Her mouth was still hovering between Sloane’s legs, her breath a warm hug against her throbbing center. “I don’t suppose we can go for seconds? I’m a little hungry myself. And I’d like to see what that pretty little mouth of yours can do.”

Sloane paused and considered removing the blindfold. Everyone knew the rules. And no one had ever dared to talk like that to her before. Sloane was the master of all. The mistress of Midnight Garden. She didn’t do favors for her workers.

But the sound of the door opening made her lose all concentration.

“Oh-oh, shit. I’m so sorry,” one of the club’s entertainers stared at the two women with nervous fear widening her eyes. She was just lucky Sloane was still under her blindfold. “I thought I was supposed to be here…Quinn said you needed some company.”

“Leave,” Sloane ordered. “Now.”

Delilah was quick to close the door.

Heavy silence filled the private room as Sloane considered what exactly this meant. Whoever had just eaten her out shouldn’t have been with her at all. Her heart was pounding against her chest as she slipped the blindfold off her face.

Her breath caught in her throat. Kneeling on the ground between her legs was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Shining blonde hair curled around her cheeks, her arctic gray-blue eyes, shrouded in danger, were staring up at her.

“Who are you?”

The other woman smiled mischievously. “Lux Schroeder. Who are you?”

“Sloane White. I’m your new boss.”

Fuck.


Chapter Five
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Lux


Lux hadn’t stayed in the room long enough for Sloane to say another word.

Her head was spinning as she walked out of the private room, her heart still racing from the entire encounter. She had been told to find the PR rep, Jade, and that she was waiting in a room for her at the back of the club. It was supposed to be a quick meeting, a lot of this is what you’re going to do, these are the pictures you need to take, and these are the people you need to meet. And instead? There had been a gorgeous redhead sitting blindfolded on a couch, her pale legs spread, those black lace panties just asking to be removed.

And getting bossed around like that? It had thrilled something deep and animalistic within her. A pounding desire to fulfill that strange woman’s wishes, and bring her to orgasm just from the flick of her tongue. The entire moment had been intoxicating. Dangerous. Sexy. She had never been one to say no to a good time.

But she hadn’t expected that woman to be the owner of Midnight Garden. She could feel the small amount of power she had quickly slipping out of her fingertips. This night was supposed to be about propelling her in the right direction with her parents. To set up some semblance of a plan to take back to them so they didn’t boot her from the family bank account.

But the softness of her skin, the sweet perfume of her thighs, the honeysuckle taste of her, the way her hands had gripped into her hair and pulled her in for more. It played over and over again in her mind. And she wanted to go back for more.

Did I just fuck everything up? she wondered as she crossed the room quickly, finding the first cocktail server she saw and quickly snatching a glass of pink champagne off the tray in his arm.

“Lux!” Avery rushed up to her side and grabbed her by the arm, whispering under her breath. “Where have you been? Some woman named Jade has been asking for you.”

Her friend paused and leaned her head back, eying Lux suspiciously. “Are you okay? Your face is so red.” She sighed. “Don’t tell me you’re already drunk.”

“No, not at all,” Lux blinked, trying to register everything that had just happened. “I went to meet Jade, and, I don’t know, A. The craziest thing just happened. And I think I really messed up.”

Avery’s eyebrows shot up. “What are you talking about? What happened?”

“There was a woman in the room,” Lux said. “She was blindfolded.”

“What?!”

Lux hushed her friend and whispered, “I know. She told me what to do, and jesus, A, she was fucking hot. I couldn’t help myself.”

“Did you just get fucked in a private room?” Avery asked.

“Not exactly,” Lux shook her head. “I ate her out. I did what she told me to do. I thought, why not, right? We’re here to party, aren’t we? Except for one big fucking problem. She’s the owner of Midnight Garden.”

Avery’s jaw dropped. “No. Fucking. Way.”

“I swear I had no idea,” Lux took a big swig of her drink and glanced around the room, wondering if she was being watched at that very moment. Would Sloane kick her out? Ruin the whole event? But the redheaded goddess was nowhere to be seen.

“That’s not so bad right?” Avery asked. “I mean…maybe she’ll become a repeat client,” she laughed.

“Don’t tease,” Lux said. “I’m so nervous right now I can barely stand it.”

At any second the whole event could be taken away from her. And if she got removed from the club the paparazzi would have a field day and she would end up in yet another tabloid the next morning. She needed to make things right. But how?

Interrupting all of her thoughts and concerns, a woman appeared in front of them, her bright blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail and her eyes cutting like daggers from behind the layers of smoked out black eyeshadow. Shit.

Lux only had a moment to register who the woman was. Rachel. A woman who had left a bar with them and gone back to her penthouse suite a few weeks ago. It was hard to pinpoint their experience exactly—Lux flew through them with reckless abandon. But based on the death stare coming out of the other woman’s face, Lux knew exactly where this was going to go.

“You think you can just ghost me?” The woman’s voice was shrill and grating, cutting above the sound of the music that filled the club.

“Rachel,” Lux took a breath.

“You think I’m just some random nothing girl that you can just toss into the trash when you’re done with her?” Rachel yelled, her voice rising to a screech like nails on a chalkboard.

Lux opened her mouth to answer her, to calm her down, but before she could even attempt to diffuse the situation Rachel’s hand flung forward, the drink in her hand splashing down the front of her dress. The cold liquid quickly soaked into the black fabric, clinging to her skin and sending a shock of cold down her spine.

The room seemed to freeze, held in time, the music and chatter of the guests and workers dying to a low buzz as Lux stood there, dripping wet and stunned into total silence. There was the noise of someone gasping, and then, her worst nightmare: the rapid clicks of cameras taking a million pictures all at once. Capturing the moment of her surprise and shame eternally.

For a split second, Lux’s mind went blank. Totally empty. And then a wave of red-hot anger and burning embarrassment flared from deep within her chest. Before she could react, the bodies of two very men in black security suits swooped in. They grabbed Rachel, who struggled helplessly against their bulging arms.

“Don’t touch me!” She shrieked.

“It’s time to go,” answered the booming voice of one of the men. Rachel’s frail attempts did nothing to stop them as they lifted her by the arms and escorted her down the length of the club and out onto the city sidewalk.

Avery quickly handed Lux a napkin. She blotted the tissue at her face and chest, blinking back the hot fury of threatening tears, fighting through the anger broiling within her and regaining her composure. But the damage was already done. The photos had already been taken. And she knew one thing was certain: her face would be hitting the tabloids again the next day.

This was exactly the kind of scandal her parents wanted her to avoid. The embarrassment that they so frequently reminded her that she was to them. It wouldn’t matter to them that she hadn’t done anything wrong in the moment. The pictures would be there, covering the headlines. Irrefutable proof that she had once again messed up.

“Lux.” A voice cut through the excited chatter of the club. The sound was soothing but low and commanding. Familiar. She turned and was standing face to face with the redhead from the private room. Only this time there was no blindfold. For a brief second she was caught in the brilliant stare of the woman’s gaze. Sparkling emeralds stared down at her.

Sloane.

Her stomach dropped like an anvil. “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t mean for any of that to happen. I had no idea she was going to be here,” she stammered, suddenly feeling vulnerable and weak.

“This isn’t quite the photo opportunity I had hoped you would bring,” Sloane’s reprimand cut like a knife. Her expression was cold, unreadable. “Midnight Garden is not a joke for your silly affairs.”

“I can fix it,” Lux blurted out, desperate to make things right. For Sloane. For Midnight Garden. For her family and her uncertain future. But what shocked her most in that moment was that her first instinct was to prove things to the commanding woman standing in front of her. Sloane’s disappointment stung in a way that she hadn’t expected.

“Come with me,” Sloane said. “We need to talk,” she glanced around. “Without any cameras.”

Lux swallowed. “Okay.” She followed the other woman back across the length of the club, until they reached a pair of black-lacquered double doors that led into a large office space.

The room I should have met Jade in, earlier.

Sloane closed the doors behind them. “Take a seat.” She walked around a wide, red oak desk and sat in a large, green velvet chair.

Lux quietly sat in the black chair opposite of the desk. The room was hardly decorated. The chairs, the desk, a large armoire in the corner with ornate designs carved into the wood—naked women, peaches, whips. She pulled her eyes away from the cabinet. It wasn’t the right time to wonder what treats were hidden away in there. Though it was nearly impossible not to imagine stripping out of her dress and bending over the desk, letting Sloane run the length of a whip across her bare ass, what it would feel like to have the other woman inside of her.

Sloane broke her wandering thoughts and brought her back to the present. “Midnight Garden does not operate in the business of childish drama,” she said. “We don’t need this kind of attention. I’m sure you don’t either.”

The words stung. Perhaps more than Sloane had meant them to. But it was true. The last thing Lux needed right now was more drama.

She took a deep breath, trying to collect her thoughts. She needed a solution. Now. “I have an idea,” she spat out before she could even stop herself.

Sloane studied her carefully for a moment, her expression still guarded, her face a perfect porcelain mask. “I’m listening.”

“I need more time to figure out all of the details,” she was talking as fast as her mind was formulating a plan—of which, she had none. “But I think we can work together. Help each other out.”

“And what makes you think I need your help with anything?” Sloane seemed offended. “It seems to me like you’ve caused enough damage for one night. I should ban you from the club entirely.”

“I know your situation,” Lux pressed back, determination fueling her. “My publicist told me all about the underworkings with your business. You’re worried it’s starting to fail, aren’t you? That you might lose control?”

Sloane’s hands tightened on the desk and she leaned forward, her eyes flashing with acidic green poison. “I have full control over my club, Ms. Schroeder. I suggest you think long and hard about the next thing you say to me.”

“I’m not trying to threaten you,” Lux leaned forward, persistent. This was her one shot. To bring a solution to her parents. Sloane wasn’t a distraction. She was her answer. “I think your PR rep has a bigger mouth than you think.” Lux took a breath. This was it. “And I know how we can both win.”

The tension in Sloane’s body heightened for a terrifying second and Lux wondered if she was about to be thrown out of the club for good. But to her surprise, and joy, the other woman relaxed back into her chair and asked, “What exactly is your proposition?”

Lux took a deep breath, steadying herself. She still didn’t have all of the answers, but the idea was there, brewing just below the surface. And suddenly, her mouth moved faster than her brain, spilling out the details of a strategy. One that, to Sloane’s understanding, would help bring positive attention to Midnight Garden. And one that, without Sloane’s knowledge, would be the perfect plan to take back to her parents.

There was no point in giving up her power in this situation. She knew that Midnight Garden was in financial trouble, which gave her an extreme bargaining advantage. Power over Sloane. And there was no reason Sloane needed to know how serious her own situation was. How close her parents were to cutting her off from everything she had ever known.

Secrets never hurt anyone.

After Lux was done laying out her proposal, Sloane stood up from her chair. “Ms. Schroeder,” her eyes darted up and down Lux’s body, devouring her in a single, hungry stare. “I’ll be in touch.”


Chapter Six
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Sloane


The boardroom was quiet, save for the hum of the air conditioner and the occasional rustle of papers as Sloane’s team reviewed the aftermath of last night’s fiasco. Photos of Lux, drenched in spilled champagne and stunned into silence, had circulated on social media all morning. Every new like, share, and comment amplified the drama and spread the word of Midnight Garden’s high-profile disaster.

Sloane was scrolling through the comment sections, wincing at the shame this incident had brought onto her company’s lap. The exact opposite of everything they had been trying to do. Jade sat next to her, arms crossed tightly across her chest, her eyes narrowed into the distance. Quinn and Elliot exchanged concerned glances. Everyone was waiting for her to speak first. But where would she even begin?

Sloane took a steadying breath and looked at each of the faces seated around her.

“Does anyone have any plans on how to move forward?” Her question hung in the air as she closed the laptop in front of her. Thoughts of the plan she had arranged with Lux were swirling through her mind. But now was the time to let her team speak. Let them sweat it out first. Before they turned around on her and acted like she was crazy. The proposition she had in her back pocket was insane—a far-fetched, wild dream. But Lux had made it sound promising. And she wasn’t about to give up her fight to keep her business.

“Damage control,” Jade started, breaking the silence. “We’re wading waist-deep in shit from this mess. The press and public media are having a field day. And, frankly, we look reckless. Ms. Schroeder’s antics have put an ugly smear on Midnight Garden. We need to move away from her. Publicly.”

Quinn nodded in agreement. “And I’ll say this: security should have stepped in sooner.” Her eyes shifted to Elliot next to her as she continued. “That woman—Rachel? She should never have been allowed to throw that drink in the first place. How was someone that volatile even allowed into our party?”

“I was there the moment she started causing a scene,” Elliot protested. “We handled her fast. Problem was the cameras. Everyone was too focused on getting the perfect shot of the incident. No one got into this party without an invitation. Security wasn’t the problem here.”

“There are problems that stemmed from every angle,” Sloane interrupted. “I care a lot less about how we got here, and a lot more about how we navigate moving forward. The damage has already been done. We need to protect ourselves from whatever comes next.”

Jade pressed her palms against the conference table. “The last thing we need is any more chaos. I suggest we issue a public apology for the incident and make a charitable donation—something to show we’re accountable. And apologetic. Ms. Schroeder’s behavior aside, the media can’t get enough of this kind of story, and we need to show we’re above it.”

Sloane’s mouth tightened. “While I agree in theory, I need to be blunt: we can’t afford any donations right now, even as damage control.”

Jade looked shocked. “Then how are we supposed to steer this in a positive direction?”

Sloane leaned back, allowing a brief pause to settle over the room before delivering her next statement. “I spoke with Ms. Schroeder last night. She proposed a plan that could help Midnight Garden. And I would like to see it through.”

The room stilled as everyone’s gaze landed on Sloane. Jade looked especially wary.

Quinn shifted in her chair. “You want to take on a plan proposed by…Lux Schroeder? The very woman who got us into this mess?” she asked, an edge of disbelief in her voice.

“Yes,” Sloane replied. “She offered to host a charity event here. She’ll coordinate with her family’s foundation to raise funds and pay for everything, while simultaneously the Schroeder family endorsement would expose us to the richest families in the city. This would be an event unlike any we’ve ever had. The outreach and resources from her family name alone would allow us to put the club back on its feet.”

Jade looked outraged. “Are you serious? Sloane, Lux’s name is synonymous with scandal. Just look at what happened last night! You’re really going to trust her with the reputation of Midnight Garden? Forgive me, but you sound insane.”

Sloane held Jade’s gaze firmly. “The point is to use Ms. Schroeder’s influence in a positive way. Yes, she’s trouble—no one’s denying that. But with her involved, we’d have access to resources that our company sorely needs. We can use her reputation and outreach to our advantage. Line our pockets with the money of these people who would otherwise never notice us. But we won’t let her run wild; we’ll control the narrative.”

Elliot chimed in, his brow furrowed in thought. “It’s risky, but it could be the kind of attention we need if it’s framed right.”

Jade shook her head, clearly unconvinced. “If this backfires, it’ll be on us, Sloane. You can bet Lux won’t be the one holding the bag if she messes up.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Sloane said coolly. She could feel the weight of everyone’s silent judgment but pressed on. “She’ll work with us closely, and we’ll maintain control of the event. I’ll be meeting with her tonight to iron out the details.”

“Why did you even ask us if we have a plan?” Jade sputtered, standing up from her chair with indignation. “You clearly have it all mapped out. What we say hardly seems to matter at this point.”

Sloane took a sharp inhale. “I’m going to do whatever I need to do. My only goal is saving this business. So if that means I have to put up with a snot-nosed, arrogant little girl I’ll do it—because she has hands on her daddy’s business card.”

“Well let it be on the record that I think this is a horrible idea,” Jade answered sorely.

“I promise,” Sloane leaned forward. “To take full responsibility of this plan. Whether it works or not. But hear me when I say this: it’s going to work.”

Quinn shifted slightly, concern flashing in her eyes. “Just…be careful, Sloane.”

Sloane met Quinn’s gaze and gave a small nod. “Noted. But for now, we’re moving forward with her plan. Midnight Garden needs the financial boost—and the chance to prove we’re more than just a target for tabloid drama.”

The room fell into a heavy silence. One by one, the team voiced cautious agreement, though Jade’s disapproval lingered in the air long after the meeting had ended.

***

Later that evening, Sloane found herself sitting at a dimly lit table in an upscale Midtown restaurant, a sanctuary of shadows and murmurs—perfectly suited for the charged conversation that lay ahead. Lux slipped into the booth across from her, stunning as ever, an almost defiant elegance wrapped around her like armor. It was as though the scandal of the night before had only made her stronger, her eyes bright with both mischief and resolve. A dangerous combination.

Sloane swallowed, focusing on the sleek lines of the menu in her hands to anchor herself. Finally, she cleared her throat. “I spoke with my team about your proposal,” she said, her voice steady but her gaze unrelenting as it met Lux’s. “We’re moving forward with the charity event. Midnight Garden needs a fresh start, and you…” She paused, letting her words settle like a challenge. “…let’s just hope you don’t disappoint me.”

A satisfied smile crept across Lux’s lips. “I knew you’d see reason. This is going to be… amazing.” She leaned forward, eyes alight with excitement. “For everyone involved.”

“Good,” Sloane replied, though she kept her tone clipped, businesslike. She needed to stay composed, especially with Lux looking at her like that, with something just shy of amusement in her eyes. “But this has to be strictly business.”

The woman across from her leaned back in her seat. “I like to mix my business with pleasure,” she ran her fingertip across her silky lips and Sloane felt the muscles in her thighs tighten. “From time to time.”

Sloane inhaled sharply, her eyes narrowing on Lux’s face. It was hard not to think about that face staring up at her from between her legs, her mouth still red, her thin chest panting.

Stop it, she ordered herself silently. There would be no crossing the line from business into pleasure. Her entire livelihood was on the line. It didn’t matter how good Lux had felt pressed up against her.

Her body stiffened in resolve. “Last night…stays in the past. This is about Midnight Garden and our business arrangement. Nothing more.”

Lux’s mouth curved into a slow, knowing smile, one that made Sloane’s pulse quicken despite her best intentions. “Strictly business,” she murmured, her tone teasing, eyes sparkling with that familiar fire. “Understood.”

Sloane hesitated, caught off guard by the intensity between them. The undeniable spark. And for a beat, she forgot why she’d come here—forgot the threat looming over her club and the stakes that had driven her to meet with Lux in the first place. When she finally tore her gaze away, she drew in a shaky breath and tried to steady herself.

“You know what’s at stake here, right?” Sloane asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Lux’s expression softened, an unexpected glimmer of vulnerability slipping through her confident façade. “I’m aware. I have my own challenges,” she paused. “This will benefit us both. It can’t fuck up.”

Sloane felt the weight of Lux’s words—and the truth behind them. They were both standing at a precipice, each needing the other more than they cared to admit. She reached across the table, taking Lux’s offered hand. The brief handshake was electric, charged with a tension that spoke volumes. The kind of connection that was both invigorating and forbidden.

“Now,” Sloane said, her voice a bit steadier, as she released Lux’s hand, “I’ll coordinate with Jade to get the plans moving. You’ll have the initial list of tasks by tomorrow.”

Lux’s grin was nothing short of wicked. “I look forward to it.”

The words were a mirror to what Sloane had said the night before, and the glint in Lux’s eyes made a wave of ice chill her bones, replaced immediately by a wash of wildfire heat. Hot and cold at the same time.

This was a dangerous game. But she didn’t see any other way out.

They finished their meal, and when it was time to leave, Sloane forced herself not to look back. She could feel Lux’s gaze on her as she walked away, that unspoken, lingering tension binding them like a thread she couldn’t quite break. But she reminded herself, with each step, that she was in control.

At least, for now.

***

Back in her penthouse, Sloane slipped off her heels, feeling the cool floor against her feet as she poured herself a generous glass of wine. She took a slow, indulgent sip, savoring the momentary peace as she sank into her leather desk chair. It had been a day—the kind that left an imprint, like a bruise she couldn’t quite shake. Just as she exhaled, her computer pinged with a new email.

Her gaze flicked to the screen, and her heart gave a small, sharp jolt.

Blair.

Hello, Sloane, the email began, as though this was nothing more than a friendly note. I’ll be coming by Midnight Garden soon, just to check in on things. I trust all is well? Looking forward to reconnecting and ensuring that the club is still running at its full potential. As you know, I have a vested interest in its success.

Sloane’s grip tightened around her mouse, her knuckles paling as she read those words again, feeling the venom woven so skillfully into Blair’s casual tone. This wasn’t a simple check-in; it was a warning, a reminder. Blair had been lurking, biding her time, waiting for the perfect opening to swoop in and claim what Sloane had worked so hard to protect.

But no. Sloane had come too far, poured too much of herself into Midnight Garden to watch Blair walk in and take it all away. With Lux’s proposal now in motion, she had a plan—one that could be her salvation. Blair wouldn’t have the satisfaction of watching her fail. Midnight Garden was hers, and hers it would stay.

She set her wine glass down, feeling a surge of resolve harden within her. Leaning forward, she began typing a reply, each word calculated, sharpened, chosen with precision to remind Blair just who she was dealing with.

As she hit send, a fierce, defiant smile tugged at her lips.

I look forward to it, she thought, letting that deliciously dangerous thrill wash over her again.


Chapter Seven
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Lux


Lux stepped into Midnight Garden with her heart pulsing in her throat. The early evening air buzzed around her, and she felt the energy of the club even from Sloane’s empty hallway. Midnight Garden was her new battlefield. With her heels echoing down the empty corridor, she made her way toward Sloane’s office, feeling the heat of anticipation and something else—a sense of defiance that kept her spine straight and her steps steady.

A small smile played on her lips as she reached Sloane’s door, already ajar, the faint glow from within casting a sliver of light across the floor. She pushed the door open without knocking, stepping in to find Sloane already seated at her desk, bent over a stack of papers. Lux noted the slight crease between Sloane’s brows as she worked, her concentration so intense that she hadn’t yet registered Lux’s arrival.

Lux leaned against the doorframe, her lips quirking up with mischief. "Am I interrupting?"

Sloane’s head snapped up, her stormy eyes locking on Lux's with a look that was both startled and intrigued. "Not at all," she replied coolly, her tone all business. But Lux didn’t miss the flicker of something warm—anticipation?—in her gaze.

“Good.” Lux sauntered in, taking a seat across from Sloane. “Didn’t want to wait too long for your…company.”

Sloane’s eyes narrowed, though Lux detected a faint blush beneath her poised demeanor. "We’ve got a lot to go over. So thank you for being on time."

Lux let her gaze linger on Sloane for just a moment longer, the attraction between them a low hum that charged the air. She could play coy for hours, but this was business. And she wasn’t here to derail Sloane’s plan—at least, not entirely.

“Anything I can do to help,” she replied smoothly, her voice just teasing enough. “But I'm sure you already knew that.”

Sloane gave a tight nod, but before she could respond, the office door opened again. Jade entered, her expression steely, followed closely by Quinn, who shot Lux a quick, wary glance. Lux straightened in her seat, shifting gears as the reality of the situation sank in. This wasn’t going to be a casual discussion—this was Midnight Garden’s last-ditch effort to save face. And it was starting now.

Jade wasted no time, her arms crossed as she leaned against the wall, eyes trained on Lux with open suspicion. “Alright,” she said, her voice clipped, “let’s talk about the fiasco from the other night. The night that you were supposed to come in and help us get some publicity. And I guess you succeeded. Yet not quite in the way we had hoped. Midnight Garden is all over the tabloids—and it’s not flattering.”

Quinn nodded. “Photos of you covered in champagne were circulating within an hour, Lux. It wasn’t exactly the image we were hoping for.”

Lux felt the prickle of embarrassment creeping up her neck, but she forced it down. This was her mess, and she had to own it. She kept her tone steady, her gaze fixed on Jade.

“First, let me apologize,” she began, her voice calm but earnest. “To all of you. I know that party was…a disaster.” Her gaze flicked to Sloane. Not all of it had been a disaster. As heat rose up the sides of her neck she quickly shifted her gaze back to Jade. “But I think we can all agree that my family’s foundation has the resources to clean it up. And I’m not talking about a few statements in the press or a social media blackout. I’m talking about something tangible. Real.”

Jade crossed her arms even tighter. “Go on.”

Lux leaned forward, letting the weight of her words settle over the room. “I’ll hold a charity event here. A fundraiser under the Schroeder Foundation’s name. We’ll make it a glamorous, star-studded night with the wealthiest families in the city. They’ll be donating, of course, but their very presence will speak volumes. That kind of crowd…they’re not the kind who show up to a trashy club. They’re the kind who support a sophisticated, prestigious establishment.”

Quinn nodded thoughtfully, but Jade still looked unconvinced.

“You’re asking us to trust you, Lux,” Jade said sharply, her skepticism cutting through the room. “And forgive me, but I’m not there yet. What if it goes wrong? Or worse—what if you can’t deliver?”

Lux held Jade’s stare, her chin lifting defiantly. “I understand why you’re cautious, but my family has been part of this city’s upper echelon for generations. I can guarantee we’ll deliver. And if anything goes wrong, I’ll personally handle it.”

“The way you handled things the last time?” Jade spat.

Sloane lifted a finger to still the impending fight brewing in the room. “Let’s not forget that was all started by a troubled bystander and wasn’t exactly Ms. Schroeder’s fault.”

Jade’s outrage flew to Sloane, her eyes shooting daggers. “And it wouldn’t have happened at all, if she hadn’t been here.”

“But it did,” Sloane cut her off. “We can’t change the past. We can only move forward. And this is exactly what we’re going to do. Are you going to help us with this? Or keep bickering like a petulant child? Because I don’t have the time to put up with any more antics. We have work to do.”

Jade let out a sigh, glancing at Sloane. “I’ll start on a PR task list, then. Just in case.”

Sloane gave her a small nod of approval, her expression softening as she looked back to Lux. But when she spoke, there was a new tension in her voice, a seriousness that made the room go still.

“There’s one more thing I would like to add to this proposal,” Sloane said, her gaze steady on Lux. “Something I’ve been considering as a way to not just recover, but reshape our image.”

Lux’s curiosity piqued, and she leaned forward. “What is it?”

Sloane hesitated, her eyes flicking between Lux and Jade before finally locking onto Lux’s. “I think we should go public. As a couple.”

A stunned silence fell over the room.

“A… couple?” Lux repeated, half-laughing, half-shocked.

“Yes.” Sloane’s gaze remained unflinching. “The media’s perception of Midnight Garden would shift instantly. You’re known as a scandalous figure, Lux, and I’m known as the no-nonsense businesswoman. Together, we’d create a new narrative—one of redemption. A relationship between us would be the headline that distracts everyone from the chaos. It would show that you’re serious, grounded. And it would reinforce that Midnight Garden is worth saving.”

Jade’s face contorted with disbelief. “This is absolutely insane, Sloane. You’re asking us to pretend that the very person who caused this mess is…your girlfriend?”

Sloane turned to Jade, her voice unyielding. “Yes, because we need to think about what it would mean for the club. The benefits would outweigh the risks. Think about the increased media interest, the new clientele, the alliances we could form. And if it’s framed properly, no one would question it.”

Jade shook her head, her voice rising in frustration. “You’re gambling our reputation on a lie! What if it all blows up? What if you can’t control the story? One slip, and it’ll be a PR nightmare.”

“We’re controlling it by taking charge of the narrative,” Sloane countered. “If we manage this properly, no one will ever know it’s fake. We’ll outline terms and keep everything transparent between us. The arrangement would benefit everyone involved.”

Lux watched the back-and-forth, feeling a strange thrill in her chest. This was risky. Absurd, even. But it was bold, and she liked bold. Very much.

Lux couldn’t deny the thrill curling through her. This whole idea was audacious. A fake relationship? The idea was absurd, reckless even—and that was exactly why Lux found herself drawn to it. The part of her that craved excitement, that enjoyed the sensation of the world on a knife’s edge, was awakening, eager and exhilarated. She lived for moments like this, moments when the unexpected shattered her expectations, leaving her with nothing but the desire to jump headfirst into the unknown.

She tried to imagine herself standing beside Sloane at some glossy, high-profile event, photographers capturing them together, all eyes on them. Would people really believe it? Would she believe it? Lux's chest tightened as she pictured the scene—the two of them sharing glances that had to look real, convincing enough to make the world believe they were something more than business associates or a cautious truce. No one had ever asked her to play a part this serious before, to reshape herself in such a drastic, calculated way. Yet Sloane was asking her, and in a strange way, Lux felt both honored and wary. It was a bold move—and if it worked, a brilliant one. But if it fell apart, if even one piece slipped…

But that was the thrill, wasn’t it? Lux had spent years ducking the press, slipping in and out of scandals, all at the consternation of her family while she laughed off expectations and refused to be tied down. Now, she was considering not only letting someone in but letting them set the terms of her own story. The idea unsettled her and yet exhilarated her at the same time. She could feel the heat in her cheeks, her pulse pounding with a heady mixture of defiance and curiosity. What would it feel like to be tethered to Sloane—intellectually, emotionally, and, at least publicly, intimately?

She glanced at Sloane, her pulse quickening. “And what exactly would this…arrangement entail?”

Sloane’s gaze softened, her tone turning almost conspiratorial. “It means we go to events together. We’re seen out, maybe even photographed. We make statements to the press when necessary—subtle, but enough to show we’re serious. We’d be a couple in the public eye. Midnight Garden gets the exposure, and you get a chance to reshape your image.”

Lux considered this, biting her lip. “And if people dig deeper? What if someone calls our bluff?”

“They won’t,” Sloane replied, her voice steady. “We just need to play it smart. Maintain a certain level of distance in private and control how much they see. This is about public appearances, nothing more.”

Jade’s mouth twisted in disdain. “This is a recipe for disaster. Mark my words, Sloane. It won’t end well.”

Lux smiled, her voice calm but insistent. “With all due respect, Jade, you don’t know me.”

Sloane glanced between the two of them, then leaned toward Lux, her expression fierce. “Are you willing to do this?”

Lux hesitated only a moment before nodding. “Yes. I think this could be exactly what I—what we—need.”

Jade scoffed, looking away. “Fine. But don’t come running to me when it all falls apart.”

Lux ignored her, focusing instead on Sloane, who nodded in quiet satisfaction.

“Alright,” Sloane said, her voice returning to its professional tone. “Let’s discuss the logistics.”

Lux leaned back, crossing her legs with a smirk.

Sloane slid forward a contract, just a blank space waiting for her signature. “We’ll start small,” she said. “We’ll arrange to be seen together at a few upscale spots, maybe a couple of gallery openings or restaurant dates. Just enough to get the word out.”

“And then?” Lux pressed, the thrill of the plan coursing through her.

“We’ll attend major events together—the charity event, of course, will be the first. We’ll do interviews if we have to, and we’ll address the club’s values, our shared vision. You’ll be seen as a dedicated partner, invested in Midnight Garden.”

Lux grinned. “So we’re diving right in. No time to waste, right?”

“Exactly,” Sloane replied, her tone serious. “The faster we make this look real, the less room for suspicion. All you need to do is sign the dotted line. A non-disclosure agreement, of course.”

Jade’s eyes were filled with something like resignation as she looked at both of them. “We’ll have to monitor every single detail.”

Lux leaned forward and without reading through the contract signed her name to the paperwork. She didn’t care what the fine print said. Sloane had, however unknowingly, given her exactly what she needed. The perfect plan to take back to her family. A way out.

There was no way she wasn’t taking it.

Sloane nodded, her gaze lingering on Lux. “Then it’s settled. We’ll be a couple. Starting tomorrow night. Dinner at Mirage downtown—our first official outing.”

Lux felt her heart race, a strange anticipation building in her chest. She’d always been one for a challenge, but this was something else—a high-stakes performance, with Sloane as her partner.

“Tomorrow night, then. It’s a date.” As she left the office, Lux couldn’t shake the feeling that her life was about to change forever. And for the first time in a long time, she didn’t know whether to be exhilarated…or terrified.


Chapter Eight
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Sloane


Sloane adjusted the hem of her dress as she slipped into her seat at Mirage, glancing around the opulent, candle-lit restaurant. It was an atmosphere drenched in luxury, all rich mahogany and subtle crystal accents. She’d chosen a table near the center of the room, in full view of the other diners—right where the city’s elite could take notice. The irony didn’t escape her. Mirage was a restaurant she usually frequented in private, not in the company of cameras or watchful eyes, but tonight was different. This evening, she was creating a scene, a portrait of romance. And she’d dressed for the part.

Her black dress hugged her frame perfectly, its satin sheen catching the light in all the right places, clinging like a second skin down to her thighs with a slit that revealed just enough to keep people guessing. Her makeup was dramatic, lips painted a deep crimson that matched her nails, while her red hair cascaded over one shoulder, swept into elegant waves. A striking balance—sophisticated yet undeniably tempting. She felt powerful tonight, a woman in full control of herself and, hopefully, her date.

She glanced at her watch just as the maître d' guided Lux toward her table. The younger woman moved with her usual carefree stride, her own black dress artfully draped across her figure. Lux’s gaze locked onto Sloane’s, a sly smile creeping onto her lips as she closed the distance and took the seat across from her.

“Good evening,” Lux murmured, sliding into her chair with a smoothness that was almost lazy, her eyes not leaving Sloane’s for a second.

“Evening, Lux.” Sloane allowed her voice to dip, letting a hint of warmth seep into her words. “You look…ravishing.”

Lux’s eyebrows arched slightly, and she tilted her head with a playful smirk. “You’re one to talk, Ms. Owner of Midnight Garden. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re trying to make me blush.”

Sloane chuckled, low and unhurried. “Consider it an accomplishment if I manage to.”

They sat in a comfortable silence for a beat, each of them savoring the visual exchange. Then, Sloane signaled to the waiter, who approached them promptly. Without glancing at Lux, she ordered confidently, choosing dishes she knew would both impress and delight. “A bottle of champagne, please. And start us with the truffle risotto and crab cakes.”

The waiter inclined his head, disappearing with practiced efficiency.

Lux leaned back in her chair, eyeing Sloane with an impressed smile. “Ordering for me, are we?”

Sloane smirked, crossing one leg over the other. “I thought I’d spare you the trouble.” She paused, holding Lux’s gaze. “Besides, you might enjoy having someone take care of you for once.”

The glimmer in Lux’s eyes softened, just for a moment, before she gave a dramatic sigh. “If only you knew how rare that was.”

Sloane tilted her head slightly, curious but careful not to press. She knew Lux’s reputation—the endless parties, the string of flings, the chaotic lifestyle that seemed to define her. Yet, as they sat here, beneath the flickering candlelight, there was an unspoken depth behind Lux’s usual bravado.

“Champagne?” Sloane offered, lifting her glass toward Lux as the waiter returned to pour.

Lux clinked her glass against Sloane’s, her eyes glinting as she took a slow sip. Their hands brushed when Sloane set her glass down, and Lux let the contact linger just long enough to make a statement. It was a small touch, fleeting, but enough to send a pulse of warmth up Sloane’s arm. They were here to play a part, to convince the world they were more than just business allies. Yet, with Lux looking at her like that, Sloane felt her heart race, as if the line between pretense and reality were blurring with every glance.

“So,” Lux began, her voice softer now, gaze shifting down to her glass as she traced a finger along its rim. “This feels a bit like a game, doesn’t it? I mean, all this…acting.”

“Is that how it feels to you?” Sloane’s tone was gentle, even as her eyes stayed fixed on Lux’s.

Lux shrugged, her eyes turning distant for a moment. “When I was a kid, we used to play pretend all the time. My sisters and I—” she paused, a hint of vulnerability slipping through her polished exterior. “It was the only way to keep ourselves entertained when our parents were…occupied.” She forced a laugh, but Sloane could sense the weight behind her words. Lux’s voice softened, almost to a whisper. “I guess not much has changed.”

A pang of empathy tugged at Sloane, and for a moment, her usual resolve wavered. She was taken aback by Lux’s openness, by this fleeting glimpse of her past. She watched Lux’s face, her eyes bright but touched with sadness, as though the weight of memories hung around her like a dark cloud.

The genuine emotion caught Sloane off guard. This was not the carefree, daring Lux that had walked into her life with a devil-may-care attitude. This was someone else—someone who had endured, who had learned to wear her charm as armor.

Lux’s gaze fell, and Sloane felt a fierce protectiveness rise within her. She wanted to reach out, to offer more than just a brush of fingertips or a scripted line. But before she could act on the impulse, Lux took a shuddering breath, lifting her glass as if to mask the emotion in her eyes.

“I didn’t mean to get all…deep,” Lux murmured, forcing a small laugh, but Sloane could see the tears brimming, a vulnerability so raw that she felt herself slipping past her own carefully constructed walls.

“You didn’t,” Sloane replied, her voice low, comforting. “You can share whatever you want with me, Lux. I’m here.”

The weight of her words surprised even her. And Lux looked at her as if searching for hidden intentions, finding only sincerity. Their connection was something neither had anticipated, and it hovered between them now, thick and undeniable.

Lux blinked, brushing her eyes quickly, and Sloane watched her gather herself, the flicker of hesitation gone. The need to be somewhere private, away from curious eyes, was stronger than ever.

“Come with me,” Sloane murmured, standing and holding out a hand. Lux took it, allowing Sloane to lead her up the hidden stairwell to Mirage’s private rooftop terrace.

They emerged onto a secluded, intimate space that overlooked the city lights below, the air filled with a gentle hum of distant traffic. Sloane guided Lux to a plush reclining couch near a private bar, her touch gentle but steady. The night air, fresh and crisp, seemed to ease the tension in Lux’s posture.

For a moment, Sloane said nothing, just held her gaze, letting her know she wasn’t alone.

After a moment of quiet, Sloane stood and walked to the private bar at the far end of the rooftop. The bartender—a tall man with a sharp jawline and a knowing look—gave her a quick nod as she approached. Sloane’s eyes flicked toward Lux, who was still seated, gazing out over the city.

She reached into her pocket, pulling out a crisp bill and sliding it across the bar with smooth, deliberate fingers. The bartender’s expression didn’t change as he took the money, but his eyes flickered to her with understanding.

“For privacy,” Sloane said, her voice firm, a quiet command in her tone.

The bartender nodded silently, taking the bill and slipping it into his pocket. Without a word, he grabbed his coat and walked toward the stairs leading down to the main floor, leaving them alone in the space.

Sloane moved with purpose behind the bar, her hands fluid as she retrieved a chilled bottle of champagne from the cooler. The cork popped softly as she removed it, the sound almost musical in the silence of the rooftop. She poured the champagne with practiced grace into two empty flutes, watching as the bubbles danced up the glass, each one popping in the delicate liquid with a quiet fizz.

She returned to Lux, the two flutes balanced perfectly in her hands. Her gaze met Lux’s once more, holding her attention in a way that made the world feel even more distant, more private.

“Tonight is for you,” Sloane said softly, her voice low but steady. She handed one of the glasses to Lux, then settled beside her on the couch, close but not quite touching. “You deserve to be treated right.”

Lux looked at the champagne, her fingers brushing the glass before she raised it to her lips. The small gesture was enough to make Sloane’s chest tighten, a sudden surge of affection that caught her off guard. She had promised herself she wouldn’t let this—whatever it was between them—become anything more than what it had started as. But every time she saw Lux like this, every time she felt the warmth of her presence, the lines between what was real and what was fake blurred even further.

They sat in silence for a moment, each of them sipping their champagne, the night stretching on around them, soft and still. The city lights below were a blur of color, like stars scattered across the horizon. But Sloane’s focus was on the woman beside her, on the way Lux’s eyes occasionally flicked toward her, as if waiting for something—maybe a reassurance, maybe something more.

Sloane set her glass down on the side table, her fingers lingering on the stem for a moment longer than necessary. “I’m not here to rush you, Lux. But I am here. If you need me. For anything.”

Lux turned her head slightly, meeting Sloane’s eyes again. There was vulnerability in her gaze now, something softer, something less guarded. “Do you ever think about the first time we met?” Lux asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Often,” Sloane admitted before she could catch herself. But it was true. And it was entirely impossible to think about anything else when Lux looked over at her with that curious, devious expression. A danger flashed across the other woman’s face that made Sloane’s stomach tense with a deep, unshakable desire to reach across the couch and taste her lips.

Lux shifted, turning her chest towards Sloane, her blonde hair sliding across her rosy cheek. “And you’re sure you don’t want to mix business and pleasure?” Her voice was a lacy whisper that curled through the dark and hissed against Sloane’s ears, pulling her closer. Threatening to consume her.

“I think that would be quite dangerous,” Sloane admitted. “We don’t need to blur any boundaries here.”

Lux’s eyes held Sloane’s, the silent challenge in her gaze both an invitation and a threat. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, she shifted closer, her body now angled toward Sloane, her knee brushing against Sloane’s in the quiet space between them. It was an innocent touch, or at least it seemed that way. But Sloane felt the heat of it like a spark catching fire, igniting a restless longing deep inside her.

“Really?” Lux whispered, her voice low, sweet, and tantalizing. She leaned in just enough for Sloane to catch a whiff of her perfume—soft, floral, intoxicating—and it was all Sloane could do to stay in her seat, to not close the distance. Her breath caught in her throat as Lux’s lips hovered close enough to feel her warm breath, the quiet tension thick in the air.

Sloane’s pulse raced, her heartbeat thudding loudly in her ears. Lux was playing with fire, and Sloane knew she was dangerously close to getting burned. But her mind wasn’t clear, wasn’t thinking rationally. All she could focus on was the way Lux’s lips trembled slightly, like they were waiting, willing, hungry for more.

“Don’t,” Sloane whispered, though it was more of a plea than a command. Her fingers curled into the plush fabric of the couch, as if trying to anchor herself. “We’re not doing this.”

Lux’s lips curled into a wicked, knowing smile, her eyes glinting with mischief. She leaned in closer still, until her lips brushed the shell of Sloane’s ear, sending a shiver straight through her body. “Why? Scared you might like it?” Lux’s words were soft, sultry, and laced with a challenge Sloane couldn’t resist.

The breath caught in Sloane’s chest, her body trembling with want. She tried to focus, tried to remember the boundaries she’d set for herself, but Lux was relentless. Lux had always been relentless, and it was a beautiful kind of torment.

“I don’t think you understand the kind of danger you’re playing with, Lux,” Sloane rasped, her voice barely audible. The words barely left her mouth before Lux shifted again, closing the distance completely, her lips mere inches away.

“I think I do,” Lux replied, her voice thick with something more—something wild and dangerous. “But maybe I don’t care.”

With that, Lux reached out, her fingers lightly trailing down the side of Sloane’s neck, her touch sending sparks of electricity through Sloane’s veins. It was a slow, deliberate motion, teasing, coaxing, until Sloane couldn’t hold back any longer. Her hand found its way to Lux’s jaw, and for a moment, the world seemed to disappear. There was no Midnight Garden, no PR stunts, no complications. Just Lux and her. Just this moment.

Sloane’s lips were on hers in an instant, seizing the moment, finally giving in to the undeniable pull that had been building between them for days. Lux’s lips were soft and warm, parting slightly under Sloane’s, inviting her in. It was a kiss that was at once gentle and desperate, a slow exploration that deepened as their mouths melded together, moving in sync. Lux’s hands found their way into Sloane’s hair, pulling her closer, urging her deeper into the kiss.

The taste of champagne lingered on their lips, but it wasn’t enough. Sloane wanted more, needed more. Her hands roamed over Lux’s body, her fingers brushing against the warmth of Lux’s skin, feeling the shiver that ran through her at every touch. Lux responded in kind, her body pressing against Sloane’s, as if she was trying to erase any remaining space between them.

For a moment, Sloane lost herself in the kiss, in the heat of the moment. The world outside ceased to exist. It was just the two of them, tangled together in a feverish, passionate embrace. But even in the heat of it, Sloane’s mind couldn’t entirely silence the nagging voice of caution. She knew this was dangerous. She knew this would complicate everything. But right now, as Lux’s fingers trailed up her spine, as her body pressed closer, Sloane didn’t care.

Not anymore.

The kiss deepened, more urgent now, as if they both knew they were teetering on the edge of something they couldn’t take back. And just as quickly as it had started, Sloane pulled away, gasping for air, her chest heaving. Lux’s lips were swollen, her breath shallow, and her eyes were darker than Sloane had ever seen them, full of desire and something more—something that terrified Sloane in the most delicious way.

“You have no idea what you’re doing to me,” Sloane murmured, her voice rough with the intensity of the kiss, her forehead resting against Lux’s as they both tried to regain their composure.

Lux smiled, a sly, satisfied curve of her lips. “Oh, I think I do.”


Chapter Nine
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Lux


Lux could feel the electricity between them still crackling in the air, heavy and undeniable. Her heart hammered in her chest, and every breath seemed too shallow, too quick, as if she couldn’t get enough air to satisfy the ache that had settled deep inside her. Sloane’s lips were just a whisper away, her forehead pressed against Lux’s, her breath warm and uneven.

For a moment, time stood still. Lux’s eyes fluttered shut, her pulse racing, her body thrumming with the intensity of what had just happened. What was happening. She could feel the burn of Sloane’s touch still seared on her skin, as if it had branded her. And all she wanted, all she needed, was more.

Without a word, she tilted her head, lips brushing against Sloane’s again, this time with a hunger that had been building for too long, a desire she couldn’t hold back anymore. There was no room for hesitation, no space for the rational thoughts that tried to push their way into her mind. All that mattered was Sloane. The way she made Lux feel—alive, wanted, like she was the only thing that mattered in that moment.

Lux kissed her with a fierce urgency, her fingers finding the delicate curve of Sloane’s neck, pulling her closer, desperate for the closeness, for the intimacy. Her heart pounded louder in her ears, drowning out the world. It was as if nothing else existed anymore. Not the charity event. Not the press. Not the fake relationship they’d crafted so carefully. Just this, just them, tangled together in a kiss that was raw and reckless and perfect.

Sloane’s lips parted under hers, and Lux took that as permission, slipping her tongue past the barrier, tasting her, claiming her in a way that left no room for doubt. Sloane’s hands moved to her back, pulling her flush against her body, the heat of their bodies mixing, their breaths coming in shallow gasps.

Lux wanted more. She needed more.

She could feel the rigid strength of Sloane’s body, the tension there, and the way she responded to every shift, every press of Lux’s body into hers. There was a softness in the way Sloane kissed her, a gentleness that made Lux feel cherished, something she hadn’t expected but was desperately craving. But then there was the fire, too. The spark that made her blood burn, that had her pulse racing uncontrollably.

Sloane pulled back for just a second, her breath ragged, and Lux let out a soft, frustrated sigh, not wanting the distance, not wanting the space between them. “What’s happening?” Sloane’s voice was strained, husky, like she was fighting a battle she couldn’t quite win.

Lux didn’t know how to answer. She only knew that she had to kiss her again, had to feel Sloane’s mouth on hers, had to erase every last bit of doubt or hesitation that remained between them. She reached for Sloane’s face, her thumb brushing over the sharp line of her jaw, pulling her back in. The second their lips met again, Lux felt that rush, that heat, as if her very soul was igniting.

She pressed her body closer, determined to feel every inch of Sloane, every tremor, every breath. Her fingers tangled in the dark strands of Sloane’s hair, her other hand moving lower, along the curve of Sloane’s spine, pulling her in deeper, harder. Sloane’s hands slid beneath Lux’s dress, her touch sending fire through her veins, every movement making Lux forget everything she’d ever thought she knew about control.

Lux could feel Sloane’s muscles tense, feel her struggle against the pull of their desire, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t care. Not when Sloane was kissing her like this, not when her body responded with a need that was becoming an ache, a hunger she couldn’t ignore any longer. She felt alive, exposed, reckless. Vulnerable in a way that felt so wrong and yet so right.

She kissed Sloane deeper, more urgently, her mind screaming for her to stop, but her heart telling her to go further. They were both teetering on the edge, and Lux didn’t want to stop. Not now. Not when she could taste Sloane’s desire on her tongue, when she could feel her heartbeat against her own. There was nothing else but this kiss, this moment, their bodies wrapped in an undeniable chemistry.

Sloane’s hands moved lower, pressing against the small of Lux’s back, pulling her even closer, if that was even possible. Lux moaned softly, the sound lost between their lips, as the heat between them spiraled out of control. She could feel Sloane’s breath on her skin, the slight tremor in her touch, and it only made her more determined, more desperate.

“I want you,” Lux breathed, her voice trembling with the confession. She wasn’t sure if it was the truth yet or just the heat of the moment, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t care.

Sloane stilled, just for a second, and Lux felt the moment of clarity settle between them, something raw, something new. Sloane’s gaze locked onto hers, and for the first time, Lux saw the vulnerability in her eyes.

“You’re playing with fire,” Sloane whispered, her lips brushing against Lux as she spoke. There was a tension there, a hesitation, but it didn’t stop the kiss from deepening again, from spiraling further into something neither of them could escape.

Lux didn’t care. She didn’t want to care. All she wanted was this, was Sloane—her touch, her kiss, her warmth—and she was willing to burn with the fire, willing to lose herself to it. The rest of the world could wait. “Let me feel you,” she whispered against the other woman’s cheek. “I’m not afraid of getting burned.”

She was suddenly tossed back against the plush cushions of the couch they were on, Sloane’s hands wrapping themselves firmly around her back, cradling her as they landed.

“Pull up your dress,” Sloane’s voice was thick with the command, heavy with unleashed desire as she yielded to her whims.

Lux did as she was told, sliding the soft fabric of her dress up over her hips. Her thighs shivered as the night air hit her bare skin, goosebumps dancing up and down her legs. And the change in temperature made Sloane’s fingertips trail across her skin like tiny pinpricks of scorching iron. She really was making her burn. She tensed for a moment, the pain and the pleasure raking through her core.

In one swift movement her panties were down by her ankles and Sloane was arched on the couch between her legs, staring up at her with hungry emerald eyes that shined like sweet, crystal absinthe in the dark. “I’m going to make you come for me,” Sloane said. “But not until I tell you it’s okay. Do you understand me?”

Lux felt Sloane’s fingers trail up between her thighs, a single fingertip rolling across her entrance. Her body shuddered and she made a small, breathy moan. She could feel the throbbing, passionate need winding and coiling tightly between her legs, begging for release.

“Do you understand me?” Sloane repeated herself.

“I understand,” Lux whispered eagerly, hungry to have the other woman touching her. “Not until you tell me.”

“Not until I give you permission,” Sloane corrected. But she didn’t wait for an answer. Her fingertips slid between her folds, running carefully and deliberately slow across her clit.

She reached that same hand back up to her mouth, making direct eye contact with Lux. “I’ve been dying to taste you since the moment I saw you,” the other woman purred before sliding her fingertip between her lips and slowly sucking off the honey-sweet juice that had once been there. Sloane’s eyes closed and she made a deep, reverberating hum from the back of her throat. “You’re sweet like honey.”

Lux reached out for Sloane, wanting to pull her into an embrace, craving to have the other woman’s touch on her body. But as soon as her hand drew close, Sloane had her wrist pinned back by her head in one fluid motion. A sharp gasp of breath left her lungs as she stared up at the other woman, completely entangled in her power, the strength of her lust, the unbearable need eating away at her.

There was an animalistic flash of raw desperation crossing the brilliant green of Sloane’s eyes as she stared. As she bossed her around without words. Stay still. Don’t move. Lux inhaled sharply as Sloane’s free hand slipped up between her legs. Not until I give you permission, she remembered.

Lux felt her eyes close as her head pressed back against the couch. She let herself go. Let herself be taken by Sloane’s commands.

Her legs parted as the other woman’s fingertip found her clit again, sweeping across that soft flesh with steady, gentle strokes. Teasing her. Playing with her. And it felt so fucking good. The strokes quickened, rubbing with swift but delicate flicks until the pressure became a swollen mound. Every touch felt like a deep vibration rocketing through her core.

She kept her eyes closed, swimming in the euphoric bliss that was consuming her. That deep, velvet pleasure that hummed against her ear drums and made her core vibrate with carnal desperation. Her hips began to buck in rhythm to Sloane’s motions, grinding against the fabric of the couch, rolling her pelvis up against the other woman’s hand. Begging. Silently pleading for more. Praying for her release that threatened to spill out at any moment.

“Are you ready to come undone for me?” Sloane purred against her neck, leaving a trail of kisses from her collarbone to her earlobe.

Lux pressed her cheek against hers and nodded, biting at her lip. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold on. She needed to give in. To unravel.

Before she could even say, “Please,” Sloane’s fingers filled her, reaching deep against her walls and swirling against her core. In and out. In and out. Lux moaned, her hips thrusting forward, taking in as much of Sloane as she could stand.

“Come for me,” Sloane ordered.

With the permission granted, Lux felt the wave of ecstasy hit her, plunging her into that great abyss of pleasure. Her hips slowed and fell back against the couch. Sloane’s fingers continued to pulse, slower and slower, feeling her walls constrict and release as the orgasm tore through her. The climax extended with each gentle push of her fingers, the bliss was unrelenting.

“Fuck,” Lux breathed, her fingers clutching the cushions, her legs feeling like jello as she lay unfolded and breathless beneath the other woman.

Sloane leaned back, a look of greedy delight crossing her face in the dark. “You do a good job of listening,” she said with a certain twinge of pride. “I like a woman who knows how to do what she’s told by me.”

Lux sat forward, the haze of her climax still leaving her body suspended, like she was floating above the couch. “If that’s my treat for being a good little girl, I’ll listen to whatever you tell me to do.”

The other woman tucked a strand of red hair behind one ear and glanced down between them. “This is the one and only time,” Sloane said with a sudden finality that made Lux’s heart sink. “We can’t make this mistake again.”

A coldness washed over her, replacing the euphoric high that had just been wrapped around her like a warm blanket. She sat up quickly, jerking her underwear back up and her dress back down over her hips. “You can’t be serious,” Lux stared at Sloane, feeling a hot wave of resentment rising up within her.

“Look,” Sloane took a breath. “You’re a lot of fun. But fun is dangerous. And we have a job to do. A business to protect. And I won’t let a little bit of fun get in the way of that.” She stood up and pressed her dress neatly down her legs. “I’m sorry. But I’m sure you understand?”

Lux stood up and felt a nauseous mixture of faint and confused. But she wasn’t about to let Sloane have the upperhand. “Sure,” she lied. “Of course.”

But all she was thinking about was how easy it had been to draw Sloane in. And how she would give anything to make it happen again.


Chapter Ten
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Sloane


The hum of activity within Midnight Garden created an electric undercurrent throughout the club. Staff bustled between rooms, setting up polished silver trays, aligning plush seating, and adjusting warm, atmospheric lighting that would turn the space into an oasis of allure and mystery once the night began. Sloane walked through the corridor, her heels tapping against the polished floors, barely taking in the usual hustle as her mind lingered on the night ahead.

Sloane’s gaze drifted, unfocused. Her mind was somewhere else—wrapped around the complications of Lux Schroeder. She could still feel Lux's fingertips ghosting over her skin, the casual flirtations that had so effortlessly melted into something undeniably real. It was supposed to be a game, a controlled arrangement, and yet every time she met Lux’s piercing gaze, it was as if the ground beneath her shifted.

Sloane had never been one to lose herself in a relationship, let alone a fake one. But with Lux...it was different. She was like fire, reckless and consuming, drawing Sloane in against every calculated instinct she’d ever honed.

The arrangement had been clear—a mutually beneficial ruse to shield both of them from public scrutiny, a façade of romance to bolster Midnight Garden’s image and repair Lux's reputation. Yet somewhere between stolen glances and nights that ended far too late, Sloane felt her resolve falter. She found herself anticipating Lux’s arrival, her laughter, the touch that had begun to linger just a bit too long. A simple look from her made Sloane feel exposed in a way she hadn’t felt in years. It was disconcerting, exhilarating, and wholly terrifying. This was no longer about image; it was the thrill of letting down her own walls, even just a little.

Sloane was beginning to realize that maybe she had let herself care, despite every warning whisper that told her to be cautious. Lux had slipped past her defenses with an audacity that was both maddening and magnetic. And as much as she fought it, Sloane couldn’t shake the feeling that this “fake” relationship was beginning to blur, turning into something neither of them had planned for.

A soft murmur rose from the entrance, punctuated by a flurry of whispers. The sound drew Sloane’s attention as she turned to see Blair Lewis, the last person she expected to see today, arriving with her signature strut, wrapped in a crimson dress that caught the eye of anyone nearby. She looked every bit as formidable and as effortless as Sloane remembered—perhaps even more so.

A staff member quickly approached Sloane. “Ms. Lewis is here to see you,” they informed her in a low, slightly anxious tone.

Sloane straightened, her jaw tightening as she moved toward the entrance. She was determined to remain professional, even as a wave of tension washed over her. Blair noticed her approach, a small smirk forming as she took in Sloane’s composed expression.

“Sloane,” Blair greeted, voice smooth and slightly clipped, with an undercurrent of formality. “Lovely to see you.”

Sloane met her gaze with a polite, restrained smile. “Blair. This is unexpected.”

“Well, it seems I’ve been left in the dark about quite a few things, and I thought it was high time we…had a chat.” Blair’s eyes sparkled with something between amusement and animosity.

“Follow me,” Sloane replied curtly, gesturing toward her office. She led Blair down the hallway, feeling Blair’s eyes lingering on her, calculating and all too familiar.

In her office, Sloane gestured toward the seating area, waiting for Blair to take her place before settling herself into the chair opposite, maintaining a sense of poise as she steeled herself for whatever Blair had in mind. The door clicked shut, leaving them in a heavy silence.

“Word has gotten around about the…unfortunate press coverage,” Blair began, folding one leg over the other with practiced elegance. “And I’m sure you can understand my concern, given my investment in this establishment.”

Sloane crossed her arms, unfazed. “We’re handling it. Measures are in place, and we’re moving forward with plans to bolster the club’s image.”

Blair’s lips pressed into a thin line. “That’s rather vague, don’t you think?”

Sloane took a breath, keeping her composure. “I was under the impression that you trusted me to handle these things.”

“I did.” Blair’s gaze sharpened. “But that was before I saw the photos of you and Ms. Schroeder out on the town—quite the bold PR move, don’t you think?”

Sloane’s brows drew together as she maintained a neutral tone. “It’s a strategic arrangement.”

“Oh, is that what we’re calling it now?” Blair’s voice held a dangerous edge, veiled by a feigned amusement. “Sloane, this club means a lot to me. I need to be certain you’re handling this situation effectively. It’s not a playground.”

Sloane’s pulse quickened with an old, familiar frustration. “You know better than anyone how seriously I take this place.”

Blair leaned forward, her gaze icy yet intense. “Then maybe it’s time you consider more drastic measures. I know how much you care, but maybe you need to take a step back and assess if you’re the best person to lead right now.”

The words stung, though she kept her face impassive. “If that’s what you believe, perhaps we should review the contract and allow me to make my case.”

Blair hesitated, her voice softening. “You always had that fight in you,” she said, almost reminiscently. “It was part of what drew me to you.” Her gaze dropped, the faintest hint of regret hidden in her expression. “It’s a shame you cared more about this place than…anything else.”

The memories surfaced—those long, late nights when Blair had waited for her, only for Sloane to come home exhausted, sometimes barely there at all. It was a vicious cycle, and they both knew who to blame. But before she could say anything, Blair closed the space between them, her proximity unsettling.

“Sloane…” Blair murmured, her voice a whisper, inches away. It was as if she was about to lean in, her gaze lingering on Sloane’s lips, her hand reaching—

The door creaked open. Both women looked up as Lux stepped inside, her eyes widening at the sight before her.

“Am I…interrupting?” Lux’s voice was strained, though she masked it with a slight smile.

Sloane’s heart skipped, snapping back to reality. “No,” she replied, shifting her stance subtly, her body language clearly redirecting Blair’s attention. “Actually, Blair was just about to leave. Lux and I have things to go over.”

Blair’s expression soured, her eyes narrowing slightly as she turned toward Lux. “Ah, Ms. Schroeder. I was just saying to Sloane here how…interesting it is to see you involved with Midnight Garden’s business these days.” Her words held an edge, and Sloane felt Lux stiffen at her tone.

“I’m sure you were,” Lux replied, her voice calm yet unmistakably challenging. She met Blair’s gaze evenly. “The publicity I bring to Midnight Garden is only the beginning. I’d hate for you to miss out on that.”

Blair’s eyes glinted, and a mocking smile crossed her lips. “I’m sure you believe that. I only hope your…antics don’t backfire. Sloane and I have built a reputation here. Let’s keep it intact, shall we?”

Lux’s jaw tightened, but she remained silent. Sloane stepped between them, sensing the escalating tension. “Blair, you know where to reach me if you have further concerns. But for now, Lux and I need to prepare for the upcoming event.”

Blair’s gaze lingered on Sloane a moment longer before she relented, turning toward the door. “Fine. But I’ll be keeping an eye on the progress. Don’t let me down, Sloane.” She cast one last look at Lux before exiting, her heels echoing down the corridor.

Once the door closed, Lux let out a breath, her hands clenched at her sides. Sloane watched her closely, noting the storm of emotions simmering beneath Lux’s composed surface.

“I’m sorry about that,” Sloane said softly. “Blair has a way of getting under everyone’s skin.”

Lux met her gaze, a hint of hurt in her eyes. “I hope I didn’t walk in on anything. It looked like you two were…” her voice drifted off, hanging between them on the thinnest of threads.

Sloane sighed and pinched at the bridge of her nose. The only thing Blair Lewis had ever managed to do was fuck her life up in every devastating way possible. And still, all these years later, she haunted her. It was hell. “You didn’t walk in on anything.”

“You two must have quite the history together,” Lux pried, stepping closer. “It doesn’t seem like the club is the only thing she’s invested in.”

“We used to be together,” Sloane let the words hit the air, unexpectedly harsh. It was an admittal she didn’t want to make. A mess she didn’t want to get wrapped up within. She had painstakingly attempted to remove Blair from her life in every way possible, and yet the hellhound woman had kept her claws deeply pierced into Midnight Garden.

Lux nodded, though something unreadable flickered in her expression. She took a breath, her voice almost hesitant. “Is that…is she still important to you?”

Sloane shook her head firmly. “Not in the way you’re thinking. My life is here, now, with Midnight Garden. It always was.” Her voice softened. “It’s part of why we didn’t work out. We never were compatible.”

Lux nodded, though her jaw tensed ever so slightly, her expression a mask of understanding—almost too composed. But Sloane noticed the slight flicker in her eyes, the way her gaze dropped for just a moment before snapping back, brimming with a brightness that felt forced. Lux’s lips parted as if she wanted to ask something, then she just nodded again, a tight smile crossing her face. She was trying to act unaffected, to brush it off, but Sloane could feel the thread of jealousy woven beneath the surface.

The tension between them thickened, an uncomfortable weight pressing down on the room. Blair's shadow seemed to stretch across everything, intruding on moments that had nothing to do with her anymore. Sloane clenched her jaw, a frustrated knot forming in her chest. She had cut Blair out of her life, yet here she was, still finding ways to complicate it, still casting shadows over her present. Even worse, Sloane hated how Blair's presence seemed to bother Lux, pulling something raw and unwanted into their...whatever this was between them.

But this was all supposed to be fake. A neat, controlled arrangement, nothing more. The jealousy Lux felt—the irritation simmering within her own chest—was pointless. There was no real reason for her to be bothered by any of it, was there? Sloane took a deep breath, trying to remind herself that her focus had to remain on one thing: Midnight Garden. That was the only reason she was doing this. That was what mattered. Lux and the intense emotions swirling around her? Those were a distraction she couldn’t afford.

Still, an uneasy feeling twisted in her stomach. If Blair kept meddling, if she continued to show up like this, with her quiet threats and lingering animosity, what damage would she cause? Sloane’s grip tightened. She couldn’t let Blair ruin things again, couldn’t let her sabotage everything she’d built. But with Lux standing there, looking at her with that cautious vulnerability, Sloane couldn’t shake the feeling that things were slipping further out of her control.


Chapter Eleven
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Lux


Lux stepped out of her car, pulling her coat tighter around her shoulders as she glanced at the stately facade of her parents' home. It loomed before her, elegant and imposing, like a fortress she could never quite breach. The warmth spilling from the windows was deceiving. Even before she reached the door, a familiar knot of tension had already begun twisting in her stomach.

As she entered, the scent of polished wood and her mother’s signature peony perfume filled the air, and she heard the soft murmur of classical music drifting from the sitting room. The house was pristine, a curated display of wealth and legacy. For a moment, Lux lingered in the entryway, letting the comforting hum wrap around her, before she plastered on a smile and moved forward.

Her mother, Nancy Sinclair—always so perfectly poised in her tailored silk blouse and pearls—was the first to greet her, gliding across the marble floor with open arms.

“Darling,” Nancy said, her voice warm, yet edged with that usual note of expectancy. Her eyes, sharp and assessing, swept over Lux, noting every detail of her attire, the slight smudge of eyeliner, the hint of dark circles under her eyes. Lux could practically hear her mother’s thoughts.

“Mom,” Lux replied, allowing herself to be embraced, though she felt the familiar weight of judgment simmering beneath the surface. She pulled back to greet her father, who walked up behind them with that quiet, commanding presence he always held. He greeted her with a rare smile, but even that, Lux knew, came with its own set of terms and conditions.

“Lux,” he said, his voice warm but clipped. “It’s good to see you.”

He placed a cold hand on her shoulder, shifting his weight to avoid any inclination of a hug. She stared back at him, a small voice in the back of her brain crying out for comfort. Begging him to just be the father she had always wanted. Needed.

But that would never happen.

As they strolled toward the dining room, her mother looped her arm through Lux’s, squeezing lightly. “So, tell me,” Nancy began, her voice smooth and practiced, “what have you been up to lately, darling?”

“Oh, you know… this and that,” Lux replied, offering a vague smile. She could feel her mother’s eyes boring into her, searching for any trace of scandal or mischief.

“‘This and that?’” her father echoed with a raised eyebrow, gesturing for her to sit down. “That’s not like you to be so vague, Lux. Surely there’s something interesting to share?”

She slid into her chair, catching the glances her parents exchanged—a silent conversation, their expressions tinged with curiosity, maybe a touch of suspicion.

Nancy leaned in, her voice light but probing. “Last we heard, you were…well, keeping yourself entertained. You know, we saw you in that spread for the gala last month. That dress was… quite a choice.” Her lips pressed into a polite smile, though her eyes hinted at disapproval.

“Yes, it was something, wasn’t it?” Lux replied, forcing a laugh. She smoothed her napkin over her lap, bracing herself as the warmth in her mother’s tone shifted to something sharper.

“And…are you still enjoying your little…party phase?” Nancy asked, voice soft but pointed.

Her father cleared his throat, leaning forward. “Or maybe there’s more to it now? Something…productive?”

Lux’s smile tightened, her fingers tensing on the napkin. She knew they were waiting, each comment loaded, nudging her to offer more.

“I don’t see why I can’t enjoy a party now and then while also being successful,” Lux retorted but quickly felt herself growing small as her mother’s gaze grew cruel and vicious. Her parents were like vultures. Just circling around her until the first sign of blood when they would no doubt feast on her failures. “But I’m making progress,” Lux added.

If she could pull out a literal white flag and wave it in the air she would.

“So,” Nancy began, lifting her glass of wine, “your father and I have been hearing things. Little whispers through the grapevine.” She tilted her head, a knowing look in her eye, daring Lux to elaborate. “Talk of another woman?”

Lux took a steadying breath, feeling the words catch in her throat. “Yes. I wanted to tell you myself,” she began, forcing calm into her voice. “I’m…seeing someone. Sloane…Sloane White. She’s the owner of Midnight Garden. We’ve been…together, sort of.”

This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have. Of course they would focus more on her date night with a mystery woman.

Her mother raised her brows, feigning surprise, but there was something sharper in her expression. “Midnight Garden,” she mused. “It’s that…club, isn’t it?” Her lips pursed and she slowly slid her gaze to Preston. “I must say, that’s certainly not what I expected when I imagined you settling down, darling.”

“It’s a respectable business, Mom,” Lux replied, her voice sharper than intended. She took a sip of water, hoping it would soothe the sudden tightness in her chest. “Sloane is successful. Hardworking. She’s the kind of person you’ve always wanted me to be around.” Hell, she’s the kind of person you’ve always wanted me to be.

“Yes, but is she the kind of person you should be around?” her father added, setting his glass down. His voice was calm, steady, but the underlying skepticism was unmistakable. “You’re sure you’re not just hopping into a random fling in order to distract yourself?” He wrapped his large fists around the armrests of his chair. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” The disappointment laced in his deep voice was unmistakable. And it stung.

Lux clenched her jaw. “It’s not a distraction. Sloane is helping me…see things differently. I’m actually making strides to improve my image. We’re even planning a charity event together.” She braced herself, watching their reactions. This was her chance to prove she was taking steps in the right direction.

Nancy exchanged a look with Preston, her brows knit in skepticism. “Charity?” she repeated, her tone laced with surprise. “I wasn’t aware that was on your radar.”

“It is now,” Lux said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I need your support. I want this event to be big—an annual fundraiser, maybe. I’m trying to create something positive, something lasting.” She let the words spill out, knowing she sounded desperate, but she needed them to understand. “It’s not just for me; it’s for Midnight Garden. Your names, your reputation could bring in the kind of elite circles we need to get this off the ground. I know you want me to show what I’m capable of. And I’m going to show you. I just need a little help.”

Her father leaned back, tapping his fingers on the table. “I can see you’ve thought about this, but you’re still asking us to attach our reputation to your choices. And if it fails?”

“It won’t,” she insisted, her gaze pleading. “All I need is your backing, your support. This could change everything. I want…I need people to see me as someone worth investing in.”

For several long moments, her parents simply watched her. Lux felt her chest tighten as she waited, the weight of their judgment sinking deeper with every second.

Her mother’s voice, soft and controlled, finally broke the silence. “Lux, darling, we don’t want to see you fail. But we’re also worried about this constant need to lean on others instead of proving yourself independently. Are you sure this isn’t just another fleeting venture? Something you’re using to bolster your image without any real depth?”

Lux’s cheeks burned. “You think I haven’t thought about that? I’m done with short-term fixes. I’m trying to make something real, to prove that I can make a difference.”

Her father sighed, shaking his head. “But why Midnight Garden? And why Sloane? You’ve had opportunities, chances to work with reputable organizations, respected names…”

“Sloane is exactly what I need,” Lux interjected, her voice thick with frustration. “She’s shown me more respect and belief than anyone else has. She isn’t interested in dragging me down or reminding me of all the ways I fall short.”

“Lux, you’ve always had our support,” Nancy insisted, her tone firm. “We only want to make sure you’re taking the right steps for the long term. Your impulsive decisions don’t just affect you; they reflect on us. This charity gala…if it’s not done properly, it could be the final blow to your reputation.”

Lux’s hands clenched into fists beneath the table. “I’m aware of what’s at stake, Mother. I know what people think of me. That’s why I’m doing this—to show them I can be more. Why can’t you just believe in me?”

Nancy and Preston exchanged a glance, a silent conversation passing between them. When her father finally looked back at her, his expression was softer, but no less intense.

“Fine,” he said. “We’ll support this… for now. We’ll help secure some reputable names to attend, people who can lend a certain credibility. But Lux…” He hesitated, his gaze hardening. “If this falls apart, we can’t keep bailing you out. You have to be prepared for real consequences.”

Her heart pounded in her chest, a mix of triumph and frustration swirling inside her. “Thank you,” she said tightly. “I appreciate your support, and I won’t let you down.”

But as she rose from the table, the tension remained a thick, pulsing thing. Her parents didn’t believe in her, not really. They were waiting, just like everyone else, for her to fail.

Outside, she took a steadying breath, fingers trembling as she pulled her phone out and texted Sloane. I’m heading to Midnight Garden. I need to see you.

***

The club was a burst of energy compared to the oppressive calm of her parents’ house, with staff preparing every detail for the charity gala. Lux walked in, taking in the familiar buzz and chaos, but her mind was still reeling from the night’s events. Her parents’ words echoed in her mind, stinging like barbed wire.

She spotted Jade near the entrance, and the woman’s gaze sharpened as she approached. Lux forced a small smile, but Jade’s expression remained flat. “Rough night?” Jade remarked, her tone devoid of sympathy.

“Just family things,” Lux replied, brushing it off. But Jade’s gaze lingered, assessing her as if she were a liability.

“Just…don’t ruin anything tonight,” Jade said tersely, before turning away to deal with another staff member. Lux’s smile faltered, her chest tight with resentment and frustration.

She slipped away, finding a quieter corner to catch her breath. But even here, peace was elusive. A dancer from the club, a woman she barely knew, sauntered past and threw her a mocking glance.

“Heard you’re playing girlfriend to the boss,” she sneered. “Guess everyone needs their fifteen minutes.”

Lux’s stomach twisted, and the cruel remark gnawed at her, opening up an old wound. She hurried past, ignoring the urge to lash out, to defend herself, but the words lodged deep, and her pulse quickened. She felt panic creeping up, suffocating her.

Without thinking, she headed for the rooftop, where the cool night air wrapped around her like a balm, grounding her. She leaned against the railing, eyes closing as she took in deep breaths.

They didn’t believe in her. Her parents, Jade, the world…everyone was waiting for her to fall apart, for her to prove them right. It hurt in a way she couldn’t put into words, a raw ache that left her feeling hollow. And somehow, Sloane had become the one person she could cling to, the one person she believed might actually see her differently.

She opened her eyes, staring into the city lights, letting the fear ebb away as she thought of Sloane. It was a dangerous feeling, one she couldn’t afford, but as she clutched her phone, Lux knew she needed her. In some ways, Sloane was all she had left that felt real.


Chapter Twelve
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Sloane


Sloane sat in her office in total darkness save the blue-light glow from her computer. Her eyes flicked over the screen, scanning each line of old emails, emails from Blair, her stomach twisting as she read the words that once felt so familiar.

She had already read them a hundred times, but tonight, the words took on a new kind of menace, like they were taunting her. I’m still here, they seemed to say. I’ll always be here. Even in her absence, Blair’s presence clung to every corner of Midnight Garden, to every choice she made, and most of all, to the parts of Sloane that still hurt.

She sighed, rubbing her temples. How had she let it come to this? How had she let Blair carve out such a piece of herself, a piece she wasn’t sure she’d ever get back?

Her phone chimed beside her, breaking through her dark thoughts. She looked down at the screen, her heart skipping a beat at the sight of Lux’s name lighting up her notifications.

I’m heading to Midnight Garden. I need to see you.

Sloane couldn’t help the small, wry smile that tugged at the corner of her lips. Excitement, she thought with a mixture of amusement and unease. She was actually excited to see Lux, a sensation that should’ve alarmed her more than it did. There was something so dangerous in the way Lux could make her forget—if only for a moment—the weight of everything that was pressing in around her.

As Sloane closed out of her email, Blair's words clung to her thoughts like unwelcome ghosts, refusing to vanish even as the screen dimmed. Every line felt like a tiny needle, pricking at insecurities she’d worked so hard to bury. Blair had always known how to hit those weak spots—reminding her of her vulnerabilities, making her feel small, making her doubt herself. The emails were only words, but in a way, they were echoes of all the ways Blair had twisted her heart and made her question her every decision.

Why had she let Blair in so deeply? Sloane wondered, anger simmering beneath her calm exterior. Blair had burrowed into every corner of her life, and now, even so long after their split, that influence lingered in the dark places Sloane had thought were long gone. She hated herself for how much she’d been affected, for the way Blair's voice still lived in her mind. How, after all this time, did one woman still hold so much sway over her?

Blair had been intoxicating—charming and clever, her passion burning bright enough to blind Sloane to the cracks beneath. But that same fire had scorched everything it touched, leaving Sloane with scars she tried to ignore but could never fully heal from. Even now, Blair haunted her—never too far away, always lurking at the edges of her life. And with Blair back in town, back circling Midnight Garden, it was only a matter of time before she struck again. Sloane could feel it, a tension twisting her stomach in knots.

But now…now there was Lux. Lux, who had stormed into her life like a whirlwind and somehow, through all the chaos and clashing, had started to feel like the one solid thing in her world. The thought surprised her, and she took a steadying breath. Lux was complicated, too—reckless, yes, but bold and open in a way Sloane hadn’t allowed herself to be in years. She could sense herself softening, her carefully built walls crumbling just a little every time Lux looked at her with those piercing eyes, as if she could see right through the armor Sloane wore.

Blair is my past, Sloane reminded herself firmly. Lux is…temporary.

She left her office, stepping out into the dimly lit club where the muted glow of overhead lights bathed the room in deep blues and purples. Customers were beginning to trickle in, filling the space with the low hum of chatter and clinking glasses.

As she crossed the main floor, she spotted Jade behind the bar, polishing glasses with a look of pure disinterest that would’ve been almost comical if it weren’t laced with her usual disdain. Sloane hesitated for a moment, then approached.

“Jade, have you seen Lux?” Sloane asked, keeping her tone casual but firm.

Jade raised an eyebrow, her lips curving into a slight smirk. “Oh, I saw her, alright. Headed up to the roof. Needed some air, I guess. Not that I blame her, given…well, everything.” Her voice dripped with an unspoken accusation, a challenge.

Sloane met her gaze, unflinching. “I don’t have time for this, Jade. But could you maybe try, just once, to stop being so needlessly cruel?” Her voice held an edge that matched the look in her eyes, and for a fleeting moment, she thought she saw Jade flinch.

Without waiting for a reply, Sloane turned and made her way to the stairwell, her heels clicking sharply against the floor as she climbed the stairs to the roof. As she stepped into the cool night air, she spotted Lux leaning against the railing, her figure silhouetted against the backdrop of the city. She looked small, somehow, despite the strength Sloane had always admired in her. Vulnerable, like she was holding something fragile and just barely keeping it together.

Sloane approached quietly, the air between them charged, as if Lux’s emotions had filled the space around her. “Hey,” she said gently, stopping just a few steps away.

Lux turned to face her, her eyes soft but guarded. “Hey.”

“You alright?” Sloane asked, her tone low and careful, as if afraid a louder voice might shatter the delicate moment.

Lux gave a faint, hollow laugh. “Define alright,” she said, trying for levity but failing to disguise the edge of pain in her voice. She looked back out over the city, her fingers tightening around the railing. “I just…I had a talk with my parents. It didn’t go well. It never does.”

Sloane stepped closer, watching the subtle shifts in Lux’s expression. “What happened?” she prompted, giving her the space to speak, if she wanted to.

Lux exhaled, glancing down as she seemed to gather her thoughts. “They don’t trust me,” she admitted, her voice laced with bitterness and something else, something more fragile. “I told them about us. Or, rather, my mother wouldn’t stop digging until I gave them the information they were looking for. They already knew from our date the other night. The mystery woman, they called you. They’re skeptical. Think it’s just another one of my stunts to ‘get attention’ or whatever they think I do.” She shook her head. “They don’t believe in me. They never have.”

Sloane felt a pang of sympathy, her chest tightening at the sight of Lux’s vulnerability. She reached out, her hand brushing Lux’s shoulder in a quiet offer of comfort. “You’re not alone in this, Lux,” she said softly. “We’re in this together, remember? The whole thing with Blair and your family. We’ll get through it. This whole fake relationship of ours is a strategy we came up with to help us. To improve everything. And who cares if they doubt it? It’s only temporary.”

Lux looked up at her, her eyes searching Sloane’s, and for a moment, Sloane wasn’t sure who was comforting whom. “Temporary,” she breathed through gritted teeth. “Right,” Lux repeated, her voice barely a whisper, almost like she was trying to convince herself. “It’s…it’s good to know there’s an end to all this.”

But Sloane wasn’t entirely sure she believed her own words. There was a part of her—a foolish, reckless part—that had started to enjoy this strange, precarious connection she had with Lux. She pushed the thought away, forcing herself to focus on the practical. On the immediate.

“Once we get through the charity event, things will calm down,” she assured Lux, though she could hear the uncertainty in her own voice.

Lux nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Thank you…for being here. I mean, really. I didn’t expect…” She trailed off, seeming almost embarrassed by her admission.

Sloane swallowed, her throat suddenly tight. “You don’t have to thank me,” she said, her voice low. “I’m just…I’m here. And whatever happens, we’ll face it together.”

Sloane’s words lingered in the cool night air, wrapping around them both like an unspoken promise. She could feel the weight of it between them, a delicate tension that her logical mind urged her to brush away, but her heart wouldn’t allow. She was just here to help Lux—support her through this tangled mess with her parents and the scrutiny of the public eye. That was the role she was supposed to play. And yet, with every look, every small, lingering touch, it felt as though they were crossing into a territory she hadn’t planned for.

Was she lying to herself, insisting it was just a charade? Because here Lux was, standing before her vulnerable and hurting, and all Sloane wanted to do was pull her close and promise her it would be okay—not because of some obligation to the plan, but because she wanted to. She wanted to make Lux feel safe, wanted to shield her from every hurtful word, every doubt that had ever made her feel unworthy. There was a fierceness in her chest she hadn’t felt in years, a need to protect that went far beyond the bounds of their agreement.

What would it mean if this went from pretend to something real? She swallowed, the thought settling heavily within her. This arrangement was supposed to end, the ties supposed to unravel neatly once Blair had backed down and Lux had won over her family. And yet, the idea of watching Lux walk out of her life felt like a betrayal she wasn’t sure she could handle. If she had to let her go, if they were to go back to being strangers with only a shared story in the past…could she?

Sloane knew she couldn’t afford to lose herself in anyone again, not after Blair. But Lux was different, and that difference terrified her.

They stood in silence for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts. Sloane’s mind churned with questions and doubts—about Blair, about the future of Midnight Garden, but mostly about the woman standing in front of her. She wanted to believe that this would all end neatly, that the lines between reality and pretense would remain intact, but she wasn’t so sure anymore.

Lux broke the silence with a quiet, almost defeated laugh. “I feel like the whole world’s out to get me sometimes. Like…no matter what I do, it’s never good enough.”

Sloane’s heart twisted at the raw vulnerability in Lux’s voice, and she took a step closer, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her. “I know the feeling,” she murmured, her hand finding Lux’s. She wasn’t sure who reached out first, only that their fingers had entwined almost instinctively. “But you’re stronger than you think, Lux. Stronger than they’ll ever give you credit for.”

Lux looked at her, their eyes locking, and for a moment, Sloane forgot about everything else. She forgot about Blair’s emails, about the complications of their arrangement, about the weight of her responsibilities. All she could focus on was the woman standing in front of her, and the undeniable pull that drew them closer with each passing second.

Sloane took a shaky breath, finally tearing her gaze away. “You know what?” she said, her voice a little more sure. “Let’s get out of here. Let’s go somewhere…anywhere but here. Somewhere we don’t have to think about Blair or your family or any of this madness.”

Lux blinked, her surprise giving way to a spark of excitement. “You mean it?”

Sloane nodded, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Just you and me. No expectations, no obligations. Somewhere we can just…breathe.”

A mischievous grin spread across Lux’s face, her eyes alight with the same spark Sloane had felt from the beginning. “Alright, then. Let’s go.”


Chapter Thirteen
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Lux


Lux’s heels clicked against the polished floors of Midnight Garden as she and Sloane made their way toward the exit. The hum of the club pulsed around them, thick with low conversation and ambient music. Her heart beat fast, excitement building with each step away from the familiar glamor of the club and into the unknown night ahead. Just as they neared the door, Lux caught Jade’s sharp stare from across the room. With a smirk, Lux tossed a casual wave, relishing the prickling irritation on Jade’s face. If her little display ruffled Jade’s feathers, all the better. Jade could brood all she wanted—tonight was Lux’s.

Outside, the city air wrapped around them, cool and thick with possibility. A sleek black limousine awaited, its tinted windows a promise of privacy and escape. Lux felt Sloane’s hand on her back as she guided her to the door, and for a fleeting moment, she savored the warmth of it, grounding her amid her growing thrill. The driver stepped out to open the door, and Lux slid inside, the plush leather cool beneath her as Sloane settled in beside her.

Sloane leaned forward, her fingers grazing the seat as she gave quiet instructions to the driver, her voice a low murmur that Lux couldn’t quite catch. Something about that quiet exchange struck her as incredibly intimate, like they were setting out on a secret adventure that only they would understand. The door closed with a soft click, and in the hush of the car, Lux turned to her with a grin.

“So…” she drawled, her curiosity barely restrained, “where exactly are we headed?”

Sloane glanced at her, her eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief Lux didn’t see often enough. “Someplace that no one would think to look for us. A bar I’ve been going to for years. No glitz, no paparazzi…just cheap drinks and bad karaoke,” she added with a slight smirk. “It’s practically hidden in the city, and tonight, I thought it could be ours.”

“Cheap drinks and bad karaoke?” Lux teased, raising an eyebrow. “Sloane, I didn’t know you had it in you.” She felt herself softening at the thought—Sloane, polished and controlled, hidden away in some dive bar, throwing back shots in the dim, flickering light. It made her feel like she was seeing a new layer to her, peeling back the professional facade to the woman beneath.

Sloane just chuckled, her smile growing as she looked over at Lux. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me yet,” she said, her tone playful but laced with a softness that made Lux’s heart beat a little faster.

Lux leaned back, crossing her legs as she studied Sloane, absorbing the gentle lines of her face, softened by the glow of the city lights streaming through the windows. “Care to enlighten me?”

The question hung in the air as Sloane seemed to consider it, her gaze flickering away for a moment before returning to Lux’s. “Maybe tonight,” she said softly. And then, after a pause, she added, “It’s nice to have someone I can just… be myself with.”

The words sent a warm flutter through Lux’s chest. “It’s nice for me too,” she admitted, a surprising honesty that left her feeling vulnerable, yet free. “You don’t know how exhausting it can be—feeling like everyone’s waiting for you to mess up, to prove them right.”

Sloane reached out, her hand finding Lux’s, a gesture so simple yet filled with a quiet intimacy that left Lux’s heart racing. “I do know,” Sloane murmured, her voice as warm as the leather under Lux’s fingertips. “More than you realize.”

They fell silent, their hands still resting together, both of them seemingly wrapped in a moment that held more meaning than either had anticipated. The city lights blurred past the tinted windows, the rumble of the road beneath them lulling them into a comfortable closeness, as if the world outside had faded away, leaving only this small, shared space between them.

Just then, the limo hit a bump, and Lux’s body shifted against her will, tilting forward into Sloane’s lap. She let out a startled laugh, her hands instinctively landing on Sloane’s shoulders to steady herself, but her laughter quickly quieted as she looked up. Sloane’s gaze was soft, her eyes tracing Lux’s face, lingering on her lips just a second too long. Neither of them moved, the world shrinking down to the inches of space between them.

The moment seemed to stretch, hanging in the air between them, thick with unspoken words and a charge that neither could ignore. Lux could feel the warmth radiating from Sloane’s body, the steady pulse of her heart, as if the quiet, intimate space between them was vibrating with all the things they hadn’t yet said. The limo moved on, but Lux felt suspended in time, trapped in the intensity of the look Sloane was giving her.

Lux swallowed, her breath hitching in her throat as she slowly, almost hesitantly, lifted her gaze to meet Sloane’s. The tension between them was palpable, heavy, a dangerous undercurrent that neither of them could deny any longer. Lux could feel the heat creeping up her neck, her chest tight with a mixture of anticipation and desire that pulsed through her veins like wildfire.

Sloane didn’t move. Her hand remained on the seat next to Lux, but her fingers twitched, as though they were fighting an urge to touch her, to pull her in. And Lux, who’d been so sure of herself for so long, found that she didn’t care anymore. The boundaries, the caution, everything she thought she understood about what was possible—none of it seemed to matter now. All she wanted, all she needed, was to feel Sloane, to let the heat between them consume her.

With barely a thought, Lux leaned in, closing the gap between them, her lips brushing against Sloane’s in a soft, teasing kiss. The instant their mouths met, Sloane’s breath hitched, a soft gasp escaping her. It was slow at first, gentle, the kind of kiss that was more promise than action. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

Lux’s fingers slid up Sloane’s arm, her touch trailing across the smooth fabric of Sloane’s jacket, seeking out the warmth of her skin underneath. When her hand finally found Sloane’s neck, she couldn’t help herself. She deepened the kiss, tugging Sloane’s face closer to hers, as if she couldn’t get enough, as if she was drowning in the need for her.

Sloane responded, her hand sliding to Lux’s waist, pulling her in closer, closer still. There was no hesitation now. The distance between them had collapsed, and all that was left was the raw, electric connection that hummed between them, sending shivers down Lux’s spine. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, her skin prickling with every soft stroke of Sloane’s hand against her back.

Lux could feel Sloane’s body against hers, the firmness of her muscles, the heat of her touch. And in that moment, Lux realized just how much she wanted this—wanted her. She could taste it on Sloane’s lips, the hunger, the desire, all of it tangled together in the way their mouths moved, in the way their bodies pressed together, as though they were both trying to claim each other in this shared, reckless moment.

Her hand slid down, seeking out the edge of Sloane’s shirt, fingers brushing against the soft fabric, just a hint of skin beneath. Lux’s breath quickened, and she broke the kiss just long enough to pull Sloane’s shirt from the waistband of her pants, her fingers trembling slightly as they traced the lines of her waist. She wanted more. She wanted to feel all of Sloane, to explore every inch of her, to lose herself in the intoxicating warmth that radiated from her.

Sloane’s breath was heavy now, her hands moving with a surety that sent a thrill straight to Lux’s core. One hand found the back of her neck, pulling her down into another kiss—harder, deeper this time. And Lux gave in, her lips parting, allowing Sloane’s tongue to slip past hers, to taste her in a way that left her dizzy with need.

The limo swayed again, and Lux found herself leaning into Sloane’s lap once more, but this time, it wasn’t by accident. Lux wanted this, wanted to be closer, to feel more of Sloane. She let herself melt against her, her body responding without thought, without hesitation. The sound of her own pulse in her ears drowned out everything else, and for the first time in a long time, Lux didn’t care about the consequences, didn’t care about the rules she had always played by.

Sloane’s fingers threaded through her hair, tugging her back up so their faces were inches apart, their breaths mingling in the air between them. The look in Sloane’s eyes was something new, something raw. Desire flickered there, but so did something else—something that Lux couldn’t quite place but knew it was there, undeniable.

“You know this is a bad idea,” Sloane’s voice was a low rasp, her gaze intense, almost searching, as if trying to read Lux’s every thought.

Lux didn’t need to think about it. She knew what she wanted, knew what she needed. She reached up, cupping Sloane’s face in her hands, bringing her lips to hers once more, her kiss soft at first, but then, with a gentle push, it deepened, hardening into something desperate, something they both seemed to crave. She didn’t answer with words. She answered with her body, with the way she kissed Sloane like she was the only thing in the world that mattered.

Sloane responded in kind, her hands moving lower, pulling Lux’s body flush against hers, their bodies pressing together in a way that made the world outside the limo disappear. Lux’s breath came in shallow gasps, her body on fire, every inch of her alive with the feel of Sloane against her, her hands, her mouth. This was no longer about control or pretending. This was real. And for the first time in a long time, Lux felt like she was exactly where she was meant to be.

Lux shifted, straddling Sloane now, her body hovering over hers as she searched her eyes for something she couldn’t quite define. She needed to know that this wasn’t just a moment of weakness, that it wasn’t going to disappear with the morning light. She needed to know that Sloane felt this too, that it wasn’t just her who was falling, but both of them.

Sloane met her gaze, her eyes dark with desire but also with something else—something deeper, more vulnerable. For a moment, neither of them moved, as if the question was too big to ask aloud. But in the silence, Lux knew. She could feel it in the way Sloane’s hands roamed over her body, the way her lips lingered on her skin. This was real.

Sloane leaned up, capturing Lux’s lips once more, kissing her with a fierceness that stole Lux’s breath. And in that kiss, everything shifted.

“Fuck, I want you so bad,” Sloane’s voice was guttural as she moaned against Lux’s chest. Her fingers fumbled across Lux’s top until she had pulled the fabric up and over her arms. Immediately her fingers were clasped around her breasts, fingers flickering gently across the soft pink buds of her nipples. Sloane let out a steady breath, staring at her with awe and animalistic hunger, before she leaned forward and put her lips around her skin, sucking gently, biting tenderly.

Lux threw her head back and moaned, her hands running through Sloane’s hair, pulling the other woman’s head closer to her chest. Her hips grinded and bucked with pleasure and need, and she reached down between her legs, stroking herself.

“Come for me,” Sloane grunted before placing her mouth once more on Lux’s nipples, licking and teasing from one to the other while she shifted her arms and slipped one hand between Lux’s legs. “Let me make you come.”

Lux held herself steady on Sloane’s lap while the other woman found her entrance, her fingers rushing between her folds with carnal intensity. She found her clit, rubbing across it, circling around it, rolling and driving over that swollen bud until Lux threw her head back and called out, “Don’t stop!”

She reached past her entrance, thrusting inside her with hungry fervor while Lux began to pant, her hips grinding wildly, uncontrollable and desperate. Sloane’s fingers were exploring, pulsing within her and it was driving her into a maddening haze of ecstasy. Growing, growing, swelling, until release flooded throughout her body and she collapsed against Sloane’s lap, panting, her eyelid fluttering against the haze of her orgasm.

“Holy shit,” she panted.

Sloane looked down at her. “I hope you know you’ll be paying for this,” she grinned. “You owe me one.”


Chapter Fourteen
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Sloane


As the limo began to slow, Sloane’s breath caught, her heart thudding in her chest as she and Lux drew apart, the heavy anticipation between them still thrumming in the small, enclosed space. Her cheeks felt warm, her skin tingling where Lux had brushed against her just moments before. Sloane’s hand hovered by her side, fingers itching to reach out, to feel the heat of Lux’s skin again. Her thoughts were swimming, not helped by the sound of the driver’s voice over the intercom, breaking the spell.

“We’ve arrived, Miss White,” he announced, his tone professional, blissfully unaware of the intimacy he had just shattered.

Lux glanced over at her, and Sloane could see a faint smirk pulling at her lips, daring and provocative. “I guess that’s our cue,” Lux murmured, though her eyes held a glint of mischief that made Sloane’s stomach flip.

Sloane took a slow breath, composing herself, then leaned in close, her voice a low murmur. “You’re going to pay for that,” she whispered, barely suppressing the need in her voice. Lux’s answering smile was wicked.

“Oh, I look forward to it,” Lux replied, her voice laced with flirtation as she slid out of the car and onto the cracked pavement outside.

As Sloane followed, the world around them seemed distant, all her focus on Lux, whose confidence didn’t waver as they strode toward the unassuming door of the bar. From the outside, it was nothing to look at: peeling paint on the sign, a window smudged with fingerprints, and the faint smell of stale beer drifting out each time someone opened the door. But tonight, it felt like exactly what they needed—a place where no one knew them, where they didn’t have to be anyone but themselves.

Inside, the bar was dimly lit, a haze of cigarette smoke hanging in the air despite the No Smoking signs. A few scattered groups of people filled the small tables, older men and women nursing drinks, a few leaning back in their seats as someone on stage wailed a raspy rendition of a classic rock song. It was the opposite of Midnight Garden’s polished elegance, and yet it was perfect.

Sloane made her way to the bar, catching the bartender’s eye. “Two of your cheapest beers,” she ordered, not bothering with specifics. She could feel Lux’s gaze on her, watching with curiosity as she gestured to a couple of cans sliding across the counter. The bartender gave them a nod, clearly unphased by their presence, and went back to his task.

“Cheers,” Sloane murmured, handing a can to Lux, who took it eagerly, her eyes lighting up with that same irreverent excitement Sloane was beginning to associate only with her. They clinked their cans together, taking that first sip that was more foam than beer. It was cheap and cold, exactly as Sloane had hoped.

Lux’s grin was broad as she took in the scene around them, seemingly unfazed by the odd stares a few patrons cast their way. “This is amazing,” she whispered, almost conspiratorial. “I can’t believe you have a place like this.”

Sloane chuckled, taking a long sip before leaning close, her voice low and teasing. “I told you, there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

“Clearly,” Lux replied, still grinning, her gaze lingering on Sloane as though trying to unravel the mystery in her eyes. There was a certain freedom here, an escape from their roles outside these walls, and Sloane could feel it pulsing between them, urging her to let go just a little more.

Lux started to move toward a nearby table, the dark wood battered and covered in old rings left by long-forgotten drinks, but before she could take another step, Sloane reached out, catching her by the arm. Lux turned, her eyes widening slightly as Sloane leaned in, her mouth so close to Lux’s ear that her breath brushed Lux’s cheek.

“Meet me in the bathroom,” she whispered, her voice low, a command wrapped in velvet.

Lux’s lips curved into a knowing smile, her breath catching for just a second. “Is this part of my punishment?” she teased, her eyes darkening with that familiar spark.

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it,” Sloane replied, a flicker of satisfaction at the way Lux’s gaze held hers, unflinching and ready.

As Lux turned and walked toward the back hallway, her steps slow and deliberate, Sloane’s heart raced, anticipation coiling within her as she watched. She waited several long minutes after Lux had disappeared down the back hallway, slowly sipping at her beer, before standing and following after.

Watching Lux unravel beneath her touch in the limousine was enough to set entire body aflame, swirling with a deep carnal burn to make it happen again. To make Lux’s resolve crumble and slip away, to leave her breathless and panting and begging her for more.

Sloane slipped into the dimly lit bathroom. Three stalls and a single, broken mirror. Tiled floor that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Every wall was a mess of marker graffiti - women who had drawn initials in hearts, left cell numbers in permanent ink, drawn a lot dicks, and reminded anyone who read not to EVER talk to Trevor N.

Lux was standing at the sink, and in the cramped room she looked so vulnerable. Innocent. Her blonde hair pushed back behind one ear, her blue eyes shaking with curious but nervous energy as she glanced back at her. “You wanted to meet me?” her voice crackled with dangerous temptation.

“Get in that stall,” Sloane stepped forward and pointed to the stall closest to the back wall. At least no one else was in here to ruin their fun. Because she was ready to get fucking bossy. “Now.”

Lux slipped into the stall and looked behind her, eying Sloane, the walls, the door as Sloane shut it behind them and rolled the lock into place.

“Strip,” Sloane commanded.

“Here?” Lux’s voice caught as she eyed the stall once more.

“Do what I say,” Sloane purred, her voice pouring thick like honey in the small space between them. “And I’ll give you your present.”

“I thought it was a punishment,” Lux shot back, her eyes sparking with mischief.

“You’ll get both,” Sloane answered. “As long as you’re good for me.” She put her hands on her hips. “Now are you going to do what you’re told?”

The other woman stared back at her, wide pale blue eyes filled with a mixture of thrilled anticipation and…was it fear that stared up at her? Nervousness? Sloane couldn’t place it, but waited patiently to see if her offer was going to be taken or not. If she would in fact be her good little pet. Obedient to her every order.

Lux’s fingers dropped to her pants and she quickly slipped out of them, dropping both pants and panties down to her ankles. With a confidence that shocked even Sloane she unbuttoned her blouse, pulled out of the sleeves, and deftly unfastened her bra. As soon as the clasp fell away her breasts spilled out, milk-white and soft, delicate pink nipples hardening before she’d even touched her.

Sloane didn’t shy away from devouring her with her stare, eying each perfect inch of naked, vulnerable skin. In the dark she glowed like an angel. “You’re perfect,” she breathed. “Heavenly.”

“I’m ready for my present,” Lux purred back. She was always biting back with that firecracker defiance that made Sloane ache to put her in her place. A temptation that was begging to be spanked.

“If we keep doing this I need you to understand something now,” Sloane said. “I’m in charge. Your boss. You submit to me. Everything I ask for. Everything I command. All you have to do is listen. Give full power to me. Do you think you can do that for me?”

“Do I have a choice?” Lux asked.

“Of course you do. But I need you to understand the terms before we move forward. I need you to want this,” Sloane stopped and reached forward, a single fingertip brushing soft blonde hair back behind the other woman’s ear. “As I do.”

Rose-pink splotches rose against Lux’s cheek and she whispered, “I want this.”

“You need to pick a safe word,” Sloane said. “Anything you want. You know what that is, right?”

Lux nodded. “Scarlet.”

“Scarlet it is,” Sloane let the word roll over her tongue slowly, savoring it. A perfect choice. “Now close your eyes until I tell you to open them.”

Lux did as she was told. Swiftly, Sloane removed her clothes and stood still, one hand on her hip. “Open them,” she ordered.

As she opened them a small gasp of shock escaped her lips. Sloane stood naked, one hand on her hip and the other gripped tightly around the shaft of a thick, black strap-on.

“I came prepared,” Sloane whispered, her fingers slowly stroking the rubber cock strapped around her hips. “I thought you might like to feel me inside you. Deeper. Filling you up. Would you like that?”

“Yes, Sloane,” Lux’s voice was barely audible.

“I’ll go slow,” Sloane stepped forward. “At first.”

“I’m not afraid to feel you,” Lux’s face flushed as she stepped forward to meet Sloane.

Sloane wrapped one hand around Lux’s head and brought her body forward, her soft lips leaving a trail from the other woman’s chin, down her throat, until she was at her breasts. She wrapped her tongue around the stiff pink peaks of Lux’s nipples, one by one, until Lux’s head tilted back and she let out a soft moan.

“You don’t come until I tell you to,” Sloane stared deep into Lux’s eyes, searching for recognition. For acceptance. This wouldn’t work if Lux didn’t listen. If Lux didn’t obey. “Your pleasure belongs to me now.”

“Yes, Sloane,” Lux answered, her breath already shaking.

Without pause, Sloane shoved their bodies backwards until Lux was pressed against the stall. Their breath escaped them both as their mouths met in a passionate, deep kiss, silencing them both. Sloane’s hand dropped between Lux’s legs, until her fingers were tracing along the edge of her slit.

“I want to watch you unravel for me,” Sloane whispered against her neck. “Come undone. Lose yourself for me.”

Lux’s hands were traveling up and down Sloane’s back, digging softly into her skin, holding her for purchase, tugging at her with fevered desire. “I’m yours,” she panted.

Sloane grabbed the smooth tip of the strap-on and pushed it against Lux’s entrance, rubbing it slowly back and forth, up and down her folds, whilst her hand stroked the length of the shaft, dampening it with the wetness dripping from between her legs.

“Tell me you want me inside you,” Sloane ordered, her voice thick and dangerous with lust.

“Please,” Lux moaned. “I want you inside me. I need to feel you.”

With a sharp inhale of breath Sloane thrust the strap-on into the woman’s entrance, filling her entirely. Lux buckled with the pressure, caving against Sloane’s body and Sloane grunted as she wrapped her fingers around the top of the stall and began to rock her hips back and forth, grinding herself and the fat black cock she was wearing in and out of Lux’s wet pussy. And Lux was obedient as her body began to lose itself to Sloane’s power, her mouth opening to let out a stiff cry of pleasure. Her hips were rolling in time and motion with Sloane, opening herself up further and further so that Sloane could drive that strap-on deeper and deeper. Pounding against her core. Ravaging her from the inside out.

Sloane dropped one hand down and placed her thumb inside of Lux’s mouth, rolling the tip of it in and out, raking against the tips of her teeth, matching the rocking of her hips and her cock. Thrusting, panting, winding every coil of their bodies tighter and tighter.

“Look at me,” Sloane commanded. The moment Lux opened her eyes and Sloane could see those brilliant pools of blue she cried out, “I want to see you come. Come for me.”

The release flooded through Lux’s body and Sloane had to still herself, holding the other woman up against the wall even as her own body trembled and convulsed in a mirror-image. She felt Lux’s breathing shake and tremor through her chest, watched as the high of the orgasm glimmered through the muscles in her face, the sparkle of her eyes.

Sloane let herself collapse forward against the stall, against Lux’s shoulder, and she planted a soft, wet kiss against that smooth, white skin, her panting matching in a rhythm with Lux.

There was no mistaking it.

Lux was hers.


Chapter Fifteen
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Lux


Lux woke with a start, blinking against the soft morning light filtering through the window. Her body ached pleasantly, a mixture of exhaustion and satisfaction from the previous night. She stretched, the silken sheets cool against her bare skin, and tried to gather her bearings. The unfamiliar surroundings momentarily disoriented her—Sloane’s luxury apartment, minimalist and sleek, but welcoming in its quiet elegance. The soft hum of the city beyond was muffled by the heavy glass windows, cocooning them in their own little world.

She didn’t remember falling asleep in Sloane’s bed, but somehow, here she was—entangled in the sheets, her hair tousled and wild. She pushed herself upright, her eyes scanning the room, catching the soft light glinting off sleek furniture and polished wood. A plush rug stretched beneath her feet, the kind that felt like stepping onto a cloud. Everything in this apartment screamed sophistication.

A soft knock at the bedroom door interrupted her thoughts. Sloane stepped into the room with a cup of coffee in hand, the aroma rich and inviting. She wore nothing but a loose-fitting silk robe that clung to her shoulders, the kind of effortless beauty Lux envied. She smiled as she entered, her gaze immediately landing on Lux.

“Morning,” Sloane said with a sleepy smile, the kind that was just a little bit too enticing for Lux’s already scattered thoughts. She handed Lux the coffee. “Figured you might need this.”

Lux took it gratefully, inhaling the scent before taking a sip. The warmth of the coffee spread through her chest, and for a moment, it felt like everything else could fade away—just her, Sloane, and the comfort of the morning after their wild escape.

“Thanks,” Lux murmured, her voice rough from sleep. She glanced up at Sloane, meeting her eyes, and couldn’t help but smile. “Last night was…incredible. I forgot how nice it is to just let go, to forget about everything for a little while.”

As Lux sipped the coffee, the memories of last night trickled back, filling her with a rare, lingering warmth. It had been ages since she’d laughed so hard her cheeks ached, since she’d felt free enough to shed the layers she usually wrapped herself in. She could still feel the buzz of tequila loosening her inhibitions, the unexpected thrill of drinking cheap beer from a can while Sloane—elegant, put-together Sloane—was right there beside her, knocking back shots with her like they were old friends in a dive bar she’d never imagine them setting foot in.

The night had been a blur of laughter, of daring each other into silly antics, of singing wildly off-key into the karaoke mic. Lux couldn’t forget the look on Sloane’s face as they swayed together, belting out a ridiculous pop song that neither of them knew all the words to. She saw Sloane’s careful, guarded demeanor fall away, and in its place was this side of her—playful, spontaneous, almost as if the responsibilities she carried for Midnight Garden didn’t exist for that one night. Lux was captivated by that Sloane, the one who wasn’t afraid to dance a little too close or toss her head back in laughter.

A part of her hadn’t wanted the night to end, hadn’t wanted to step back into reality and all the complications that came with it. There was something special about seeing Sloane like that, both of them unguarded and just…present. It felt fragile, like a stolen moment she wouldn’t easily get back. And now, as she looked at Sloane standing there in her sleepwear, coffee in hand, she wondered if they could ever return to that feeling or if it was meant to be as fleeting as it felt.

Sloane leaned against the doorframe, watching her with a soft, appreciative gaze. “Yeah,” she agreed. “It felt good to just be normal, I guess. Away from all the chaos.”

Lux nodded absently, her eyes scanning the room again. She was trying to remember the exact details of the night—the music, the laughter, the way the world felt like it stopped when she was with Sloane. But as she shifted, looking for her phone, she realized it wasn’t within reach.

She glanced over at the nightstand, but her phone wasn’t there either. A frown creased her brow as she pulled back the covers, half-expecting to find it buried in the sheets. But it wasn’t there. She slid off the bed, her bare feet padding softly across the floor as she opened the nightstand drawer.

Her fingers brushed against a few random items, and that’s when she found it—a picture. It was small and faded, the corners curled with age. Lux froze when she recognized the people in it. Sloane and Blair. Together. Their arms embracing one another. Their faces full of love. Happiness.

Like the face she had seen on Sloane last night.

A cold wave washed across her skin.

Her heart skipped a beat, a sudden rush of heat flooding her chest. She stared at the photo, a sense of dread beginning to settle over her. The image of Sloane smiling next to Blair, their faces too close, too intimate, was like a punch to the gut.

Sloane’s voice broke through the tension. “Don’t—” she started, but it was too late.

Lux pulled the picture out of the drawer, holding it up, her eyes searching Sloane’s face for an explanation.

“Why do you have a picture of Blair in here?” she asked, trying to keep her tone steady, though the words came out sharper than she intended. She hated the way her voice wavered slightly, the knot in her stomach tightening.

Sloane froze, her expression flickering with something that Lux couldn’t place. There was a tension in the air, something unspoken, something Lux wasn’t sure she wanted to understand.

“It’s…nothing,” Sloane said quickly, her voice strained. “Just an old picture. From a long time ago.”

But Lux wasn’t buying it. She could feel the walls go up between them, and it stung. She set the picture down, her fingers trembling slightly as she crossed her arms, her heart thudding in her chest.

“Who is she to you, Sloane?” Lux pressed, trying to keep her composure. “Blair. I need to know. How much does she still matter to you? Because I thought she was just a part of the past. Nothing to worry about.”

Lux’s pulse quickened, a prickling unease rising to the surface. She tried to keep her voice steady, to keep the question casual, but she could feel the weight of it hanging between them. She hated that she even had to ask, that Blair—someone she didn’t even really know—had this invisible hold over them. And as much as she wanted to brush it off, to pretend she didn’t care, Lux knew that jealousy was pooling deep within her, surfacing in a way she hadn’t expected.

It felt maddening, this sharp tug of possessiveness and doubt. She had tried to convince herself, over and over, that this thing with Sloane was just a charade, a carefully constructed arrangement to keep up appearances. But the sting of jealousy made it clear: somewhere along the line, the boundaries of their so-called “fake” relationship had blurred. She was invested, far more than she wanted to admit, and the thought that she might be more attached than Sloane gnawed at her.

Why does this matter so much? she thought, frustrated. It’s supposed to be pretend. We’re supposed to be pretend. And yet, standing here, waiting for Sloane to answer, the truth felt undeniable. She didn’t want Sloane to have a lingering past, didn’t want Blair to be anything but a distant memory. She wanted Sloane’s attention, her commitment, her affection—even if the whole setup had started as a ruse.

Sloane’s gaze dropped to the floor for a moment before meeting Lux’s eyes again, and there was a flash of something—defensiveness, guilt, maybe both. She opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it, clearly wrestling with her thoughts.

“She was…she was involved with Midnight Garden, a long time ago,” Sloane said after a long pause. Her voice was controlled, but there was an edge to it that Lux didn’t miss. “We were close. Together. But that was before everything changed.” She sighed, rubbing the back of her neck, visibly uncomfortable. “It’s really not something I want to revisit.”

Lux studied her, trying to piece it all together. There was something off about Sloane’s explanation. It didn’t add up. The way she’d spoken about Blair—vague, evasive—it only made Lux more curious. And a little jealous. It didn’t feel good, that gnawing sense of insecurity creeping in. She hated the way it made her feel, but she couldn’t shake it.

“Really?” Lux asked, her voice tinged with disbelief. “You’re telling me it was just some business thing? Because it doesn’t look like that picture was about business. She looks...important to you, Sloane.”

She bit back the words that threatened to come out—She looks like she still is important to you.

Sloane’s eyes darkened, but there was something in her gaze that softened when it met Lux’s. “It’s not like that,” she said, her voice quieter now, almost pleading. “I’m not involved with her anymore, Lux. Not in the way you’re thinking. She doesn’t have any influence over me now, or over us.”

Lux felt a pang in her chest, but she couldn’t stop herself from pushing, needing to hear more, needing some kind of assurance. “But what if she still does have an influence? What if she still gets in the way?” The words came out before she could stop them, her voice tinged with jealousy she didn’t know she had in her. “What if she’s still in your life, still connected to you in some way?”

Sloane’s gaze softened, and she stepped closer to Lux, placing a hand on her arm. “Lux…” she began gently, her tone the kind of soothing balm Lux didn’t know she needed. “I promise you. Blair doesn’t control me. She doesn’t control what happens between us.”

Lux couldn’t help the frustration that bubbled up inside her. She stood up abruptly, moving away from the bed, her mind racing with questions she didn’t know how to voice. The more Sloane spoke, the more Lux found herself questioning everything—their fake relationship, her place in Sloane’s life, what any of it meant.

Sloane watched her, her eyes full of concern. “Lux, listen to me. It’s all part of the plan. We have a goal, and we’re going to reach it. We’ll do it together.”

But Lux wasn’t sure anymore. Her heart ached with the uncertainty swirling inside her. “I don’t know if I believe you,” she muttered, the words slipping out before she could stop them. She turned away, not wanting Sloane to see the vulnerability on her face.

Sloane’s voice was soft, almost a whisper. “I know you’re scared, but you don’t have to be. We’re in this together.”

Lux didn’t turn back, though. Not yet. Not until she could figure out what this was—if she even wanted it.

She let out a slow breath and tried to focus on the bigger picture, on the charity event and the goals they’d set. She had to remain professional. She had to, despite the mess of feelings she was wading through.

Sloane was right. They had a plan. And Lux could play her part. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself.


Chapter Sixteen
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Sloane


Sloane took a slow, steady breath, reaching out to gently touch Lux’s arm. “Lux, listen to me,” she said, her voice calm but laced with urgency. “Blair is…she’s nothing to me now. I understand why seeing that picture would upset you, but you have to believe me. Whatever I once had with her, it’s over. Long over.” She could see the doubt lingering in Lux’s eyes, her shoulders still tense, her gaze fixed on the crumpled photo in Sloane’s hand.

Without hesitating, Sloane held the picture up, a silent vow passing between them. She folded it in half, then tore it clean down the middle. The ripped halves fluttered in her hands, their edges jagged and frayed, before she let them fall onto the nightstand. She needed Lux to see—truly see—that Blair was in the past, nothing more than a fading memory.

As the torn pieces of the photo fluttered to the nightstand, Sloane felt an unsettling weight press against her chest. The act of ripping Blair out of her life, even in a symbolic gesture, should have felt freeing. It should have closed that chapter once and for all. But as she looked at the ragged edges of the picture, a gnawing feeling of conflict lingered within her. She wanted to be done with Blair—completely, irrevocably finished. Yet she couldn’t deny that Blair’s shadow still loomed over her life, a constant reminder of everything she couldn’t quite escape.

In tearing the picture, she was only half-convincing Lux—and herself—that Blair was nothing more than a fading memory. But the truth was, Blair had a way of lingering, of staying just close enough to unsettle her, to slip into her thoughts at the worst times. There was no love left for Blair, Sloane knew that. Yet Blair’s influence and ambition made her unpredictable, capable of disrupting everything Sloane had worked to build—not only her business but this fragile new connection with Lux. Lux, who was already pressing in on the cracks, pushing her past the limits she’d set around her own heart.

And here Sloane was, promising Lux that Blair was just a ghost when she knew full well that ghosts had a way of haunting you in ways you couldn’t always control. It felt like a half-truth at best, a reassurance she needed Lux to believe, even if it didn’t settle fully in her own heart.

Whatever remnants of Blair’s hold remained, Sloane was determined to keep them in check, for Lux’s sake and for her own.

“I didn’t even know that photo was still there,” Sloane continued, her voice softer now. “If I’d realized…I would have tossed it ages ago.” She took Lux’s hands in hers, squeezing gently, willing her to feel the truth in her words. “You mean more to me than any old ghost from the past.”

Gradually, she felt the tension start to ease from Lux’s grip. The sharpness in her eyes softened, replaced by something closer to understanding, even if a trace of uncertainty lingered.

Lux exhaled and nodded slowly. “I…I just need a minute,” she murmured, looking away. “Is it okay if I take a shower?”

“Of course,” Sloane replied, a faint smile tugging at her lips as she gestured toward the bathroom. “Take all the time you need.” She led Lux to the bathroom door, her fingers lingering for a second on Lux’s shoulder before she stepped back, watching as Lux slipped inside.

The soft rush of water filled the space as Lux turned on the shower, and the faint hint of steam began to drift from beneath the doorframe. Sloane closed her eyes for a brief moment, her thoughts scattered, feeling the lingering echo of their conversation settle in her chest.

She wanted to make things better. Had to make things better. To prove to Lux that she was the one who mattered to her.

Sloane stood up and moved to the bathroom door, knocking three times softly.

“Yes?” Lux’s voice called out.

“Can I come in?”

“Sure,” Lux answered back.

Sloane slipped through the door and, without hesitation, stepped out of the robe she was wearing, her red hair cascading down around her shoulders, across her breasts. She watched Lux shower the shampoo from her and turn to see her, and was happy to see the look of excitement across the other woman’s face.

“Did you come to cheer me up?” Lux asked.

“I thought I might know a trick or two,” Sloane answered, stepping forward tentatively, testing the waters. And to her eagerness and happiness, Lux turned the shower water off and opened the shower door. But Sloane shook her head and stepped forward. “Turn that back on.”

Lux wavered, momentarily.

Sloane took advantage of the moment, her voice growing darker, “Are you refusing to listen to me? You know how I feel about that.”

Lux chewed at her lip, her blue eyes staring expectantly back but with a shimmer of reckless retaliation. The look that had always made Sloane crumble. The look that filled her with an insatiable need to punish her for misbehaving.

“What are you going to do to me if I don’t turn it back on?” Lux asked.

“You’re playing with fire.”

“So I’ve been told before,” Lux slid her fingers down her torso, and pouted. The image of her standing there, perfect and naked and dripping with water and so, so fucking innocent was enough to make Sloane tremble and ache. “But I like it when you get angry.”

“Very well,” Sloane stopped in her tracks. “Stay right where you are,” she ordered. “Don’t move until I get back.”

Quickly, she turned on her heel and disappeared back into the bedroom. A few quiet minutes later and she returned, the red and black leather straps of a flogger tickling against her legs.

Sloane stepped into the wide open space of the shower, eying Lux’s naked, damp body. She slid the shaft of the flogger through her fingertips, letting the straps dangle in front of her. “Do you know what this is? A flogger. Leather. Both punishment and pleasure. And you’ve been such a naughty girl. I think it’s time we used this. What do you think?”

“I think I need you to scold me,” Lux whispered, her eyes following the small, tantalizing loops the leather straps were making in the air. Almost hypnotizing her. Enticing her.

“Get down on your hands and knees,” Sloane’s voice was thick, booming against the tiled walls of the shower. “Now.”

Lux was obedient and swift in her response as she slid down and braced herself on all fours, her wet hair trailing against her spine in thin tendrils.

Sloane slowly padded to the shower head and turned it so the water came back on, falling from the ceiling in a soft torrent. “I hope you like it hot,” Sloane said, and twisted the handle until the falling water was almost scalding her skin. Steam filled the room immediately.

She walked over to where Lux was bent and waiting, patiently. Quietly.

“You remember your word, don’t you?” She asked as she stood over Lux.

“Scarlet,” Lux whispered the word, barely audible above the pitter-patter of falling shower water.

Hot, hot water that was making Lux’s porcelain skin turn pink where it landed. Tiny flowers of pleasure erupting on her skin. Sloane’s thighs tightened and churned at the sight of her like that. Vulnerable. Unprotected. Waiting.

“Good,” Sloane finally said. “Are you ready to feel your punishment?”

“Yes. I’m ready.”

“I think it’s time that you learn something about me,” Sloane purred and walked in a slow circle around where Lux was crouched. She trailed the tips of the flogger over her back as she moved, letting her feel the straps for the first time. “I like to get what I want. And I won’t give up until I have it my way. Anything else is unacceptable. It means you need some discipline. Until you learn your lesson. Until I have my way.”

A snap reverberated in the shower room where Sloane snapped the leather pieces together in the air. Lux jumped where she was crouched, but didn’t look up. Good, Sloane thought. She’s learning.

“You’ve been reckless since the moment I met you,” Sloane continued. And without warning she struck the flogger’s tails against the soft, round curve of the other woman’s ass cheeks. Lux jolted, and Sloane could hear the rush of air traveling through her teeth as she reeled from the shock.

“Daring,” Sloane struck the flogger again, this time on the opposite side. “Bold,” and again the leather slapped down against bare skin, leaving trails of thin red marks in the place where they had struck bare skin. “Insolent,” the trails snapped again.

Lux’s arms trembled from holding herself up, from reeling against the sudden strikes of erotically blissful pain lighting up against her bare skin.

“But I know what it really is,” Sloane’s voice snaked out, heavy with lust, brimming with the need to watch Lux break beneath her. “You need someone to put you in your place. You want to submit. You play your games, you act like rules don’t apply to you, and yet I see what you really want. I see you begging for me to give you commands.”

Snap. The flogger’s tails struck again, and this time Lux let out a soft moan of shock.

Sloane dropped gently to her knees between Lux’s legs. “Tell me it’s what you want,” she said. “Tell me all you really want is to fucking plead for my attention. My desire.”

Lux’s arms shook, her entire backside now red from scalding water pattering against her, to the marks that the flogger had left. “I want it,” she answered. “I want to beg for you.”

Sloane slid one hand down Lux’s spine, circling the red marks with a delicate finesse. “That’s what I like to hear,” she purred. “I love watching you grow weak for me.” She trailed her fingertip across the prickled skin of the other woman’s ass, and slowly began to trail towards her inner thigh. “What do you want now? Tell me what you want most of all.”

“You,” Lux’s voice breathed out, unexpectedly fevered. Shaking. Desperate.

Sloane shifted herself onto her knees, bracing herself right behind Lux’s ass, and with one short swoop she struck her palm against the luscious, bouncing skin. Lux let out a hiss of air, leaning forward, away from the tender blow.

“Tell me again,” Sloane ordered.

“You,” Lux repeated.

And Sloane struck again, her palm slapping against the opposite ass cheek which grew bright red in response. “Again,” her voice was thick with hunger.

“I want you!,” Lux’s voice broke. “I want you. Sloane. I want you. Please.”

Sloane reached her hand down between Lux’s thighs until her fingers slipped past her folds. Lux lost her balance, shaking forward slightly, but Sloane caught her and held her fixed to the shower-floor, hands and knees. She rolled the edge of her finger overtop the other woman’s swollen mound, circling and trailing delicate curls as Lux’s breathing intensified, her back arching to allow Sloane more access to her.

Sloane edged her hand lower, rolling her thumb across the soft skin of her entrance, and slowly slid her fingers inside. Lux’s body shook, trembling beneath her touch.

“Tell me what you want,” Sloane purred as she leaned forward, her breasts raking against Lux’s backside as she continued to work her fingers at Lux’s core.

“You,” Lux moaned.

“And I want you,” Sloane answered, “to come undone for me. Let go.” She buried her fingers deeper, rubbing in and out, curling and lapping with each frantic thrust. Lux’s hips buckled, grinding forward and back, edging herself closer and closer to the point of release with each frantic moan that shook her shoulders and threatened to pull her loose at the seams.

“Come!” Sloane ordered, her voice heavy with need, her fingers working desperately now, savoring each swirl, each pump, meeting Lux’s hips as the other woman rocked back and forth until finally she let out a cry of pleasure, her body trembling down to her stomach as the orgasm tore through her.

Sloane slid forward, her naked body pressing against Lux, planting soft kisses on the woman’s arm, her shoulder, her neck, her cheek. She watched as Lux caught her breathing, as her mouth opened and closed in quiet, breathless ecstasy.

That was it.

That was the control she craved. The power that she hungered for.

And on Lux’s face it was so beautiful. So raw. She opened herself and gave in, letting Sloane take over. And it opened something else entirely new. A new world that Sloane had never seen before.


Chapter Seventeen
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Lux


The city’s morning bustle wrapped around Lux as she strode down the sidewalk, dodging the hurried crowds and the occasional coffee-sipping tourist. Her heels clicked rhythmically against the concrete, her eyes fixed on the small café up ahead where her sister was waiting for her.

Cassandra, the older, more successful Schroeder daughter. Her older sister both inspired and terrified her. And she could only hope this lunch date would be beneficial to them both. It was hard not to think that it would end up like a typical lunch-date with her family, where she did nothing but disappoint, and always left the table feeling like a failure.

But her mind was a thousand miles away, tangled up in thoughts of Sloane. She’d told herself that this was supposed to be a casual thing, just a clever business move—a favor, even—but somewhere along the line, it had unraveled into something else entirely.

With every day, every look, every brief brush of fingers or unguarded smile, Lux felt herself slipping deeper into Sloane’s orbit. She’d been with enough people to recognize attraction, and she’d even felt something close to affection once or twice. But this was different. This felt like a slow-burning fire, something more powerful than the impulsive highs she was used to. And as much as she tried to ignore it, she couldn’t help but feel that she was falling for Sloane—completely and irrevocably.

The thought both thrilled and terrified her. Sloane was… complicated. Guarded in a way that made Lux want to peel back every layer until she knew her entirely. And that enigmatic quality—the way Sloane revealed only parts of herself, like a puzzle Lux was aching to solve—made her heart beat just a little faster every time they were together. Lux’s fingers tightened around the strap of her purse as she remembered the way Sloane had looked at her last night, her gaze a smoldering intensity that lingered long after they’d parted. That look, full of promise and vulnerability, haunted her.

For the first time in her life, Lux felt something solid beneath her usual recklessness, a grounding force that made her want to be…better. She wanted to be someone worth Sloane’s trust, someone who could navigate the complications that their lives threw at them. And she wanted Sloane to see her as more than just a party girl, more than the surface-level image that everyone expected of her.

But there was Blair, that constant shadow looming in the background, a reminder that Sloane’s heart wasn’t unscathed. Lux knew she had no claim over Sloane, no real right to feel the flickers of jealousy she did whenever Blair came up. But it was there—a knot of insecurity she hadn’t quite learned to ignore. What if Blair was always going to be part of Sloane’s story? And could she really risk her heart knowing it might always come second?

Her breath fogged in the chill air as she approached the café, steeling herself against the swirl of emotions inside her. She knew one thing for certain: she wanted Sloane, in whatever way Sloane would have her. And if that meant confronting her own jealousy, her own fears—she was willing to do it.

As Lux walked into the café, the mellow hum of voices and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee wrapped around her like a comforting embrace. She spotted Cassandra almost immediately—perfectly poised, clad in an elegant white blouse and a soft lavender scarf, her fingers tapping rhythmically against the ceramic coffee cup in front of her. Cassandra’s gaze lifted, her face brightening with a warm smile as Lux approached.

“There she is!” Cassandra rose to hug her, pulling her into a soft, sisterly embrace that Lux didn’t realize she’d missed so much.

“Hey, Cass,” Lux murmured, her smile genuine as she took a seat across from her sister. The cozy, upscale café was all soft lighting, polished wood tables, and intimate nooks—perfect for the quiet conversation she both craved and dreaded.

“It’s so good to see you,” Cassandra said, her eyes alight. “I swear, it feels like forever since we actually sat down for a real chat.”

Lux shrugged lightly, stirring the cream into her coffee. “Yeah, well…life’s been a little busy.”

“Oh, I know all about busy.” Cassandra laughed, the kind of effortless, musical laugh that their mother adored, the one that made her sound confident and in control. “But I’m really glad you made time. It’s not every day I get to steal my little sister away.”

They started off lightly, swapping stories about family gossip, recent movies, and Cassandra’s latest projects at her design firm. Lux found herself smiling more than she’d expected, soaking in her sister’s effortless charm and attentiveness. Cassandra had always been the golden child—the one who seemingly had it all together, the one who made their parents proud. But there was no judgment in Cassandra’s eyes, only warmth and curiosity.

“So, Midnight Garden,” Cassandra finally said, a note of intrigue in her voice. “It’s such a different world than what I’m used to hearing from you. You seem…I don’t know, like you’re really thriving in it. Tell me about it, Lux.”

Lux’s expression shifted, a slight frown tugging at her lips as she stirred her coffee, the spoon clinking against the porcelain cup. “Did Mom and Dad tell you that?” she asked, her tone just shy of accusing. It was hard enough dealing with her parents’ constant scrutiny; knowing they were feeding details of her life to Cassandra made her feel like she was under a microscope.

Cassandra’s eyes softened as she leaned forward, hands clasped around her coffee mug. “Lux, don’t be mad. They’re…concerned, I guess, or at least that’s how they see it. They just happened to mention Midnight Garden in passing.” She let out a small, self-conscious laugh. “You know how they are. But I’m not here to judge or pry. I’m just genuinely interested. I haven’t seen you this involved in something in a long time.”

Lux sighed, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. The protective walls she’d put up around her life suddenly felt paper-thin in the face of Cassandra’s curiosity. “It’s complicated,” she said finally, meeting her sister’s gaze. “Mom and Dad, they just don’t understand it—they see Midnight Garden as some scandalous playground, but it’s more than that.” Lux felt her cheeks flush and looked down, realizing she was giving away more information than she intended.

Cassandra’s expression softened further. “It sounds like it’s making you really happy. And I’m glad,” she said, her voice gentle but genuinely warm. “I know they don’t understand that side of you, but I want to. So, tell me—what’s it like for you there? What’s got you so captivated?”

Lux took a slow sip of her coffee, stalling for time. She wasn’t sure how much she could—or should—share. Part of her wanted to tell Cassandra everything: the truth about the fake relationship with Sloane, the challenges, the blurred lines, the simmering jealousy. But another part of her knew that the stakes were too high, and that admitting the truth could ruin everything she’d worked to build with Sloane and for herself.

“It’s…different,” Lux started cautiously, her fingers tracing the rim of her coffee cup. “I didn’t expect to be this involved, honestly. But, it’s kind of thrilling, you know? To be part of something new and exciting. And then there’s Sloane…”

Cassandra leaned in, her eyes sparkling with interest. “Yes, Sloane. The mystery woman. I’ve been dying to hear more about her.” Her sister leaned forward with excitement. “What’s she like? You know, besides what I see in the tabloids?”

“And besides what Mom and Dad tell you?” Lux jabbed.

“That too,” her sister admitted. “I want to hear it from you. The truth.”

Lux felt her cheeks warm slightly, realizing just how often Sloane occupied her thoughts. “She’s…intense. And confident, obviously. She knows exactly who she is and what she wants. It’s intimidating sometimes. But also inspiring.”

As she spoke, Lux felt her pulse quicken, and her thoughts drifted to Sloane—her poised smile, that commanding presence that seemed to wrap around Lux like a charged current every time they were close. Sloane’s energy was magnetic, drawing her in like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Lux had dated, had her share of flings and infatuations, but this was different. It was a consuming feeling, like Sloane had somehow gotten under her skin in a way that left her breathless, wondering how she could ever go back to life without her.

She had tried to convince herself, night after night, that this whole thing was just a game. A charade they were playing for the world, for Blair, for her family. But the more time she spent with Sloane, the harder it became to pretend that she could simply walk away unscathed. There was a vulnerability in Sloane, a quiet strength that Lux felt privileged to witness. And she felt herself getting lost in that—caught between the thrill of being close to her and the ache of knowing it might never be anything more than a façade.

The reality terrified her. Lux wasn’t supposed to fall. She wasn’t supposed to care this much, to feel her heart race every time Sloane looked at her or touched her arm. Yet here she was, her mind filled with thoughts of Sloane at all hours, wondering what it would be like if the charade could somehow be real. It was becoming harder and harder to push those feelings down, to tell herself she could keep her heart safe in the middle of this storm. Because, deep down, she knew that Sloane had become more than just part of the plan.

Cassandra nodded thoughtfully, a knowing smile on her face. “Sounds like she’s making quite an impression on you. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious about what’s really going on between the two of you.”

Lux hesitated, a knot forming in her stomach. She wanted to laugh it off, to say it was all just a professional arrangement. But she couldn’t ignore the pull she felt toward Sloane, the ache that had begun to settle deep inside her. She glanced at Cassandra, who was watching her closely, waiting patiently.

“It’s…complicated, Cass,” Lux finally admitted, her voice soft. “I didn’t plan to feel this way. But somewhere along the line, I started…caring more than I expected. More than I should. And I don’t know what to do with that.”

Cassandra reached across the table, covering Lux’s hand with her own. “Hey, it’s okay. Feelings aren’t something you can control. But maybe it’s worth asking yourself what it is you truly want. Do you want this? Do you want this with her?”

Lux’s heart thudded at the question. Did she want Sloane, or was she simply caught up in the thrill, the allure of their arrangement? She’d spent so long pretending their relationship was just a game, a tool for the sake of Midnight Garden’s image. But every stolen glance, every shared laugh, every lingering touch—they were starting to feel too real, slipping past her defenses and burrowing into her heart.

“I don’t know, Cass,” she whispered, barely trusting her voice. “It’s all just so messy. And then there’s Blair, her ex, who’s just there. Sometimes I feel like I’m constantly competing with a memory. Like I’ll never really have her because Blair’s still around. It makes me feel like I’m just temporary.”

Cassandra’s expression softened with understanding. “I get it, Lux. It’s natural to feel a little possessive when it comes to someone you care about. And it sounds like you care a lot more than you’re willing to admit, even to yourself.”

Lux closed her eyes, Cassandra’s words hitting home. She wanted to deny it, to laugh it off as something fleeting. But she couldn’t. Not when her feelings for Sloane ran deeper than she’d anticipated. Not when the idea of walking away from Sloane felt like losing something she’d only just begun to find.

“I do care, Cass. And that’s the scariest part. I keep telling myself that it’s all for show, that once everything is over, we’ll go back to being strangers. But that thought makes me sick. I don’t want to be a stranger to her.”

Cassandra’s hand squeezed hers gently, a reassuring smile on her face. “Then maybe you need to be honest with her. With yourself. It’s okay to want more, Lux. It’s okay to feel scared. But you have to decide if it’s worth it. If she’s worth it.”

Lux’s throat tightened, the weight of Cassandra’s words sinking into her. Was Sloane worth it? She didn’t have an answer, but the thought of never knowing what could be—of letting her fear and jealousy consume her—was almost more unbearable than the idea of letting herself truly care.

She looked back at Cassandra, a glimmer of resolve forming. “Thanks, Cass. I don’t think I realized how much I needed to hear that.”

Cassandra smiled, a warm, sisterly glow in her eyes. “Anytime. I’m here for you, always. Just remember to trust yourself, Lux. You’ll know what to do when the time comes.”

As they finished their meal, Lux felt a new calm settle over her, a clarity that seemed to lift the fog that had clouded her thoughts for days. Talking with Cass had untangled something deep within her, stripping away the confusion and leaving her with a surprising steadiness, a quiet but fierce resolve. She couldn’t pretend to know what lay ahead with Sloane, but one thing was undeniable—she owed it to herself, and maybe even to Sloane, to be honest.

Even if it hurt.


Chapter Eighteen
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Sloane


Sloane absently ran her fingers over the surface of her laptop, her gaze unfocused as her thoughts drifted, heavy with frustration. The image of Lux’s face when she’d stumbled upon that photograph of her and Blair kept replaying in her mind, each time sharper, more painful. She hated that this mattered to her so much, that Lux’s mistrust cut through her more than it should. This was supposed to be fake—a strategy, an arrangement. And yet here she was, heart tangled in ways that didn’t make sense, feeling the weight of Lux’s doubt, the bitterness of realizing how much it stung that Lux didn’t trust her. It felt like everything she’d carefully built was fraying at the edges, slipping from her control.

She drew in a quiet, steadying breath, trying to push the frustration away. This wasn’t the time. Not now. Beside her, Quinn sat in focused silence, scanning through a stack of papers, taking careful notes in her even, precise script. The intensity of the office should have grounded Sloane, reminded her of her priorities, but it was only when Quinn glanced up, her face expectant, that Sloane finally pulled herself back to reality.

“Okay,” Quinn murmured, leaning back in her chair, her gaze meeting Sloane’s. “So, we have the main performance slot at nine. I’ll confirm with the artists and make sure sound checks are wrapped up by seven at the latest.”

“Perfect,” Sloane replied, nodding as she added another note to her list. “I’d like everything running as smoothly as possible this time. No surprises.” Her voice held a gentle authority; events like this weren’t just about showmanship—they were about control, about ensuring that every detail was in its place.

Quinn, ever the consummate professional, only nodded.

Sloane glanced at the agenda again. “Let’s go over the entertainment lineup once more. Are we confirmed on the timing of the acts between the speeches?”

Quinn nodded again, her eyes flashing through all the paperwork, adjusting them and tapping a specific slot on her schedule. “We’ve got an ambient set planned for just after the first speech. It’ll be subtle enough not to interfere with the conversations, but it’ll still set the mood.” She paused, glancing up at Sloane. “And the dancers will be performing later, at midnight. I made sure the pieces are fitting with the charity’s theme—artistic, classy, and memorable.”

“But still sexy?” Sloane asked. “I don’t want us to lose sight of what Midnight Garden is at its core.”

The other woman flashed a smile. “Of course. Still very sexy.”

“Good.” Sloane allowed herself a small smile. Quinn’s attention to detail was a relief. “I don’t think we need to adjust anything else. This should be ideal.”

Their shared concentration filled the room, both women falling back into silence as they fine-tuned the final arrangements. But that calm focus shifted with the quiet sound of the door opening.

Jade stepped into the office, her eyes sharp behind her glasses, her expression brisk. She held a sleek tablet, her fingers already moving over the screen as she crossed to where Sloane and Quinn sat. “I thought I’d catch you two before you get too entrenched,” she said, dropping her bag onto a nearby chair with a practiced nonchalance. “There are a few updates on the PR side.”

Sloane exchanged a quick glance with Quinn before looking back at Jade. “Go on.”

“First of all, the media response to the charity event has been strong, as expected,” Jade began, her voice efficient, businesslike. “But,” she added, her gaze flicking up to Sloane’s, “I have a few concerns about our image management, especially with all the speculation around you and Lux. There’s been a surge of interest—and some doubts about authenticity.”

Sloane’s pulse flickered, a familiar mix of nerves and determination settling in. She gave a brief nod. “Are they buying it?”

Sloane’s pulse flickered, the question leaving a bitter taste in her mouth even as she forced herself to ask it with all the detachment she could muster. Are they buying it? The words hung heavy in the air, mocking her. It shouldn’t matter, not the way it did. Lux was just an arrangement, a strategy, a polished illusion to shape the right story for Midnight Garden. But the ache in her chest told a different story—one she was determined to ignore, even as it twisted inside her.

She’d learned to wear the mask, to keep her emotions out of reach, tucked away behind a professional veneer. But with Lux, that mask was slipping, the lines between what was real and what was pretend blurring in dangerous ways. Every smile, every touch—those fleeting moments when Lux looked at her like there was something more—left a sting she couldn’t shake. And yet, she kept herself in check, reminding herself that at the end of all this, Lux would walk away, their lives unraveling back into separate orbits.

The thought was sobering, and she swallowed hard, grounding herself in the reality of it all. This was a performance. A necessary one. But even knowing that, the hollowness gnawed at her. Lux had become more than just an image to sell or a part to play—she was someone Sloane wanted, recklessly, selfishly, in ways that had nothing to do with the club or the damn PR stunt.

Jade sighed, her fingers tapping lightly on the tablet. “For the most part, yes. But there are a few whispers. People are fascinated, but they’re starting to wonder if it’s too picture-perfect.” She paused, her mouth pulling into a wry line. “I just want us prepared. If we’re going to play this up for publicity, we need to make sure it’s bulletproof.”

“Understood,” Sloane replied, her voice steady. “And what do you suggest?”

Jade sat forward, her tone shifting into a softer, yet slightly pointed one. “For one, we need to make sure there’s consistency in the way you and Lux interact in public. We can’t have any slip-ups. I think it would help if we used more social media coverage—subtle, candid shots. They sell the authenticity better than posed photos.”

There was a pause, and Jade’s gaze sharpened as it drifted to Quinn and then back to Sloane. “Lux isn’t one to follow a script. I worry that she’ll do something…well, unpredictable. We’re doing well, but we can’t let that turn into complacency.”

Sloane met Jade’s gaze evenly. Her voice was soft, but there was steel behind it. “Lux is not a liability, Jade.”

Jade held her gaze for a beat, her expression remaining tight, but eventually she relented, a slight flush coloring her cheeks. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to sound harsh.” She glanced down, adjusting her glasses. “It’s just…you know I’m looking out for you. This event means a lot to all of us. And I care about you, Sloane.”

The tension eased, a flicker of understanding passing between them. Jade’s protectiveness was rooted in loyalty, and Sloane respected that, even if her tone was sometimes difficult. “I know,” Sloane said, her voice gentler. “I appreciate it. Let’s just…focus on the strategy.”

Quinn, sensing the lull in the tension, began gathering her things. “I’ll leave you two to it,” she said, offering Sloane a supportive smile. “I’ve got some details to finalize with the dancers.”

“Thanks, Quinn,” Sloane replied, nodding as her colleague slipped from the room, leaving only her and Jade.

With the office quiet once more, Jade hesitated, studying Sloane thoughtfully. “How are things going…really?” Her voice softened, her usual guarded tone dropping. “I’ve seen the photos, and I know the press is eating it up, but I can’t help but feel you’re—” She broke off, sighing. “Are you okay?”

Sloane took a deep breath, leaning back in her chair. “Honestly? I don’t know.” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, vulnerable in a way she rarely allowed herself to be. “What started as a PR arrangement…it’s complicated now.”

Jade’s gaze softened with understanding. “You have feelings for her, don’t you?”

Sloane felt the question ripple through her, striking a nerve she’d been trying to ignore. She held Jade’s gaze for a moment, her mind racing. Admitting her feelings out loud—giving them form—felt like stepping off a cliff, a plunge she wasn’t sure she could control once she started. Lux was meant to be a facade, a business arrangement to keep things orderly, predictable. To protect Midnight Garden, her reputation, her career. But now, all of that felt like thin armor against a truth she didn’t want to acknowledge, even to herself.

Did she really want to tell Jade? That would make it real. Sloane wasn’t used to needing anyone, let alone wanting someone the way she wanted Lux. It was terrifying, knowing this thing between them wasn’t just a PR stunt anymore. She had been walking this delicate line, convinced she could keep her heart out of it, keep her emotions locked away like they always had been. And yet, here she was, struggling with the decision to let someone in on just how vulnerable she felt.

But there was a part of her that wanted to be honest with Jade. She wanted a friend who would listen, who wouldn’t see her feelings as a weakness, who might understand why this was so much harder than it seemed. A friend who knew the woman beneath the poised, untouchable exterior she presented to the world. Jade had always been that person, her voice of reason in the madness, her confidante when things got too heavy. And maybe, just maybe, if she said the words, the weight of all this confusion would lessen.

Sloane held her breath, a strange ache unfurling in her chest. “I do. I didn’t expect it, but it’s there. And I’m scared that my feelings will ruin everything—that the line between personal and professional is getting too thin.” She let out a shuddering breath. “How do I do this, Jade? How do I keep it under control?”

Jade reached out, her hand resting over Sloane’s. “I don’t have an easy answer for you, but I do think you need to be honest—with yourself and with Lux. You can’t keep pretending this is all just for show if it’s not. If you do, it’s going to eat at you.”

Sloane looked down, her fingers tightening around Jade’s. “But what if it backfires? What if she doesn’t feel the same way?”

“You won’t know unless you ask,” Jade replied softly. “And Sloane…you’ve always been about authenticity, about honesty. Don’t let fear stop you from following your own principles. Lux deserves to know the truth, and you deserve to live it.”

A silence fell between them, both of them lost in thought, until Jade finally broke it. “We’ll have to adjust our PR strategy if you’re honest with her, but that’s doable. We can manage this, Sloane. And I’ll be here, no matter what happens.”

Sloane nodded, a wave of gratitude filling her chest. “Thank you, Jade. I needed to hear that.”

They spent the next few minutes discussing subtle ways to adapt their strategy to allow for a more authentic connection to show through, leaning into the real chemistry between her and Lux rather than merely orchestrating appearances. Ideas formed, plans adjusted, and by the time Jade gathered her things to leave, they had a new outline that felt both real and manageable.

After Jade left, Sloane remained in her office, the silence filling the space around her like an old, familiar friend. She sat there, absorbing the weight of the conversation, her mind wandering to Lux—their last night together, the way her laugh sounded, her smile. And beyond that, the vulnerability Lux sometimes hid but that Sloane saw, that she understood.

As she thought about the upcoming charity event, about what it would mean for Lux to be there, to meet her family, and even to see Blair, Sloane’s heart thrummed with anticipation and a healthy dose of fear. She knew this was dangerous. She knew she was crossing into a place she hadn’t intended to go, but the feelings were there, unavoidable, undeniable.


Chapter Nineteen
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Lux


Lux tugged her coat tighter around her, the fabric a soft but luxurious cocoon against the early morning chill. The air was brisk, a little sharper than she was prepared for, and she shivered, pulling the collar up and tucking her face in. Her blonde hair was loose and cascading over her shoulders. She could feel a slight ache from the night before—a reminder of one too many glasses of wine and a restless night spent tossing, thinking of Sloane and the endless complications swirling around them.

Today, she was dressed to command attention, her fitted camel coat giving way to a sleek black dress beneath, cinched at the waist and hugging her curves with tailored precision. Her heels clicked sharply as she crossed the marble-floored lobby of her building, each step echoing through the hushed, empty space. Lux had a purpose today: she was headed to Midnight Garden, ready to finalize the details of the upcoming charity event with Sloane, Quinn, and Jade. The thought brought a surge of nerves, more than she cared to admit. Sloane’s presence alone had a way of throwing her off balance, stirring things in her she hadn’t expected.

As she pushed through the glass doors and stepped outside, a wave of morning quiet enveloped her. The world around her still seemed half-asleep, wrapped in the subdued light of dawn, which bathed the streets in muted shades of gray and gold. The air was crisp against her skin, making her feel awake, alive. She took a breath, steeling herself. This event was crucial for Sloane, and that made it crucial for her, too. Lux didn’t just want to impress—she wanted to prove herself, to make a difference, to be something more than just another spoiled socialite playing dress-up. To prove to her family that she was the daughter they had always wanted her to be. Flaws and all.

But as soon as she hit the sidewalk, Lux heard her name. “Lux!” It was the last voice she expected, familiar yet charged with a chill that sliced through her mood. She turned, and there was Blair—striking, self-assured, wearing a knowing smile that made Lux’s stomach tighten.

Blair approached her with an unsettling casualness, like they were old friends meeting for coffee. “Out for an early morning stroll?” Her voice was honeyed, warm, but there was a glint in her eyes that made Lux’s guard snap up.

"Just on my way to handle some business," Lux replied, keeping her tone clipped and cool, though her pulse quickened. She didn’t want Blair here, standing so casually in front of her like they were old friends with something to catch up on. Why now, of all times?

Lux kept her gaze steady, but the sight of Blair triggered a flash of that photograph she’d found—the one with Sloane’s arm around her, looking far too familiar. Lux forced herself to keep her voice steady, shielding herself beneath a polished indifference. She wasn’t about to let Blair in, not about to reveal anything, but a knot of unease tightened in her stomach. What did Blair want? And why was she here now, in Lux’s space, blocking her way forward?

“Ah, Midnight Garden? Of course,” Blair said smoothly, falling into step beside her. “I hear things have been…eventful lately.”

Lux’s steps faltered just slightly, but she kept her expression neutral, refusing to give Blair the satisfaction of a reaction. She hadn’t mentioned Midnight Garden—not even close. And yet, Blair said it as if it were a foregone conclusion, as if she knew exactly where Lux was going before she’d even opened her mouth. An unpleasant chill crawled up Lux’s spine. She hated the implication that Blair knew her movements, that she was somehow a step ahead in this unspoken game. The world felt slightly askew, like Blair was shifting the ground beneath her feet just enough to throw her off balance.

She inhaled, summoning the poised exterior she’d perfected over years of being in the public eye, but her mind was buzzing. How did Blair know? Was she prying into Sloane’s business? Lux didn’t like it one bit, but the unease simmering beneath her polished veneer was tangled with an uncomfortable truth: Blair was right. She was on her way to Midnight Garden, but that didn’t mean Blair had the right to act as if they shared some inside joke. She felt her fingers curl around the strap of her bag a little tighter as she walked, hoping Blair would take the hint and back off.

Still, Blair stayed right beside her, moving as though they were merely two friends walking together, discussing casual gossip. Lux knew better. There was an edge to Blair’s words, an unsettling smoothness that hinted at deeper intentions, at knowledge she might be holding back.

Lux raised an eyebrow, giving her a skeptical glance. “We’re busy planning for the charity event,” she said, letting Blair know she wasn’t interested in any small talk.

Blair laughed softly, a sound laced with a familiarity that grated on Lux. “Oh, I know. I’ve heard quite a lot about it, actually.” She paused, waiting for a reaction. When Lux didn’t take the bait, Blair continued, her voice becoming more pointed. “And I’ve been hearing quite a bit about you and Sloane, too. Quite the story, the two of you.”

Lux’s jaw tightened, a flicker of anger rising in her chest. “It’s not really your business, is it?” she replied, keeping her tone level but unmistakably dismissive.

“Oh, believe me, I’m not looking to pry. I just find it…interesting.” Blair’s eyes sparkled with a glint of mischief. “Sloane and I have a bit of history, after all. You might say I know her in ways few people do.”

Lux felt the words land like a cold slap, sharp and sudden, her breath catching in her throat for the briefest moment. Blair’s tone, light as air but laced with something darker, twisted the knife deep into Lux’s chest. A bit of history, she said. The way Blair’s lips curled around those words, it was as though she knew things about Sloane that Lux could never understand, things that perhaps no one else could. And the sting—the sharp, insidious sting of jealousy—pierced through her, hot and unbearable.

Her hand tightened around her purse strap, the leather digging into her palm, but it did little to steady the storm swirling in her chest. History, Blair had said. The word echoed in her mind, over and over, like a chant that refused to be silenced. Lux knew that she couldn’t control what had happened between Blair and Sloane before her—couldn’t control their past. But that didn’t stop the burning heat in her veins, the overwhelming desire to shove the image of them together out of her mind. Blair and Sloane. How many ways had their lives intersected before Lux had ever walked into the picture? The thought lodged itself in Lux’s mind, a bitter reminder.

Her voice felt thick, stilted, as she struggled to find something to say that wouldn’t betray the panic bubbling inside her. “Right,” Lux said, her tone forced, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. “Sloane must really appreciate having someone like you around.”

Her heart pounded in her chest, the jealousy and insecurity pushing her emotions to the surface. She hated how it felt, how weak it made her. The question that had been building ever since she’d first noticed the photograph of Blair and Sloane resurfaced again, uninvited: Did Sloane ever really want me? Or was I just another way to get back at Blair?

She refused to show any of it on her face, refusing to give Blair that satisfaction. But deep down, a gnawing sense of doubt took root, whispering that maybe she wasn’t as important as she’d let herself believe.

Blair tilted her head, looking Lux over as though considering her words carefully. “It’s so interesting that Sloane has always been so guarded, isn’t it? I’m sure that’s hard for you. I’ve been there. She keeps people at arm’s length. And yet here she is, parading around in this picture-perfect ‘relationship.’” She let out a soft, almost condescending chuckle. “It’s impressive, really, how good she is at making things appear exactly as she wants them to.”

Lux felt her chest constrict as Blair’s words seeped in, each one a carefully crafted barb. “If you’re suggesting that what we have isn’t real—”

“Oh, I’m not suggesting anything,” Blair interrupted, her voice smooth as silk. “I’m just saying that Sloane has a way of getting what she wants. She’s very…persuasive, wouldn’t you say?”

Lux’s mind raced, recalling her moments with Sloane, the way they’d shared quiet, unguarded nights, and intimate glances. But Blair’s insinuations lodged in her mind like a splinter. She wanted to brush them off, to laugh at how transparently manipulative Blair was being. But Blair’s cool confidence, the subtle hints she kept dropping—it was hard to ignore.

Blair took a step closer, her voice softening as if in sympathy. “Just remember, Lux, that you’re not the first person Sloane’s…brought into her orbit. You wouldn’t believe the lengths she’ll go to when something—or someone—serves her purpose.”

Lux swallowed hard, unwilling to let Blair see the confusion beginning to eat away at her confidence. “I don’t know what you’re trying to accomplish here, Blair,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “but you don’t know anything about me. Or Sloane and me, for that matter.”

Blair only smiled, an unsettlingly sweet expression that felt too much like pity. “Oh, Lux, I hope you’re right. But I just wanted to wish you luck—with the event, and… everything else.” She hesitated, a brief pause that felt anything but accidental. “Because trust me, you’ll need it.”

With that, Blair turned on her heel, leaving Lux standing on the sidewalk, cold and rattled. The words echoed in her mind, striking at her confidence like a hammer. Lux tried to shake it off, to tell herself that Blair was just bitter, an ex trying to sow seeds of doubt where there was none. But the uncertainty lingered, intertwining with the vulnerability she’d felt since she’d first started developing real feelings for Sloane.

As she made her way to Midnight Garden, Blair’s words replayed over and over. Lux told herself she wouldn’t let them take root. But the nagging feeling remained, as if Blair had planted something that couldn’t be pulled out quite so easily.

When she arrived at Midnight Garden, the familiar lobby felt like a balm against her rattled nerves. Sloane was already seated at the conference table, looking as put-together and poised as ever, though Lux noticed a slight tension around her eyes.

Quinn and Jade were both there, shuffling through files and chatting about the event. Lux forced herself to shake off her encounter with Blair, plastering on a smile as she slipped into her seat.

“Morning, Lux,” Quinn greeted her with a warm smile, immediately pulling her into the flow of conversation. “We’re just about to go over the entertainment schedule.”

Lux nodded, relaxing slightly as she fell into the rhythm of planning, the focus shifting to things she could control. She listened as Quinn outlined the timeline, from the dancers’ opening act to the auction block, where she’d be responsible for interacting with the guests and encouraging donations. She caught Jade eyeing her, a faint frown of suspicion etched into her features, but Lux didn’t have the energy to dissect it.

As they wrapped up the details, Quinn and Jade left to oversee some of the last-minute decorations, leaving Lux alone with Sloane. Lux turned her gaze to Sloane, who had settled into her chair, her shoulders tense with the weight of the event.

“You’re taking on a lot,” Lux murmured, her voice softer than she intended. “Are you okay?”

Sloane glanced over at her, the briefest smile touching her lips. “I think ‘okay’ is the best I can hope for right now.” She sighed, her fingers tracing the edge of the table absentmindedly. “It’s a lot, but I’m used to it.”

The vulnerability in her expression tugged at Lux’s heart, banishing the last shadows of Blair’s words. This was Sloane—the woman she’d come to care for deeply, whatever the world thought of them. She leaned closer, searching Sloane’s face.

“If you want…we could spend some time together after this. Just us.” Sloane’s eyes softened, a rare tenderness breaking through the guarded look she usually wore.

“Come back to my place tonight,” Sloane said quietly, her hand brushing Lux’s fingers on the table. “I miss…this. Us. Just us.”

The hesitation vanished, replaced by a warmth that spread through Lux’s chest, fierce and unmistakable. She didn’t have all the answers, and she didn’t know if Blair’s words held any weight—but here, in this moment, she knew she wanted to be with Sloane. She gave a small nod, a smile breaking through her uncertainty.

“I’d like that,” she whispered, squeezing Sloane’s hand in return, anchoring herself in the reality of Sloane’s touch, the strength of her presence.

They shared a lingering look, and in that moment, all Lux’s doubts faded into the background. For now, at least, she would hold onto this—hold onto Sloane.


Chapter Twenty
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Sloane


Sloane opened the door to her apartment, gesturing for Lux to step inside. “Welcome back,” she said softly, her voice low but warm. Lux hesitated for a moment, then crossed the threshold, her blonde hair catching the light from the sleek chandelier in the entryway.

Sloane shut the door behind her and took a moment to drink in the sight of Lux, her tight-fitting black dress hugging her curves and making her look effortlessly glamorous. The simple act of seeing her in this space again sent a rush of heat through Sloane, even as she fought to keep her expression composed.

The apartment was a blend of modern minimalism and subtle luxury, with dark wood floors and clean lines softened by the warm glow of recessed lighting. The open-concept living space stretched out before them, dominated by a wall of glass overlooking the city. The skyline twinkled like scattered diamonds, an endless expanse of light and possibility.

“Nice to be back,” Lux murmured, glancing around, her voice carrying just a hint of hesitation. Her heels clicked softly against the floor as she moved further in, her eyes scanning the space like she was searching for something.

Sloane smiled faintly, setting her bag down on the granite counter in the adjoining kitchen. “I thought we could use a drink,” she offered, her voice softening. “Something to take the edge off. You’ve had a few…eventful days.”

Lux laughed, a low, melodic sound that made Sloane’s chest tighten. “You’re telling me. A drink sounds perfect.”

Sloane moved into the kitchen, a polished, streamlined space with stainless steel appliances and dark marble counters. She pulled open a cabinet, revealing an impressive collection of liquor bottles. “What’s your poison?” she asked, glancing back at Lux.

“Surprise me,” Lux replied, leaning casually against the counter. Her blonde hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, catching the light in a way that made it almost impossible for Sloane to look away.

Sloane selected a bottle of vodka, setting it down alongside a shaker, fresh lime, and a sprig of mint. She worked with practiced efficiency, measuring and mixing, but her focus kept drifting back to Lux. She was perched now on one of the barstools, legs crossed, her dress riding up just enough to reveal the smooth curve of her thigh. Her presence filled the space effortlessly, her very being demanding attention.

“You’ve got quite the setup here,” Lux said, her voice playful but edged with curiosity. “Do you always play bartender for your guests?”

“Only for the special ones,” Sloane said without thinking, and immediately regretted how her voice had dipped. She busied herself with the cocktail shaker, hoping Lux wouldn’t notice the slight tremor in her hand.

When she poured the drinks, the vibrant green liquid sparkled under the light. She handed one to Lux and took a sip of her own, letting the tartness of the lime cut through the tension coiling inside her.

Lux raised her glass in a mock toast. “To not taking things too seriously,” she said, her tone light but her eyes locked on Sloane’s.

Sloane chuckled softly, the sound low and rough in her throat. “I’ll drink to that.” They clinked glasses, and for a moment, the world felt softer, easier, like the weight of their shared responsibilities could be held at bay.

As they stood there, sipping their cocktails, Lux leaned back against the counter, her body relaxed but her gaze sharp, assessing. “You know, you don’t have to be all business all the time, Sloane,” she said, a hint of mischief in her voice. “It’s okay to have a little fun.”

Sloane arched an eyebrow, setting her glass down. “I’ll have you know, I’m very capable of having fun.”

Lux tilted her head, her lips curving into a teasing smile. “Oh, really? You’ve got the whole brooding ice queen thing down to an art. I wasn’t sure if ‘fun’ was in your vocabulary.”

A laugh burst from Sloane before she could stop it, a genuine, unexpected sound that made Lux’s grin widen. “Brooding ice queen?” she repeated, shaking her head. “You’ve got quite the imagination.”

Lux took a step closer, her eyes glinting. “Maybe. But I’m not wrong.”

“Relax,” Lux murmured, her voice dropping into a sultry cadence that sent a shiver down Sloane’s spine. “You’re allowed to enjoy yourself, you know.”

Sloane’s pulse quickened, her breath hitching as Lux’s fingers lingered against her skin. “I am enjoying myself,” she said, her voice quieter now, almost a whisper.

“Good,” Lux said, her tone soft but heavy with intent. She leaned in slightly, her blonde hair brushing against Sloane’s arm, her scent—a mix of vanilla and something headier, darker—wrapping around her like a promise. “Because I think I like seeing this side of you.”

Sloane felt her resolve waver, the carefully constructed walls she’d built around herself trembling under the weight of Lux’s gaze. She wanted to say something, to push back or pull her closer—she wasn’t sure which—but the words caught in her throat, and all she could do was look at Lux, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Come with me,” Sloane said, and led Lux down a hallway into the bedroom. She stopped and turned to face Lux. “You want me to relax? I have something new I want to try with you.”

Sloane took a deep, steadying breath, her eyes holding Lux’s as she reached for the wrist-ties and blindfold from the drawer of her bedside table. She set them down on the bed with deliberate care, the satin fabric gleaming against the soft, crisp sheets. Lux watched the movement, her expression unreadable, but her eyes reflecting a keen interest.

Without breaking eye contact, Sloane moved closer, her fingertips tracing the curve of Lux’s jaw as she leaned in, her voice low and steady. “Are you sure about this?” she asked, her gaze intense as she searched Lux’s face for any hesitation.

Lux smirked, her lips twitching into a playful smile. “You think I’d be here if I wasn’t?” she teased, stepping closer until her chest brushed against Sloane’s.

Sloane felt her pulse quicken at Lux’s confidence, at the raw desire simmering just below the surface. “Strip down and get into bed.”

Lux did as she was told without hesitation until she was lying naked on her back in the wide, circular bed, staring up with a patient thrill that made Sloane’s stomach ache with tormented desire.

She took Lux’s wrists, looping them through the satin ties, and securing them gently, but firmly, to the bedposts. Lux’s eyes widened for a moment, but she didn’t protest; she seemed curious, intrigued, even excited.

Sloane leaned back, taking in the sight of Lux stretched out on the bed, her body exposed and vulnerable under the soft glow of the room’s dim lights. Her chest rose and fell slowly, her pink nipples hard against the air, her lips parted hungrily. There was something incredibly beautiful about this moment, something that made Sloane’s breath catch in her throat.

“Comfortable?” she asked, running her fingers lightly down Lux’s arm, feeling the way her muscles tensed and relaxed under her touch. Lux nodded, her lips curving into a mischievous smile.

“Keep going,” she urged, her voice calm but eager. Sloane felt a rush of heat at her response, her pulse racing as she leaned in closer, capturing Lux’s lips with hers. The kiss was tender at first, slow and careful, but it quickly deepened, becoming urgent, hungry. Sloane slid her tongue across Lux’s lips, and when Lux parted them with a soft moan, she deepened the connection, exploring her mouth.

Lux shivered beneath her, her body responding instinctively to Sloane’s touch. She tugged gently at her restraints, testing the strength of the bonds, but didn’t try to escape. Instead, she seemed to revel in the constraint, her body pliant and eager under Sloane’s hands.

Breaking the kiss, Sloane leaned back, taking a moment to drink in the sight of Lux, restrained and vulnerable, her lips red and swollen, her chest heaving with each breath. She ran her fingers lightly over Lux’s collarbone, feeling the heat radiating from her skin.

“Is this what you had in mind?” Sloane asked, arching an eyebrow, a teasing glint in her eye. Lux chuckled, her eyes twinkling beneath the blindfold.

“I want you to touch me everywhere,” she breathed, her body pressing up instinctively against Sloane’s hands as they roamed over her curves. “I want you to make me feel it all—every inch of me.”

Sloane’s eyes darkened with desire, and without hesitation, she reached out, her hands sliding over Lux’s body, exploring the soft, warm skin beneath her fingers. She trailed her fingers down Lux’s sides, grazing her ribcage, the tops of her thighs, moving slowly but steadily, building anticipation.

Lux shivered under her touch, her body responding with increasing urgency. She tugged lightly at the restraints, her body straining against them, desperate for more. Sloane smirked, taking in her reaction, and slowly traced her fingers up Lux’s inner thigh, feeling the muscle contract beneath her fingertips.

“How’s this for you?” Sloane teased, pressing her lips against Lux’s neck, nipping gently at the sensitive skin. Lux arched her back, her breath catching as she pressed against Sloane’s body, her pulse racing.

“Yes,” she gasped, her voice breaking. “More, Sloane. I want more.”

The bed shifted as Sloane stood and paced across the room to her closet. When she turned back around she had a double-sided dildo in her hand. “I want us to share this one together,” she purred as she crawled back into the bed and positioned herself between Lux’s thighs.

Lux was staring up at her from the restraints, eyes glowing, her face flushed red with need. Her wrists pulled taught as she was reminded once more that she was fastened. Restrained. Still ever in that delicate balance of power that Sloane thrived on.

Sloane leaned back, keeping eye-contact with the other woman as she slid one end of the rubber cock inside of her. Her mouth opened as she released a soft moan as the pressure filled her. She kept her eyes trained on Lux as she slowly pulled the shaft in and out, letting it fill her with each tantalizing push and pull.

“Tell me,” she purred, “do you want to feel me too?”

“Please,” Lux’s voice was a cracked whimper. “Share with me. Let me feel you.”

Sloane shifted her weight, leaning forward, and gripped the other end of the dildo. She teased the soft, round lip of it across Lux’s slit, rolling it up and down her folds, swirling it around and across her swollen clit until she buckled her hips in response, arms tensing in their restraints. Unable to do anything but endure. To beg. To pray for her release from Sloane.

Slowly, she slipped the thick tip into her entrance. Lux let out a broken moan of release. Sloane began to move inside her with delicate precision, sliding carefully in and out, toying with her at first, watching her eyes close with the torment and the pleasure, watching her mouth twist in carnal desperation.

“Just like that,” Sloane whispered. “Take me inside you. Let me unwind you.”

Her hips thrust forward, sending herself deeper into the other woman, who met the explosion of power with a shuddering moan that came out as a pleasured scream. With each grind of her hips that sent herself deeper and faster into Lux’s core, she too, felt the pressure on her end, the fullness enveloping against her walls, grinding against that sweet spot deep within her that sent her brain into overdrive and made her walls tremble and throb.

“Fuck,” Sloane breathed. She drove herself harder, faster. Pumping and working her hips against Lux’s own. She bucked, grunting, forcing her way in and out, in and out, swirling in frantic curls as she felt herself losing control. Her entire body was overtaken, ecstasy rippling through her, tightening her muscles.

Lux threw her head back into the pillows as the orgasm ripped its way through her, bouncing from one woman to the next, a perfectly timed, shared high of euphoria.

Sloane felt her body collapse, her arms wrapping around Lux on the bed, her mind going blank as her walls shivered around the dildo inside her. Lux was panting, breathless, and Sloane listened to her heart beat wild against her chest, drowning out and into the sound of her own.


Chapter Twenty One
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Lux


Lux lay draped across the center of Sloane’s bed, the soft, silky comforter cool against her skin, a stark contrast to the lingering warmth on her cheeks. Her blonde hair cascaded in a tousled halo over her shoulders, still tangled from the way Sloane’s fingers had threaded through it just moments ago. Her body hummed, her muscles languid and content, though her mind buzzed with the echoes of her orgasm. It wasn’t just the physicality that left her breathless—it was the way Sloane had looked at her, as if she were something precious, something she didn’t want to let slip away.

The quiet of the room enveloped her, save for the soft hum of the city beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. It felt impossibly intimate, this space, this moment. Lux’s fingers absently traced the delicate pattern of the duvet as her lips curved into a faint smile. She hadn’t realized how much she craved this—the quiet, the closeness, the unspoken understanding that lingered in the aftermath.

Sloane lay beside her for a while, her chest rising and falling steadily as she caught her breath. Her red hair was an unruly cascade against the stark white of the pillows, her green eyes half-lidded and softened in a way Lux rarely saw. Sloane didn’t speak, but her fingers ghosted over Lux’s arm in absent patterns, her touch light and soothing. It was so unlike the Sloane she’d met—aloof, guarded, always in control. Here, in this private moment, she felt real. Tangible.

Lux turned onto her side, propping her head up on her hand as she studied Sloane’s face, memorizing the curve of her cheek, the slope of her nose, the faint freckles scattered across her skin like constellations. She wanted to say something, to tell Sloane how much she’d needed this, how much she’d needed her, but the words felt heavy and uncertain in her throat. Instead, she reached out, brushing a strand of fiery red from Sloane’s forehead.

Sloane caught her wrist, her grip gentle but firm. “What?” she murmured, her lips quirking in the faintest hint of a smile.

“Nothing,” Lux replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “Just…thinking.”

“Dangerous,” Sloane teased, though her eyes sparkled with something softer, something unguarded. She released Lux’s wrist, stretching lazily before sitting up. The sheets slipped down her torso, revealing smooth, toned skin that Lux’s eyes couldn’t help but follow.

Sloane reached for the satin robe draped over the back of a nearby chair, wrapping it around herself as she stood. “I’m going to hop in the shower,” she said, her voice warm and low, though tinged with the professionalism she couldn’t seem to shed completely. “If you’d like to stay the night, feel free to grab something comfortable from the closet. There’s plenty in there.” She paused, admiring Lux from where she stood. “I would really like it if you stayed the night with me.”

Lux nodded, watching as Sloane walked toward the adjoining bathroom. The sight of her—tall, elegant, her red hair a striking contrast against her pale skin—stirred something deep in Lux’s chest. Sloane paused in the doorway, glancing back at her. “I’ll be out in a few,” she added, her lips curving into a faint smile before disappearing into the steam-filled room.

Lux sank back onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling. Her heart felt full and heavy all at once, her mind racing with a dozen thoughts she couldn’t quite pin down. She could still feel Sloane’s touch, the way her hands had moved over her skin with both reverence and possession, as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to cherish her or claim her. And Lux had let her, had given herself over completely in a way she rarely did.

It scared her, how much she wanted this. How much she wanted Sloane. And as the sound of the shower filled the quiet, Lux couldn’t help but wonder if Sloane wanted her in the same way—or if this was just another carefully constructed moment in the game they were both playing.

Lux exhaled, her chest still tight with the lingering heat of their earlier connection. The air in the room felt charged, intimate, yet her mind was restless, a nagging unease threading its way through her contentment. She pushed herself up from the bed, padding barefoot across the soft rug toward the expansive walk-in closet Sloane had indicated.

The closet was as polished and pristine as the rest of Sloane’s apartment, with rows of meticulously arranged clothing in muted tones and sleek lines. Lux’s fingers trailed across the hangers as she looked for something to slip into, the faint scent of Sloane’s perfume clinging to the fabrics. But then, in the back corner, a worn, dusty box caught her eye. It was tucked away, almost as if forgotten, its edges frayed and a faint layer of dust covering the top.

Her brow furrowed as curiosity bloomed. The box seemed out of place amidst Sloane’s otherwise immaculate surroundings, its presence tugging at something deep in Lux’s gut. She hesitated, her hand hovering over it. She shouldn’t. This wasn’t hers to look at. But the nagging voice in the back of her mind, the one whispering of Blair’s cryptic warnings, of Sloane’s guarded demeanor, urged her forward.

With a quiet inhale, Lux lifted the lid.

Inside was a collection of items that immediately sent a jolt through her. The first thing she saw was a stack of photographs, slightly curled at the edges. Lux picked one up, her breath catching. Sloane, younger but unmistakably her, was smiling at the camera, her arm wrapped around a stunning woman with sharp cheekbones and dark, piercing eyes—Blair. The two of them looked radiant, carefree, happy.

Lux set the photo down, her fingers trembling as she sifted through the other contents. There were letters, their envelopes smudged and worn, and small trinkets—a pressed flower, a ticket stub, a delicate silver bracelet that looked like it had once been cherished. Each item told a story, one Lux wasn’t sure she wanted to hear but couldn’t seem to stop listening to.

Her chest tightened as she examined a postcard with Sloane’s handwriting scrawled across the back. Thinking of you always. Missing you more. The words felt like a punch to the gut, a stark reminder that Sloane had lived an entire life before her, one that seemed far more intimate and significant than their own still-fragile connection.

Jealousy flared hot and sharp in her chest. It wasn’t just the photographs, the letters, or even the bracelet—it was the unmistakable weight of history, of a love so deep and consuming that it left remnants even now. Lux’s mind spiraled, Blair’s words echoing in her head: I know Sloane better than anyone ever will.

Was that true? Was she fooling herself, thinking she could compete with something so deeply ingrained in Sloane’s past?

Her hand hovered over the bracelet, and she felt a fresh wave of unease. Had Sloane kept these things because they still mattered to her? Did Blair still matter to her? Lux’s throat tightened, the sting of insecurity gnawing at her resolve. She wanted to believe in what she and Sloane had, however complicated or unconventional it was, but doubt crept in like a shadow, relentless and consuming.

The sound of the shower turning off snapped her out of her spiraling thoughts. Lux hastily closed the box, setting it back down where she’d found it, though her pulse thundered in her ears. Her heart felt like it was caught in a vice as she sat down on the edge of the bed, her mind racing.

Moments later, Sloane emerged, wrapped in a fresh towel, her hair damp and loose around her shoulders. She stopped short when she saw Lux, her green eyes narrowing slightly. “You didn’t change,” Sloane remarked, tilting her head. “Did you have trouble finding something?”

Lux swallowed hard, her gaze darting toward the closet and then back to Sloane. Her throat felt dry, her words tangled. “No, I…I just got distracted.”

Sloane’s eyes flicked toward the closet, and the change in her expression was instant—her posture stiffened, her jaw tightening. “Distracted by what?” she asked, her voice calm but laced with an edge that made Lux’s stomach twist.

Lux stood abruptly, her pulse hammering in her ears, drowning out the sound of her own unsteady breaths. Her hands trembled as she reached for the box, its weight insignificant compared to the storm raging inside her. She crossed the room in a daze, her movements fueled by a whirlwind of anger, hurt, and something she couldn’t quite name. Carefully, deliberately, she set the box down on the bed, the muted thud of cardboard against the mattress breaking the charged silence.

She took a step back, crossing her arms over her chest as if to hold herself together. Her gaze locked on Sloane, who had frozen in place, her damp red hair clinging to her shoulders, a towel wrapped loosely around her. The raw shock etched across Sloane’s face sent a fresh wave of emotion crashing over Lux, threatening to undo her resolve.

“This,” Lux said, her voice low but laced with a tremor she couldn’t suppress. She gestured toward the box, her fingers tightening into fists at her sides. “This is what I mean. The secrets. The lies. The past—it’s everywhere, Sloane. It’s in everything. It doesn’t seem to be forgotten at all.” Her voice cracked, and she forced herself to meet Sloane’s eyes, even though the intensity of their green depths made her chest ache.

Lux’s mind raced, fragments of thoughts tumbling over one another in chaotic succession. She didn’t want to care, didn’t want this to hurt as much as it did, but it was too late. The photographs, the letters, the remnants of a life Sloane had shared with someone else—it was all too much. Blair’s words from earlier echoed in her mind, cruel and insidious, planting seeds of doubt that she couldn’t seem to uproot.

“I wasn’t looking for this,” Lux continued, her voice gaining strength as her emotions spilled over. “I wasn’t trying to dig into your past. But it’s like no matter what I do, it’s always right there, staring me in the face. And I’m supposed to just…what? Pretend it doesn’t exist? Pretend it doesn’t matter?”

Her throat tightened, and she had to blink back the sting of tears. She didn’t want to cry—not now, not in front of Sloane. But the ache in her chest was unbearable, and the vulnerability of this moment was unlike anything she’d ever felt. “I want to trust you,” Lux said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I really do. But every time I think I can, something like this happens. Something that makes me feel like I’m just…fooling myself.”

She exhaled sharply, her arms dropping to her sides as she stood there, exposed and uncertain, waiting for Sloane to say something. Anything.

Sloane’s face paled, and for a moment, she looked almost stricken. “You went through it?” she asked, her voice low, barely above a whisper.

“What was I supposed to do?” Lux shot back, her emotions boiling over. “It was just sitting there. And then I see…I see all of that. Pictures. Letters. Pieces of a life I didn’t know about. Of you and her.”

Sloane took a step closer, her eyes flickering with something Lux couldn’t quite place—anger? Shame? Regret? “That’s private,” Sloane said, her voice hardening. “You had no right—”

“I had no right?” Lux interrupted, her voice rising, her words trembling with barely contained frustration. “How about the fact that every time I think I’m starting to understand you, something like this comes up? You keep secrets, Sloane. You keep me at arm’s length, and then you expect me to just…what? Pretend it doesn’t hurt? Pretend it doesn’t make me question everything?”

The weight of her own words hung in the air, and for a moment, the anger that had propelled her forward faltered. Lux stepped back, hugging herself as if the gesture could shield her from the whirlwind of emotions threatening to consume her. Did she even have the right to feel this way? To stand here, demanding answers, as if their relationship was real?

Her chest ached as the thought burrowed deeper. This is fake, isn’t it? A carefully constructed performance to salvage Sloane’s image, to keep Lux’s name out of the tabloids. That’s all it was supposed to be. A mutually beneficial charade. So why did it feel like every lie, every secret, every moment of uncertainty was carving into her as if this was anything but pretend?

She glanced at Sloane, whose expression was a blend of guilt and defiance, and the ache in Lux’s chest twisted sharper. “We’re supposed to be in this together,” she said, her voice softer now, but no less heavy with emotion. “But we’re not, are we? You don’t let me in, Sloane. And maybe I don’t have the right to ask for more. But how am I supposed to keep pretending when I don’t even know what’s real between us anymore?”

Her voice wavered as the question hung between them, a quiet plea she didn’t have the courage to voice outright: Do you feel it too? Is this as fake for you as it’s supposed to be for me? But the silence from Sloane, the way she stood frozen with something unreadable flickering in her green eyes, only deepened the pit in Lux’s stomach. She didn’t know if she wanted the answer or if it would shatter her completely.

Sloane ran a hand through her damp hair, her expression tight. “It’s not what you think.”

“Then what is it?” Lux demanded, her chest heaving. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re still holding onto her. Onto Blair. And I can’t—” Her voice cracked, the weight of her emotions threatening to spill over. “I can’t keep doing this if I don’t even know where I stand with you.”

Sloane’s silence was deafening, an invisible weight pressing against Lux’s chest. She stared at Sloane, waiting—hoping—for something, anything. A word, a gesture, an explanation. But none came. Sloane’s lips parted as if to speak, but whatever she might have said dissolved into nothing. The room felt unbearably still, save for the faint hum of the city outside the windows, a reminder that the world kept spinning even as Lux’s heart fractured.

A sharp pang of despair gripped her, the sinking realization that maybe she wasn’t ready for the answer. Maybe Sloane didn’t have one. Or worse, maybe the truth would confirm Lux’s deepest fear—that she had let herself fall for something that had always been destined to crumble. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms as she fought the wave of emotion rising in her chest.

She couldn’t do this. Not tonight. Not here. “I can’t stay,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. The words tasted bitter, but they carried with them a small shred of resolve. Staying would mean drowning in the uncertainty, in the pain of waiting for a truth that might never come.

She turned toward the door, her movements sharp and deliberate, as though speed might dull the ache that threatened to consume her. Every step felt like a betrayal, like she was walking away from something she didn’t fully understand but desperately wanted to. Her vision blurred with unshed tears as she reached the threshold, her hand trembling as it gripped the doorframe. For a moment, she hesitated, the urge to turn back nearly overwhelming.

But then she glanced over her shoulder. Sloane stood there, still silent, her green eyes shadowed with an emotion Lux couldn’t name. That silence, that nothingness, was the final push Lux needed. “Goodnight, Sloane,” she said softly, her voice breaking on the last syllable. She didn’t wait for a response—she couldn’t.

Lux stepped out of the room, out of Sloane’s apartment, and into the cold expanse of the hallway. The door closed behind her with a soft click, but the sound echoed in her chest like a thunderclap. Each step away felt heavier than the last, the weight of what she was leaving behind threatening to pull her under. She didn’t know if she’d made the right choice, but she knew one thing for certain: she couldn’t keep breaking herself apart for someone who wouldn’t let her in.


Chapter Twenty Two
[image: image-placeholder]
Sloane


Sloane stood in the heart of Midnight Garden’s main lounge, the expansive space bathed in soft, golden light that filtered through the tinted skylights overhead. The room, normally her sanctuary of precision and control, felt suffocating today. Her sharp green eyes roved over the meticulously arranged tables draped in ivory linens, the crystal centerpieces catching the light in a way that was almost dazzling—but not dazzling enough to distract her from the glaring misstep in the floral arrangements. The oversized, gaudy bouquets clashed against the sleek, modern aesthetic she’d painstakingly curated.

Her jaw tightened, the subtle sound of her teeth grinding the only noise in the otherwise hushed room. This wasn’t just a detail; it was a statement. The flowers were meant to evoke sophistication and restraint, not whatever this was—a garish display better suited for a suburban wedding than her exclusive, members-only club. With a soft huff of frustration, she pulled her phone from the pocket of her tailored black trousers, the fabric crisp against her fingertips. Her blazer, also black, was cut to perfection, skimming her frame in a way that was both authoritative and effortlessly chic. Beneath it, a silk blouse in a deep emerald hue brought out the fiery undertones of her auburn hair, which was twisted into a sleek chignon that radiated polished efficiency.

Her fingers flew across the screen as she composed a quick text to Quinn:

The florals are all wrong. Too much. Call the florist and fix this ASAP.

She hit send with a clipped finality before slipping the phone back into her pocket, though the act did little to ease the tight coil of stress in her chest.

Sloane exhaled slowly, forcing herself to focus, but her gaze kept circling back to the room. The polished walnut floors gleamed under the soft lighting, the scent of freshly polished wood mingling with the faint trace of champagne lingering from the night before. Every element of the lounge, from the custom leather armchairs to the sleek, mirrored bar that dominated the far wall, was designed to exude opulence without veering into ostentation. It was a delicate balance—a reflection of her vision, her standards. And today, it all felt precariously close to unraveling.

She walked to one of the offending floral arrangements, her heels clicking against the floor with deliberate precision. Her manicured fingers brushed lightly against the petals of an overblown hydrangea, her lips pressing into a thin line. How could something so simple be so wrong? she thought, the frustration simmering beneath her carefully controlled exterior. This wasn’t just about flowers; it was about everything.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she retrieved it instinctively, hoping for an update. I’ll get right on it, was Quinn’s quick answer.

Good, Sloane thought. But she thumbed through the notifications on her phone reflexively, hoping to catch sight of something more. Instead she was let down with the same deafening silence from Lux that had haunted her all morning. Sloane’s chest tightened, the weight of unspoken words and unresolved tension pressing against her ribs. She shoved the phone back into her pocket, her frustration bleeding into every carefully controlled step she took toward the bar.

The upcoming event loomed like a storm cloud on the horizon, and for the first time in years, Sloane felt as though she was standing directly in its path, unable to move out of the way.

And yet, none of it mattered as much as the silence. Lux’s silence.

Her phone sat on the bar next to her, mocking her with its blank screen. She had called twice before leaving the apartment this morning, each time met with the same disheartening voicemail.

She’d sent texts too, simple ones at first: Let’s talk. Please. Then longer ones, apologies mixed with explanations, all of which remained unanswered. Sloane felt the sting of rejection sharper with every passing hour.

She swiped up her phone and tried again, pressing the call button and holding her breath. It rang—once, twice, three times—before cutting to voicemail. Sloane exhaled sharply, her frustration spilling over. She tossed the phone back onto the bar, the metallic clink echoing in the empty space.

Her chest tightened as she thought of the night before, of Lux standing there with that damned box, her blue eyes full of hurt and betrayal. The memory was a sucker punch to the gut, a reminder of how quickly everything could unravel. Why didn’t I just tell her? Sloane thought bitterly. She had been so afraid of what Lux might see in her past with Blair that she hadn’t considered how much worse the silence would feel.

She rubbed her temples, trying to focus, but her mind kept circling back to Lux.

A sharp knock at the club’s entrance jolted her from her thoughts. Sloane straightened, her heels clicking against the polished floor as she crossed the room. When she opened the door, she was greeted by the last person on the face of the earth that ever wanted to see again.

Blair.

“Good morning, Sloane,” Blair said smoothly, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. She was dressed impeccably, as always, her tailored suit sharp enough to cut glass. Her dark eyes swept the room, taking in the club’s empty yet polished state. “Still holding it all together, I see.”

“What do you want, Blair?” Sloane asked, her tone flat as she closed the door behind her.

Blair turned, a faint smirk curling her lips. “I think you know why I’m here.”

Sloane crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes. “If this is about the charity event—”

“Oh, Sloane,” Blair interrupted, a mock-pitying tone in her voice. “This isn’t about a single event.”

Blair walked through the main room, examining the floral arrangements with a half-hidden sneer. Sloane had no choice but to follow after her, arms crossed, mind racing. She hated that she felt like she was on a leash. Being pulled around by every whim and demand of Blair.

A chill ran down Sloane’s spine, but she refused to show it. “Spit it out, Blair.”

Blair’s smile widened. “You don’t want any small talk? I was hoping we could catch up on life,” her voice dripped with a dangerous pity that let Sloane know she wasn’t serious at all.

When Sloane didn’t answer her Blair rolled her eyes and continued, “Fine. I’m here to make you an offer. Sell me your shares of Midnight Garden. Let me take this burden off your shoulders. You and I both know this club is teetering on the edge. One more PR disaster, one more scandal, and it’s over.”

Sloane’s stomach churned, but she held her ground. “The club isn’t for sale. And even if it were, I wouldn’t sell it to you.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” Blair said, her tone still infuriatingly calm. She stepped closer, her heels clicking softly against the floor. “I’m not your enemy here, Sloane. I’m trying to help. You’ve built something incredible, but it’s slipping through your fingers. Let me save it. I’ve been a silent partner for far too long, and I’m not going to just watch you throw it all down the drain because you can’t get control of your own messes.”

Sloane’s chest tightened, her breath catching as Blair’s words struck a nerve she didn’t want to acknowledge. Slipping through my fingers? The phrase echoed in her mind like an accusation, stoking the embers of her anger. Midnight Garden wasn’t slipping—it couldn’t be. She’d worked too hard, sacrificed too much, to let it falter now. But Blair’s calm, calculated delivery made it all feel too plausible, her fears too real.

Sloane forced herself to stand taller, squaring her shoulders as Blair stepped closer. Her green eyes hardened, her jaw clenched against the rising tide of emotions threatening to spill over. She couldn’t afford to let Blair see even a hint of doubt.

“You think I’m throwing it down the drain?” Sloane said, her voice sharp, cutting through the tension like a blade. “You have no idea what I’ve done to keep this place alive. What I’ve sacrificed.” Her words came faster, her tone growing fiercer. “You stand there, acting like some benevolent savior, but you’ve done nothing but wait in the wings, ready to swoop in and take what isn’t yours.”

Blair’s gaze softened, though her composure remained maddeningly intact. “You’re too close to see it, Sloane,” she said, her voice dropping to something almost sympathetic. “You’re drowning, and your stubborn pride is dragging everything and everyone down with you. Let me help you. Let me save what’s left.”

Sloane’s laugh was bitter, sharp, and it felt foreign to her own ears. “Save it?” she snapped. “Save it by taking it away from me? That’s not saving it, Blair. That’s stealing it. And I won’t let you.”

Her words rang out in the empty space of the lounge, the silence that followed heavy and oppressive. Inside, though, Sloane felt anything but steady. Am I drowning? Is she right? The nagging doubts clawed at her resolve, threatening to pull her under. But she couldn’t let herself believe it. Midnight Garden was more than a business—it was her refuge, her identity. Losing it wasn’t an option.

Blair tilted her head slightly, her expression unreadable. “I’m not your enemy, Sloane,” she said again, her voice measured, as if she were speaking to someone too fragile to grasp reality. “I want to protect what you’ve built, even if you can’t see that right now. But if you keep fighting me, you’ll lose everything.”

Sloane’s nails bit into her palms as she clenched her fists, grounding herself in the sting. “You think I’m afraid to lose everything?” she said, her voice low and trembling with barely restrained fury. “I’ve faced worse than you, Blair. I’ve rebuilt from nothing before, and if I have to, I’ll do it again. But I will not—” her voice broke momentarily before regaining its strength, “—let you take this from me.”

Blair’s calm exterior didn’t waver, but her eyes gleamed with a challenge. “We’ll see,” she said, her tone cool but firm. Her smirk returned, colder this time. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do want control. But can you blame me? Look at the mess you’re in. Playing games with a socialite? Selling your soul to the paparazzi? For what? To save this place? It’s not going to work. It won’t be enough. You and I both know how true that is.”

Sloane flinched at the mention of Lux, but she didn’t let Blair see it. “You don’t know me anymore, Blair. You don’t control me anymore. Might I remind you that you’re the one who left? You don’t get to just waltz back in because you’re in the mood to fuck everyone’s life up again. I won’t let you.”

Blair laughed softly, a sound that grated on Sloane’s nerves. “If you say so. But I wouldn’t wait too long to make a decision. My offer won’t last forever.”

Sloane clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms. “Get out.”

Blair raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue. “Think about it,” she said as she turned to leave. “You know how to reach me.”

The door closed behind her with a soft click, leaving Sloane alone in the cavernous space of Midnight Garden. She sank onto one of the barstools, her head in her hands. Blair’s words echoed in her mind, intertwining with the fear and doubt that had been building since Lux walked out the night before.

She reached for her phone again, her thumb hovering over Lux’s name. She needed to hear her voice, needed to know that Lux was still willing to fight for what they had—even if neither of them fully understood what that was. But as the call rang through to voicemail once more, Sloane felt the crushing weight of uncertainty settle over her.

For the first time in a long time, she didn’t know how to move forward.


Chapter Twenty Three
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Lux


The long dinner table in her parents’ house felt like a prison. Lux sat at the far end, her hand gripping the edge of her wine glass a little too tightly, as if the stem might snap under the pressure. The heavy wooden table stretched before her, a vast expanse of polished surface that only accentuated the distance between her and her parents. The flickering candlelight on the table illuminated their faces with a soft glow, but no warmth reached Lux. She felt cold, isolated, as if she were sitting in the shadow of a much bigger storm.

Her mother’s sharp eyes flicked toward her every few moments, a silent reprimand, as always. It wasn’t the kind of gaze that offered understanding, but one that cut deep with every judgment. It was the look that said Lux hadn’t yet lived up to expectations. That she wasn’t what her mother had envisioned when she first held her as a baby. Lux felt the weight of that gaze like a physical blow. No matter how much she tried to escape it, she couldn’t outrun the pressure. She couldn’t outrun the feeling that her worth was always tethered to what she could prove, to what her parents demanded. The smile on her mother’s face was tight, practiced—a mask that didn’t fool anyone. The smile that Lux knew was nothing more than an illusion, masking the deep disappointment.

Her father was worse. His silence spoke volumes. He hadn’t said a word to her since they’d sat down, and the muscle in his jaw twitched slightly as he focused on his food. Lux could feel the weight of his disapproval in every minute that passed. His quiet was worse than any rant. The quiet meant he was calculating, strategizing—deciding what to do next. She could practically hear the clock ticking in her head, each second taking her closer to the inevitable confrontation.

The conversation drifted between business dealings and the latest gossip in the social circles they frequented, but it all felt like noise—meaningless, like the high-pitched hum of a fridge that you couldn’t quite block out. Her father spoke about some merger her family’s firm was pursuing, something that required the kind of precision only he was capable of. Her mother nodded, her voice cutting in now and then with suggestions, but it all blended into a blur of words Lux couldn’t engage with. Nothing they said had any bearing on her, nothing they said would make her feel any less suffocated.

But Lux didn’t care to listen anymore. Her mind kept drifting to one thing—one person. Sloane.

She hadn’t spoken to Sloane in days. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to; it was just that every time she picked up her phone, the words seemed to catch in her throat. She couldn’t bring herself to call her, to send a message. It had felt easier, somehow, to pretend that everything was fine. But every time she scrolled through her contacts and saw Sloane’s name, her chest tightened.

Sloane’s absence had made something clear: she mattered. More than Lux was willing to admit. But that truth made her want to run the other way. She wasn’t ready to deal with it, with the mess she’d created. The mess that had started with that stupid fake relationship, something designed to protect both of them from the public eye. She had thought she could compartmentalize it, keep it contained like everything else in her life—like all the things she could just bury under the surface and ignore. But now…now it was all crashing down around her.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket, the faint buzz almost imperceptible beneath the din of her parents’ voices. She looked down reflexively, her heart skipping a beat when she saw it was from Sloane. She should have answered. She should have responded immediately, but instead, she slid the phone back into her pocket, not bothering to check the message. What was the point? she thought. What could she say that hadn’t already been said?

Her parents’ conversation continued around her, but she couldn’t focus. Not when the weight of the decision pressed on her. How did she even fix this? The stakes were too high, and everything was tangled up in her mind. Her parents expected her to succeed. They expected her to finally grow up, to prove she wasn’t just the reckless, spoiled socialite they thought her to be. But how could she prove anything when she was drowning in her own contradictions? How could she face them knowing how close she had come to screwing everything up, not just with her career but with Sloane too?

The longer the silence stretched, the more Lux felt herself unraveling. She wasn’t ready to face her parents. She wasn’t ready to face the consequences of her mistakes. She wasn’t ready to admit that what had started as a calculated charade with Sloane had become something real. Something dangerous.

Her mother cleared her throat, pulling Lux from her thoughts. “Lux, are you listening?” Her voice was sharp, cutting through the haze in her mind. “I asked you a question.”

Lux blinked, her head snapping up. She hadn’t been listening, not at all. “Sorry,” she muttered, rubbing her eyes. “What did you say?”

Her father gave her a cold, knowing look. “We’re talking about your future. What are you planning to do, Lux? What’s the next step?”

Lux’s heart hammered in her chest, but she pushed her emotions aside, forcing herself to respond. She needed to sound confident. She needed to sound like she had it all together, even if she didn’t. “I’m working on it,” she said, trying to mask the uncertainty in her voice. “I’ve got a few things in the works. You’ll see.”

Her mother’s lips pressed into a tight line. “You’ve been saying that for months now. It’s time to stop pretending, Lux. You need to show us something real. Something tangible. You need to prove you can do this on your own.”

The words stung. She wasn’t sure if they were aimed at her career or her personal life, but either way, it felt like a punch to the gut. She couldn’t do it. Not the way they wanted her to. She couldn’t live up to their expectations. She had spent her whole life trying to get their approval, but it was never enough. Never would be.

But then it hit her: the thing she’d been running from all this time. Sloane.

Sloane was real. What they had was real, despite all her attempts to push it down, to ignore it. She didn’t want to face it, but that didn’t make it any less true.

She had to tell them.

But even as the words formed in her mind, she wasn’t sure if she could say them out loud. Was she ready to face the consequences? To say the truth about her and Sloane, about the mess she’d made? Would it make everything better or worse?

She couldn’t bring herself to speak yet. Not with the weight of her parents’ stares burning holes into her.

And as the minutes ticked by, she realized that no matter how much she tried to ignore it, she was already drowning.

Her parents’ expectations were suffocating. Lux could barely breathe under the pressure of their demands. They wanted her to build something real, something lasting, but the weight of their unspoken judgment crushed every ounce of hope she had left. The silent ultimatum had been hanging over her head for weeks now—change or be cut off from the family’s wealth. Build a business, be successful, stop living the life of an overindulged, reckless playgirl. Her skin prickled just thinking about it.

Her fingers gripped the edge of her wine glass as her father finally spoke, his voice low but firm. “Lux,” he began, his eyes hard, “I’ve given you plenty of time to figure things out, but your lack of action is becoming unacceptable. Your mother and I are starting to wonder if you take this seriously at all.”

Lux’s heart pounded in her chest. She had always known this moment would come, but it didn’t make it any easier. She swallowed the lump in her throat, trying to keep her voice steady. “I’m working on it, Dad. Just…give me a little more time.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed, and she set her fork down with a deliberate clink, a signal that the conversation had shifted into territory Lux wasn’t prepared for. “How much more time do you need, Lux?” her mother’s voice was sharp, cutting through the air between them. “You’ve had months to figure this out. And what have you done?” She leaned in, her eyes narrowing. “You’re wasting your potential. You need to get serious, or we’ll have no choice but to pull the plug.”

Lux recoiled at the words. Pull the plug. She had been so wrapped up in her own rebellion against them, against everything they wanted, that she hadn’t really processed how serious they were. How easily they could rip everything away from her.

“I am serious!” Lux shot back, her voice louder than she intended. Her pulse raced, heat flooding her cheeks. “I’ve been working on something.”

Her father sighed, shaking his head in disappointment. “We’re not interested in excuses. We’re interested in results. You said you were going to make something of yourself. You promised you would, Lux. But look at you now. Just one scandal after another. No business plan. No direction.” He paused, letting the silence hang heavily in the air. “And now all these rumors that keep growing and growing about that woman…who was it? Sloane?”

Her stomach churned, and for a moment, she thought she might be sick. This was it—the thing she had been avoiding. She had to tell them. Maybe—maybe—telling them the truth would make it easier to believe. Easier to convince herself it was all fake. That none of it mattered.

Her hands trembled as she gripped her wine glass tighter, the thin stem digging into her palm. She inhaled sharply. “It was…it was all fake,” she said, her voice wavering despite her best efforts to sound casual. “The relationship with Sloane, I mean. We staged it. It was for PR. It wasn’t real.”

For a long moment, the silence in the room was suffocating. Her mother blinked, as if processing the words, and then, slowly, her expression turned to one of pure shock. Her father’s face went pale, his mouth tightening into a thin line as anger flickered in his eyes.

“Fake?” her father finally said, his voice quiet but filled with disbelief. “You staged a relationship? Do you hear yourself? Do you have any idea how reckless that is?” His voice grew louder, sharper. “You’re playing with fire, Lux. This isn’t a game. This is your future we’re talking about.”

Her mother’s face was a mask of disappointment, her lips thin and tight. “I don’t understand. After everything we’ve done for you, you pull something like this?” She shook her head, the weight of her words hanging in the air. “What are you thinking? Why couldn’t you just tell us the truth?”

Lux’s chest tightened, the sting of their words cutting deeper than she wanted to admit. Her parents’ anger wasn’t unfamiliar to her, but the disappointment in their eyes? That was unbearable.

“I thought—” Lux’s voice cracked, and she cursed herself for it. She wasn’t about to cry. Not here. Not in front of them. “I thought maybe if I could just get through this, maybe it would all make sense. Maybe I could…I don’t know, turn everything around.”

Her father let out a harsh laugh, the sound bitter. “By staging a fake relationship? Is that your idea of turning things around?”

The walls closed in, her throat constricting. No, no, no. This wasn’t how she’d imagined it would go. She had expected frustration, maybe even a few harsh words—but not this. Not the full weight of their disapproval.

“I’ve given you an ultimatum before, Lux,” her father continued, his tone colder now. “And it stands. Either you prove to us that you can handle responsibility, or you can kiss your future goodbye. You’re wasting everything we’ve given you. Everything.”

His words were like a slap across her face. Lux stared down at her plate, feeling the heat of her cheeks, the surge of anger that threatened to boil over. She wanted to shout, to scream, to say that this wasn’t her fault, that they’d never given her a chance, but instead, she felt the heavy weight of the ultimatum settle in. She had a month. Just a month to figure out her life, or else…or else she was nothing.

The dinner ended in tense silence, the finality of her father’s words hanging in the air like a suffocating cloud. Lux couldn’t even look at them as she stood up and gathered her things. She wanted to escape—to run as far as possible from the pressure, from the shame.

She barely managed to hold herself together as she left, slamming the door behind her.

As soon as she got to the car, she pulled out her phone, her hands shaking as she typed a quick message to Avery. Meet me at a Lingo’s. I need to get out of here. I need a fucking drink.

The drive downtown felt like an eternity. Lux’s mind raced, her thoughts swirling in a whirlwind of anger, frustration, and pain. What was the point of it all? Why try? The more she thought about it, the more the pressure threatened to suffocate her.

When she and Avery finally arrived at the bar, the pulse of the crowd and the neon lights made Lux feel like she could breathe again. She wasn’t ready to face her reality—not tonight. Not ever again.

Avery, as always, was a steadying presence. She didn’t ask questions, just gave Lux a knowing look before ordering them a round of shots. Lux downed hers in one go, the burn of the alcohol doing little to numb the ache inside.

“So,” Avery began, her voice quiet but laced with curiosity, “what happened?”

Lux let out a long, shaky breath. The bar was buzzing with noise around them, but it felt like they were in their own world—just the two of them, trying to make sense of the chaos that had swallowed Lux whole. She shifted in her seat, her mind still reeling from the confrontation with her parents.

“I’m screwed, Avery,” Lux muttered, her voice barely audible over the ambient hum of the bar. “I’m just…really fucking screwed.”

Avery leaned in, her brow furrowed in concern. “What happened? What did they say to you?”

Lux ran a hand through her hair, a gesture of frustration. “It’s just like always, you know? My mom was all disapproving and disappointed, my dad’s silent—because that’s how he shows he’s pissed. And they’re pissed, Avery. They’re so fucking pissed.” She swallowed hard, feeling the sting of tears that threatened to break through. “They gave me an ultimatum. Told me I had a month to turn things around, to come up with something that would impress them, or they’d cut me off. Everything. Gone.”

Avery’s eyes widened, and she leaned forward, her lips parting in disbelief. “What? Are you serious? They actually said that?”

Lux nodded, the frustration rising again in her chest. “Yeah. They made it sound like I’m some kind of failure, like I’m wasting my life. I’m ‘reckless,’ they said. And they expect me to just pull this miracle out of nowhere.” She let out a short, bitter laugh, though there was nothing funny about it. “I’m just so tired of trying to live up to their bullshit expectations. Nothing I do will ever be enough.”

Avery reached out, her hand settling on Lux’s arm in a rare moment of quiet empathy. Lux looked up at her friend, feeling a surge of gratitude for her constant support, but it was fleeting—just as fleeting as the hope that she could somehow turn things around.

“And then there’s the whole mess with Sloane,” Lux added, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. “You know the fake relationship we had, right?”

Avery’s brows knitted together in confusion. “The what?”

Lux sighed, leaning back in her chair. She could already feel the weight of the story she was about to tell. But there was no escaping it now—no way to keep pretending that everything was fine, that she had it all under control. Because she didn’t.

“I thought it would be easy,” she started, her voice hollow. “Just this little PR stunt to keep the media off my back. It was supposed to be temporary, you know? A way to fix everything—make it look like I had my shit together. So I agreed to go along with it. The whole fake relationship thing with Sloane.” She paused, swallowing the lump in her throat. “But then…things got complicated.”

Avery stared at her, waiting for her to continue, her expression a mix of concern and curiosity. Lux couldn’t bring herself to look Avery in the eye as she spoke next. The shame weighed heavily on her, but she pushed it down.

“I started to care about her. Really care,” Lux admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “It wasn’t just a fake thing. And I—God, I fucked it all up. We had a fight. A huge one. And now she’s gone. I haven’t talked to her in days.”

Avery’s expression softened, her hand tightening on Lux’s arm. “Lux…relationships are messy. You’re just feeling everything right now, and that’s okay.”

Lux shook her head, her eyes stinging. “It’s not okay, Avery. I’m not okay. I don’t even know what the hell I’m supposed to do. I fucked up with my parents. I fucked up with Sloane. And now everything’s falling apart. I’m not even sure if I can fix any of it.”

Avery didn’t say anything at first. Instead, she reached for her own drink, taking a long sip before leaning back in her chair. “Okay, but listen,” she said, her voice calm yet firm. “You can’t just keep running from this. I mean, you know that, right? You’re not gonna fix anything by ignoring it. I get it, they’re hard to please, but you’re not gonna change who you are just to make them happy.”

Lux let out a humorless laugh, shaking her head. “Maybe I should. Maybe that’s what I need to do. I don’t know anymore, Avery. Maybe if I just give them what they want, everything will go back to normal.”

Avery frowned, clearly not buying into Lux’s self-destructive logic. “Lux, listen to me. You’re not just some project for your parents to mold into their perfect little image. You don’t have to be perfect. And you don’t have to be with Sloane just to fix your life either. If you really want to be with her, then you need to talk to her. You need to make things right, not just pretend like nothing happened.”

Lux clenched her fists, her nails digging into the palms of her hands as her emotions swirled violently. “I can’t talk to her,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’m so fucking scared, Avery. I’m scared I’m going to lose her for good, and I don’t even know if I deserve to have her.”

Avery’s eyes softened, her voice gentle but firm. “You won’t know unless you try. And if you want to get your life back on track, you’ve gotta stop running. You’ve gotta face the things that are breaking you. Not just with your parents, but with Sloane, too. This is bigger than you. And you know it.”

Lux fell silent, her gaze falling to the table as her mind raced. She had no idea how to fix any of it. There was so much to untangle, so much to face. But in that moment, all she wanted was to escape it all. She didn’t want to talk to Sloane. She didn’t want to fix things with her parents. She just wanted to lose herself for a while, to forget all the weight pressing down on her.

“I’m done talking about this,” Lux muttered, her tone hardening. “I don’t want to deal with it. I just want to forget. Let’s go dance, Avery. Let’s get drunk. I need to feel something—anything—other than this.”

Avery opened her mouth to say something, but Lux didn’t give her a chance to speak. She pushed her chair back, already standing and pulling Avery along with her.

The night felt like a blur as Lux threw herself into the chaos of the bar. Shots, laughter, loud music, random people. It all became a haze of noise and lights. She danced and drank and lost herself in the frenzy. But the truth was, nothing could drown out the storm inside her—the fear, the anger, the regret. The pain that came from knowing she’d ruined everything.

And as the night wore on, Lux found herself in a dark alley, vomiting violently as the alcohol made her sick. Avery was by her side, holding her hair back as tears slipped down Lux’s cheeks. The raw emotion caught her off guard, and she sobbed in her friend’s arms, not caring about anything else.

But even as she cried, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that nothing was ever going to be the same again. Not with her family. Not with Sloane.

And the paparazzi’s flashbulbs only added to the weight of the world pressing down on her.


Chapter Twenty Four
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Sloane


The apartment was eerily quiet, the kind of silence that seemed to stretch on forever, suffocating and oppressive, like a thick fog settling over her skin. It gnawed at her insides, a quiet predator that crept through every corner of the room, feeding off her isolation. Sloane sat on the edge of the couch, her fingers absentmindedly running over the fabric, feeling the texture under her fingertips but unable to focus on it. Her mind was spinning in a dozen different directions, none of them bringing any clarity or peace. She couldn’t stop thinking about Lux, about everything that had happened between them—the warmth of her touch, the fire in her eyes when they’d argued, the way they’d kissed as though they couldn’t breathe without each other. Now, all of it felt like a distant memory, slipping through her fingers like sand. The silence, once familiar and comforting, now felt like a heavy weight on her chest, a constant reminder of the things unsaid, the mistakes made.

Days had passed since their fight, days since Lux’s absence had started to feel like a permanent wound in Sloane’s heart. The echoes of their last words haunted her, each one sharp and cutting, replaying in her mind like a broken record. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Lux’s face—her eyes wide with pain, her lips trembling as she walked away. Lux had looked so angry, so full of hurt, and Sloane had never felt more helpless. She’d tried to reach out, tried to explain, but the words never came out right, and every time she tried, Lux pulled away further. It felt like she was losing her all over again, and the thought of it—the thought of never seeing Lux again—ripped through her like a blade.

Sloane lay back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling, her chest tight, her thoughts spiraling faster with every passing second. Her phone sat on the coffee table in front of her, the screen dark and empty, mocking her in its silence. She hadn’t heard from Lux in days, and though Sloane tried to convince herself that maybe it was for the best, that Lux needed time, the truth was she couldn’t stand the silence. The uncertainty. Every moment without hearing from her felt like a betrayal, a slow unraveling of something beautiful that Sloane had taken for granted.

Her mind wandered back to the nights they’d spent together—those stolen moments, the way Lux had looked at her, so full of fire and defiance, yet so tender in a way that had made Sloane feel seen in a way she hadn’t in years. It was all too much. Too complicated. But as much as she tried to convince herself it was easier this way, that it wasn’t real, deep down, she knew she was lying. It was real. It had been real, and now, with every passing hour, the ache in her chest grew deeper, more unbearable.

Her phone suddenly buzzed, dragging her from her spiraling thoughts. She glanced at the screen, her stomach tightening when she saw Jade’s name flash across the screen.

What the hell, Sloane?

But it wasn’t the text that stopped Sloane’s breath—it was the attached images.

The first photo made her stomach lurch. Lux, her hair wild, face streaked with smudges of makeup and tears, was stumbling down an alley, leaning against the cold brick wall for support. The vibrant, free-spirited woman Sloane had known, the one who always had a sharp retort and a wicked smile, was nowhere to be found in that moment. What was left was a shell, broken and vulnerable, utterly unrecognizable. Lux’s eyes were vacant, as if the world had just crushed every ounce of joy from her. The next image was worse: Lux hunched over, vomiting into the alley, her body crumpled in a mess of pain and despair. It was a raw, vulnerable moment, the kind of image that could shatter everything.

Sloane felt a wave of pain crash over her, more intense than anything she had felt in days. She knew Lux was hurting, but seeing it so starkly, so publicly, made something inside her twist. It wasn’t just the embarrassment of the photos. It was the realization that Lux had spiraled, that her absence, the silence between them, had driven her to this place. The guilt hit hard, sharper than she expected. She couldn’t fix this. She couldn’t undo whatever had broken Lux.

The images blurred as Sloane’s vision swam. She scrolled through the next few texts from Jade, the frustration bleeding through each message.

This is a fucking disaster, Sloane Jade’s words practically screamed at her. These photos are everywhere. Do you understand how this is going to destroy everything we’ve been working for? The charity event, Midnight Garden. Everything is at risk because of this.

But all Sloane could focus on was Lux, her heart breaking with each new picture. She wanted to reach out, wanted to apologize, to explain that it wasn’t supposed to be like this, that she never meant for Lux to fall apart. But what good would it do now? Would it even matter? The distance between them felt infinite, like a canyon that could never be crossed. She had already failed her, and now this—Lux, broken and exposed, laid bare for the world to see.

The messages were coming in fast and furious, but Sloane didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her heart was too heavy, and her head was too full of confusion and pain. She’d been trying to pretend she wasn’t thinking about Lux—trying to move on, to focus on the business—but it was impossible. The thought of Lux, of the way things had ended, kept circling back like an unanswered prayer. The last thing she needed right now was Jade demanding answers.

Sloane looked down at her phone, her fingers hovering over the screen as she considered texting Lux. Apologizing. Saying something—anything—to bridge the distance between them. She missed her so much, the ache in her chest nearly unbearable. Her fingers moved, typing out the words before she even realized it.

I’m sorry. I know I’ve messed up. Can we talk?

She stared at the text, her breath catching in her throat. Her heart raced as she hovered over the send button, but before she could press it, she froze. What was the point? What good would it do? Lux hadn’t answered her in days. If she couldn’t even get a simple response, then what was the use in trying?

Sloane deleted the message. The words felt like lies, an empty plea for something that wasn’t real anymore.

The doorbell rang, cutting through the stillness of the room like a sharp crack. Sloane’s heart skipped in her chest as she stood up, irritated by the interruption but at the same time, feeling a sense of dread creep up her spine.

She walked to the door, already bracing for another round of whatever chaos was coming her way. When she opened it, Blair stood there, a smug smile on her lips, holding up her phone like a weapon.

The pictures of Lux were staring back at her from the screen.

“I didn’t think you’d want to see me, but here I am,” Blair said coolly, her gaze flicking over Sloane’s face.

“Leave,” Sloane snapped, her voice low and sharp. The irritation was bubbling up again, faster than she could stop it. The last thing she wanted right now was Blair showing up on her doorstep, especially after everything that had happened.

Blair’s smile didn’t falter. Instead, she stepped forward, holding her phone up to Sloane’s face. The image on the screen made Sloane’s stomach turn.

“This is what happens when you let things get out of control,” Blair said, her voice dripping with an almost satisfied malice. “You think this is just going to blow over? That no one’s going to care that your little public relations stunt is falling apart? It’s time we talk, Sloane. Things are spiraling, and it’s only going to get worse.”

Blair stepped inside without waiting for an invitation, her heels clicking sharply against the hardwood floors. Sloane’s blood began to simmer with anger, but there was something deeper, something far worse building beneath the surface—a crushing weight of guilt, a feeling she couldn’t shake. She watched as Blair made herself at home, moving toward the living room, and then Sloane did the only thing she could think to do—she followed.

“I want you to leave,” Sloane bit out, her voice tight with barely contained fury.

Blair’s laugh was low and calculating as she turned to face Sloane. “Everything we’ve built is crumbling. The event, the brand, the relationship—you think the press is going to ignore this? That this is just going to blow over? Think again.”

Sloane’s hands curled into fists. “You’re right. Everything is crumbling. Is that what you want me to say to you?” Sloane stared at the woman she had once been in love with, nothing but cold rage traveling through her now. The woman in front of her was unrecognizable. A monster. “You’ve been in my life for far too long, Blair, and you know what? I’m done. I’m done letting you control me, done letting you hold this over my head. I’m not selling the shares. Instead, if you want out of Midnight Garden, fine. But you’re not going to destroy me in the process.”

Blair’s eyes flashed with cold amusement. “I don’t need to destroy you, Sloane. You’re doing that just fine on your own. All I’m doing is offering you a way out. You don’t want to lose this, do you? Midnight Garden? The club? You’ve worked your ass off for it. Don’t let your little personal mess with Lux ruin everything.”

Sloane took a deep breath, trying to calm the fury boiling inside her. “Get out of my house, Blair. I don’t need your advice, and I certainly don’t need you reminding me of everything I’m trying to fix.”

Blair stood there for a long moment, her eyes narrowing. “You’re making a mistake, Sloane. I’m trying to help you. But if you want to keep being stubborn, fine. Just know that the clock is ticking.”

Sloane moved toward the door, her anger boiling over. “I said, leave. Now.”

Blair didn’t move, her lips curling into a smile that was anything but friendly. “We’ll see how this plays out. But I promise you, Sloane—you’re running out of time.”

With a final, cutting glance, Blair turned and walked toward the door, her heels clicking sharply against the hardwood floor. Sloane followed her, the tension still crackling in the air between them. She opened the door, her eyes narrowed, still simmering with anger, and watched Blair slip out of her apartment with an almost satisfying sense of finality.

But as she started to turn away, ready to escape the weight of the conversation, the room seemed to hold its breath. The sight of Lux standing just beyond the doorway stopped her cold.

Lux was frozen in the threshold, her wide eyes glistening with unshed tears. She looked fragile, almost like a ghost, caught between confusion and pain. Her posture was stiff, but there was something so vulnerable about her—something that made Sloane’s breath catch in her throat.

Before Sloane could find the words to speak, Blair’s voice sliced through the moment, her tone sharp and deliberate. “Well, well, look who’s finally here,” she said, her gaze flicking over Lux with barely disguised disdain. “Guess you weren’t so perfect after all, were you? Funny how your little 'relationship' couldn’t even survive a few messy photos.”

Blair didn’t wait for a response, her smile cold as she stepped around Lux, deliberately brushing past her.

Sloane stood frozen, her heart thumping in her chest.

Lux didn’t move, her gaze locked onto Sloane. There was no anger in her eyes—just a quiet, heartbreaking hurt that sent a jagged twist through Sloane’s chest.

"Sloane..." Lux's voice was barely a whisper, fragile, as if she didn’t even know how to begin.

Sloane opened her mouth to speak, but the words caught in her throat. What could she say? How could she explain anything, when all of it seemed so hopeless, so lost?

Lux took a tentative step forward, her eyes scanning the room behind where Sloane stood like she was unsure if she had the right to be there. The silence between them stretched, thick and suffocating, before Lux finally spoke again.

“I…I didn’t know what to expect when I came here.” Her voice cracked slightly, and Sloane’s heart twisted. “But this…” her voice trailed off.

Sloane opened her mouth, trying to form words, but they failed her.

“What’s going on?” Lux’s voice was tight, filled with a mixture of hurt and disbelief.

Sloane couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She wanted to say something, to explain, but Blair’s cruel words still hung in the air, tainting everything. The photos. The lies. The mess.

“Nothing.” Sloane’s voice cracked, the desperation in it making her want to collapse. “It’s not like that, Lux. She’s just—she’s just trying to manipulate everything. I was talking to her about business. That’s all.”

Lux didn’t say anything, her silence louder than any words. Sloane wanted to reach out, to make Lux understand, but she couldn’t find the strength to move. She watched as Lux’s face twisted with anger, confusion, and hurt.

“I came here to apologize,” Lux said, her voice cold now, harder. “I came because I miss you, Sloane. But I was right. I was right about everything. Blair is still in your life. It’s still all about her. I can’t do this anymore.”

Sloane’s heart shattered. “Lux, please—”

“No,” Lux interrupted, her voice breaking. “I’ll still do the charity event. But after that, I’m done. I can’t keep pretending this is real when it’s all just lies.”

Lux turned to leave, and Sloane felt like the ground had been ripped from under her. “Lux, wait—please,” she called out, but Lux didn’t look back.

Sloane stood there for a long time, staring at the empty hallway, her heart aching in a way she couldn’t describe. She moved toward her bedroom in a daze, opening the closet and pulling out the box—the one filled with memories of Blair. Without thinking, she walked to the trash and threw it all away.

Tears burned at her eyes as she sat down on the bed. She didn’t know what she was doing anymore.


Chapter Twenty Five
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Lux


The charity event had arrived, carrying with it a tide of emotions Lux couldn’t quite name. Outside Midnight Garden, she stood frozen, clutching the delicate strap of her purse like a lifeline. The towering entrance loomed before her, its sleek design both welcoming and unnerving. Around her, the world seemed to hum with a palpable tension, the kind that thickened the air and clung to her skin.

The paparazzi, stationed just beyond the velvet rope, were relentless. Their cameras clicked with an almost predatory rhythm, the flashes of light piercing through the night like tiny explosions. Lux could feel their lenses on her, dissecting her every move. She swallowed hard, her throat dry. They were waiting for her to falter, to provide them with another moment of chaos to splash across the tabloids.

Lux Schroeder: Party Girl Implodes Once Again.

That’s what they wanted.

But tonight, she wouldn’t give it to them.

The scandal from her most recent debaucherous night out still stung, an open wound she couldn't seem to let heal. The photos of her drunken stumble—her mascara smudged, her eyes glassy, her body retching into the littered alleyway with Avery holding back her hair—had been everywhere.

Lux ran her hands down the fabric of her gown, the scarlet silk cascading over her figure like liquid fire. The neckline plunged daringly, framing the sharp cut of her collarbones and the swell of her chest, while the fitted bodice cinched her waist, highlighting every curve with unapologetic precision. The slit on one side exposed a toned, golden thigh with every step, a deliberate flash of confidence and defiance. This wasn’t just a dress—it was a statement, a declaration. Revenge red. The kind of red that burned itself into memory.

Her blonde hair was swept into soft waves that tumbled over one shoulder, golden against the deep crimson of the gown. The highlights caught the light like threads of spun gold, a stark contrast to the ice in her blue eyes—eyes that could cut glass with their intensity. Her makeup was a symphony of drama and allure: sharp, black liner that gave her a feline edge, a smoky gradient of shadow that deepened her gaze, and a touch of shimmer on her high cheekbones that caught the faintest glint of the chandeliers above. Her lips, painted in the same dangerous red as her dress, were full and slightly parted, daring anyone to challenge her tonight.

She was a vision of power, of recklessness harnessed into something lethal. As she caught her reflection in a polished window, she thought, This is what they’ll remember.

Her heels clicked against the stone pavement as she made her way toward the entrance. She didn’t flinch when the cameras flashed or when someone shouted her name. Instead, she straightened her shoulders and offered a small, practiced smile. Let them wonder. Let them speculate.

The moment she stepped inside Midnight Garden, it was like walking into another world. The air was cooler, scented with lavender and citrus, a contrast to the humid chaos outside. The grand main hall glittered with sophistication, the chandeliers casting warm, golden light across polished floors and ornate decor. Lux took it in, the opulence, the grandeur—Sloane’s vision brought to life.

And yet, despite the perfection of it all, Sloane was nowhere to be seen.

Her absence was a physical ache. Lux had told herself she wouldn’t care, that she could manage without Sloane’s steady presence or cutting gaze. But as her eyes scanned the crowd, searching for that unmistakable figure, she felt the weight of disappointment settle in her chest.

Before she could dwell on it further, a sharp voice broke through the din.

“Lux.”

Jade’s tone was clipped, her steps purposeful as she approached. The woman’s sharp green eyes swept over Lux, her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line. “You made it. I’ll admit, I had my doubts.”

Lux bit the inside of her cheek, fighting the urge to roll her eyes. “I told you I’d be here,” she said evenly, meeting Jade’s gaze. “I’m not going to let this night fall apart.”

Jade didn’t look convinced. She crossed her arms, her sleek navy gown shimmering under the light. “Those photos were a disaster,” she said, her voice low but biting. “It really seems like you chase after making yourself into a spectacle. And here this whole time I thought maybe you would have changed.” Her eyes slid, cruelly, as they traveled up and down Lux’s body. “At least you're here. One more night, and then we can all go our separate ways, mm?”

The words hit hard, but Lux refused to flinch. “One more night,” she agreed. And then she would never have to listen to Jade’s resentful remarks, or walk into Midnight Garden, or ever have to think about Sloane White again.

Jade’s eyes narrowed, studying her for a moment before she nodded curtly. “Perfect. Just don’t give me a reason to regret trusting you tonight. Sloane may have seen something in you worth trusting, but I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

As Jade spun on her heel and disappeared into the glittering crowd, Lux let out a long, shaky exhale. The tension coiled in her spine began to ease, but the sting of the exchange lingered. She pressed her fingers against the cool marble bar beside her, grounding herself, her crimson nails stark against the pale surface. The hum of the event carried on around her—laughter, music, clinking glasses—but it felt like a distant echo, a soundtrack to a life she no longer recognized.

Almost there. The thought whispered through her mind like a mantra, fragile but persistent. She was at the end of this charade, the final act of this performance she’d never wanted to star in. Just one night, one perfect event, and it would be over. She could shed the weight of the pretense, the lies, the calculated smiles. She could stop being this Lux—the poised, picture-perfect socialite who walked the line between redemption and ruin.

Her chest tightened as another thought, unbidden and unwelcome, rose to the surface: No matter how much it hurts. Because it did hurt—more than she was willing to admit. Letting go of this life meant letting go of Sloane. Sloane, who had made her feel like the world wasn’t as cruel and hollow as it seemed. Sloane, whose absence tonight felt like a gaping wound Lux couldn’t quite cover.

And yet, as she straightened her shoulders and pushed herself off the bar, a flicker of doubt lingered. Could she really walk away from all of this? From Sloane?

She didn’t have an answer. All she had was the resolve to see this night through. Then, maybe, she could figure out what came next.

She drifted through the room, absorbing the scene around her. The dancers, dressed in shimmering costumes, moved with a grace that was almost hypnotic, their bodies bending and twirling like liquid art. Guests in designer attire mingled, their laughter and conversations blending into a low, sophisticated hum.

“Lux!”

She turned toward the familiar voice and found Quinn approaching, her expression warm and welcoming. Unlike Jade, Quinn’s presence was a balm, her demeanor calm and encouraging.

“You look stunning,” Quinn said, her smile genuine. “And I’m glad you’re here. I know how much tonight means.”

“Thanks,” Lux said, her voice softer now. “The place looks incredible. You’ve outdone yourselves.”

Quinn’s smile widened. “It’s a team effort. And you’ve been such a huge part in this. All these people? They wouldn’t be here without you.” She hesitated, her expression turning slightly serious. “Have you seen Sloane?”

The mention of her name sent a jolt through Lux. She shook her head. “No. I figured she’d be front and center by now.”

Quinn’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “She’s been…under a lot of pressure,” she said carefully. “More than usual. I think she could use some support, even if she doesn’t admit it.”

Lux didn’t respond. What could she say? That she missed Sloane? That the woman’s absence felt like a missing piece of herself? No. Instead, she nodded, forcing a smile.

“Anyway,” Quinn continued, her tone lighter, “you should check out the art display. It’s stunning. And the bidding wall—well, let’s just say it’s been a huge hit already.”

Lux nodded again, letting Quinn’s words wash over her. She followed her to the art section, admiring the pieces on display, but her mind was elsewhere. On Sloane. On the weight of the night. On everything that felt too big to handle.

When Quinn left her to mingle, Lux found herself drifting toward a quieter corner of the room. The noise of the event buzzed in the background, but her thoughts were louder. She smoothed her dress again, a nervous habit she couldn’t seem to shake, and took a steadying breath.

The door to a small side room caught her eye. Without thinking, she slipped inside, closing the door behind her. The quiet was immediate, the chaos of the event muffled beyond the walls.

She leaned against the door, closing her eyes for a moment. The cool air of the room was a relief, a small reprieve from the weight of the evening. But the knock on the door startled her.

When she opened it, Jade stood there, her expression unreadable.

“You’re up soon for the big speech,” Jade said, her voice even but with an edge of caution, like she was addressing a skittish animal. Her sharp green eyes flicked over Lux, assessing her, searching for cracks. “I just wanted to check in.”

Lux straightened, smoothing an invisible wrinkle on her dress. “I’m ready,” she said, her voice steady despite the tightness in her throat. Whether it was true or not didn’t matter. She couldn’t let Jade see anything but confidence.

Jade arched a skeptical brow, folding her arms. “You’re ready,” she echoed, her tone making it clear she didn’t entirely believe her. “Right. Well, let’s hope so. The last thing we need is for you to freeze up in front of a room full of donors.”

“I won’t,” Lux snapped, the words coming out more forcefully than she intended. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides before she forced herself to relax. She wouldn’t give Jade the satisfaction of seeing her falter.

Jade’s lips twitched, not quite a smile but close. “Good. Because as much as I hate to admit it, you’re part of the reason these people are here tonight. The Schroeder name carries weight—even if you’ve spent years doing your best to tarnish it.”

The jab hit its mark, but Lux refused to flinch. “I know what’s at stake,” she said, her voice low and firm. “I’m not going to screw this up.”

For a moment, Jade said nothing, her sharp gaze locked on Lux’s. Then, to Lux’s surprise, her expression softened—just a fraction. “Look,” she said, her voice quieter, almost reluctant. “I may not like you, but you’ve surprised me before. Just…don’t screw this up. Not for Sloane, not for the club, and not for yourself.”

Lux blinked, momentarily caught off guard by the faint trace of warmth in Jade’s words. It wasn’t exactly encouragement, but it was close enough to feel like it.

Jade sighed, stepping closer and placing a hand on Lux’s shoulder—a firm, deliberate gesture. “You can do this,” she said, her voice soft but steady.

The words lingered in the air, heavier than Lux expected, as Jade withdrew her hand and turned to leave.

As the door clicked shut behind her, Lux exhaled a shaky breath. The weight of the night still pressed down on her, but something about Jade’s begrudging vote of confidence made it feel less suffocating. Manageable.

She squared her shoulders and stepped out of the room, her heels clicking against the polished floor. Whatever doubts she had, she couldn’t let them show. Not tonight. Not when it mattered this much.

Lux stood at the edge of the grand room, her fingers brushing against the cool metal of the microphone stand. There was no stage, just a cleared space among the elegantly dressed crowd, the centerpiece of the evening’s event. The soft hum of chatter quieted as all eyes turned to her. For a moment, she hesitated, feeling the weight of a hundred expectant gazes. Then she drew a breath, steadying herself, and grabbed the microphone.

“Good evening,” she began, her voice carrying over the room. It was smooth, controlled—a mask of confidence she’d perfected over years of practice. “I want to thank you all for coming tonight. Your presence here means more than I can put into words, not just to me, but to everyone who believes in what Midnight Garden represents.”

Her gaze swept the room, landing briefly on a table displaying the evening’s auction items—bold, provocative pieces of art illuminated by soft, golden light. She gestured toward them.

“Midnight Garden isn’t just a club,” she said, her voice growing stronger. “It’s an idea. A sanctuary. It’s a space where judgment has no place, where inhibitions are left at the door, and where freedom—true, uninhibited freedom—is celebrated.”

“Here, people can lose themselves,” she continued. “Or maybe…they can finally find themselves. Through music, art, connection, or even a moment stolen in the quiet corners of the Garden, everyone who steps through those doors is given permission to just be exactly who they are meant to be. To be whoever they are, without apology.”

The room was silent now, the crowd hanging on her words. Lux tightened her grip on the microphone, her voice dropping slightly as she leaned into the moment.

“In a world that often demands conformity, Midnight Garden dares to be different. It dares to embrace the beauty of individuality, the thrill of passion, and the power of release. But none of this is possible without people like you. Tonight, we’re not just here to celebrate; we’re here to ensure this dream continues to thrive. Every piece of art you see, every dollar you donate, every connection you make—it’s all part of keeping this vision alive.”

She let the words settle, taking a step back, her chest rising and falling with the rhythm of her breathing. Then, her gaze landed on a familiar figure near the edge of the crowd.

Sloane.

She stood with her arms crossed, her tailored suit impeccable as ever, her expression unreadable. But there was something in her eyes—something that pierced through Lux’s carefully constructed facade. For a brief moment, Lux forgot about the crowd, the speech, even the weight of the night pressing down on her.

Their eyes locked, and Lux felt the connection like a physical pull, her pulse quickening in response. The noise around her seemed to fade, leaving only the sound of her heartbeat echoing in her ears.

She forced herself to refocus, drawing strength from the intensity of Sloane’s gaze. “Midnight Garden isn’t just a place,” she finished, her voice softer now, but no less resolute. “It’s a reminder that life is meant to be lived boldly. Freely. Passionately. Thank you for being a part of that tonight. Let’s make sure the Garden’s light never dims.”

The applause came like a wave, loud and overwhelming, but Lux barely registered it. She stepped back, her heart pounding as she glanced toward Sloane again.

But Sloane was already gone, leaving Lux to face the night—and everything it held—on her own.


Chapter Twenty Six
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Sloane


The heavy oak door clicked shut behind Sloane as she stepped into the quiet of one of Midnight Garden's private corridors. The muffled applause from the main room lingered in the air, but here, away from the golden glow of the chandeliers and the hum of the crowd, the silence was sharp, almost suffocating.

She exhaled, leaning back against the cool wall, trying to steady the erratic rhythm of her heart. Lux’s voice still echoed in her ears, clear and resolute, the words she'd spoken from the stage brimming with a conviction Sloane hadn’t anticipated. She should have stayed to watch. Should have stood there, visible, supportive, proud. But instead, she’d done what she always did—retreated.

Her fingers brushed against her temple, massaging the tension that had taken root there over the past few days. She’d told herself that keeping her distance was for the best. Lux needed room to shine, to prove herself without the weight of Sloane’s presence overshadowing her. But as she stood there now, the regret twisted in her chest like a blade.

The corridor was dimly lit, the faint scent of roses lingering from arrangements placed earlier in the day. Sloane could hear faint footsteps in the distance, the clicking of heels against the marble floors, but they didn’t come closer. She let herself close her eyes for a moment, tilting her head back against the wall.

Why had it been so hard to just…stay? To stand there and let Lux have her moment without running away? She knew why. She always knew.

The weight of the past week pressed against her ribs, making it hard to breathe. Lux had been everywhere and nowhere all at once—every tabloid, every headline, every whispered rumor. The photos had been bad. Worse than bad. Lux, caught in a moment of vulnerability, used as fodder for a media machine that thrived on destruction. And Sloane hadn’t been there. Not when the story broke. Not when the aftermath hit. She’d been too wrapped up in her own fears, too hesitant to reach out, and now it felt like there was a chasm between them she didn’t know how to cross.

The sound of the door opening jarred her from her thoughts. Sloane straightened instinctively, her expression neutral as Jade stepped into the hallway, her sharp heels clicking against the tiles with the precision of a metronome.

"Why am I not surprised to find you here?" Jade's voice was dry, cutting through the quiet like a blade. She crossed her arms, her impeccably tailored suit as unyielding as her tone.

"I needed a moment," Sloane replied evenly, her gaze steady but guarded. She wasn’t in the mood for one of Jade’s lectures, not tonight.

Jade raised an eyebrow, her lips curving into a faint, knowing smirk. "A moment? Or an escape?"

Sloane’s jaw tightened. She didn’t answer, and Jade took that as her cue to step closer, her eyes narrowing as she studied her.

"You left before the applause even stopped," Jade said, her voice dropping just enough to make the words sting. "Lux is out there holding the room together, and you’re… hiding."

"I’m not hiding," Sloane snapped, though the words felt hollow even as she said them.

"Really?" Jade tilted her head, her tone almost mocking. "Because it looks like you’re letting her face this alone. It looks like you’re giving up on everything you’ve fought so hard to have these last few months. I’m tired of watching you run away from things, Sloane. I’ve watched you do it for our entire friendship."

The accusation hit its mark, and Sloane flinched inwardly. But she refused to let Jade see the crack in her armor. "She doesn’t need me out there," she said, her voice quieter now. "She’s handling it. Better than anyone expected."

"Better than you expected?" Jade corrected, her gaze piercing.

Sloane didn’t respond. She couldn’t.

Jade sighed, her frustration giving way to something softer—something dangerously close to concern. "You care about her. I know you do. But if you keep pulling away every time she gets too close, she’s going to stop trying, Sloane. She’s going to stop reaching for you."

The words sank deep, the truth of them impossible to ignore.

"I’m not…" Sloane began, but her voice faltered. She shook her head, the words she wanted to say slipping through her fingers like sand.

"Figure it out," Jade said simply, stepping back. "Before you lose her for good."

And with that, Jade turned and walked away, her heels echoing down the corridor until the sound faded into silence.

Sloane lingered, rooted to the spot where Jade had stood moments ago, her sharp words still ringing in her ears. The air felt heavier now, as though the weight of the conversation had settled on her chest, constricting her breath. She stared blankly at the polished floor, at the subtle ripple of her reflection in the glossy surface, her image fractured and distorted.

Jade was right. About all of it. About her.

She exhaled a shaky breath, her hands curling into fists at her sides. The knot in her chest twisted tighter, a familiar ache she had carried for so long it felt like second nature. Jade’s words had cut deep because they weren’t just observations—they were truths Sloane had spent years burying beneath layers of control and avoidance. She did run when things got hard. When the stakes were too high or the emotions too raw, she always found an excuse to retreat, to create distance, to keep herself safe.

Now, standing here alone in the dim corridor, her silence wasn’t a shield—it was a prison. And no matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise, she knew exactly why that prison had been built. Lux.

Lux, with her reckless charm and her maddening unpredictability. Lux, who had been nothing but a thorn in Sloane’s side until, somehow, she had burrowed her way beneath the carefully constructed walls Sloane had spent a lifetime erecting. Lux, who had stood on that stage tonight, radiant and resolute, showing more courage in a single moment than Sloane had mustered in weeks.

Fuck, she must hate me after all of this. The thought sliced through her like a razor, and Sloane winced at its sharpness. Lux had given everything tonight. Not just for Midnight Garden, but for Sloane—for the version of them that might have been, if Sloane hadn’t been so afraid. And what had she done in return? Walked away.

Her nails dug into her palms, the sting grounding her against the rising tide of guilt. She hated this part of herself, this instinct to withdraw when things became too much. It had always been her way—at the first sign of vulnerability, she would retreat, rebuild the walls, and convince herself that it was better that way. Better to leave than to risk being left.

But this time, it didn’t feel better. It felt hollow.

The knot of regret in her chest twisted tighter, coiling like barbed wire around her ribs. The image of Lux at the microphone came back to her, vivid and unrelenting—the way her voice had trembled, not with fear, but with conviction. The way she had stood tall, even as her past and the relentless judgment of others threatened to pull her down. She had looked unstoppable. And yet, Sloane knew the truth. Knew the cracks Lux hid beneath that flawless facade because she had seen them—had held them in quiet moments when no one else was looking.

She deserves better than this. Better than me.

The thought was bitter, and Sloane closed her eyes against the sting of it. She didn’t want to think that way. Didn’t want to accept that she might be the problem, that she might be the one sabotaging the very thing she wanted most. But Jade’s words refused to leave her alone.

”If you keep pulling away every time she gets too close, she’s going to stop trying, Sloane. She’s going to stop reaching for you.”

Sloane’s stomach twisted, nausea rising as the truth of those words settled over her. She could see it so clearly now—Lux giving up, her bright light dimming under the weight of rejection. She could see the moment Lux stopped looking at her with hope, the moment she realized Sloane would never meet her halfway.

The image made Sloane’s chest ache, and for the first time in years, she felt truly unmoored. What was she supposed to do? How did someone like her—someone who had spent a lifetime running—learn to stay?

She leaned back against the wall, letting her head fall against the cool surface. Her mind raced, searching for answers she didn’t have. She wanted to believe it wasn’t too late, that she could fix this, but the fear still lingered, whispering insidious doubts into her ear. What if she tried and failed? What if she reached out, only for Lux to turn away?

But wasn’t that better than doing nothing?

Sloane swallowed hard, the lump in her throat making it difficult to breathe. Her mind flicked back to Jade’s parting words, sharp and uncompromising: ”Figure it out before you lose her for good.”

She didn’t know if she could. Didn’t know if she had it in her to face the mess she had made, to admit how badly she had screwed this up. But one thing was painfully, undeniably clear—she couldn’t keep doing this. Couldn’t keep running, couldn’t keep hiding. Not if she wanted any chance of holding onto Lux.

And God, she wanted that chance.

She pushed her way back into the main room, the din of conversation and clinking glasses washing over her like an oppressive tide. The air felt heavier now, the energy of the crowd almost suffocating as she maneuvered through the clusters of well-dressed guests. Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out the music that swelled in the background.

She scanned the room, her gaze darting from face to face, searching for the only person who mattered. She hadn’t gone far—she couldn’t have. Sloane’s chest tightened as her pace quickened, her heels clicking against the polished floor in rhythm with the frantic beat of her heart.

And then she saw her.

Lux stood near the corner of the room, partially obscured by the golden glow of a nearby chandelier. She was talking to two older people—a man and a woman. Sloane’s breath caught as recognition set in. Her parents. The resemblance was undeniable, from the proud tilt of the man’s chin to the subtle tension in the woman’s posture. Lux’s posture mirrored theirs in a way that was almost painful to watch—stiff, formal, like a child bracing for reprimand rather than praise.

But it wasn’t just her body language that held Sloane’s attention; it was the way Lux’s shoulders rose and fell, the way her lips pressed into a thin line between responses. There was an emotion there, taut and sharp, that Sloane couldn’t quite name. Was it frustration? Fear? Or something deeper, something buried beneath years of expectation?

Sloane stayed frozen, unsure whether to move closer or turn away. She wasn’t sure Lux would even want her there. The last thing she wanted to do was make things worse, but her feet itched to close the distance, to reach out.

Just as Sloane took a tentative step forward, Lux looked up.

Their eyes met across the room, and for a moment, the world seemed to narrow around them. The crowd, the music, the hum of conversation—all of it faded into nothing. Sloane’s heart thudded painfully in her chest as she searched Lux’s face.

Lux’s expression shifted, the mask of social grace she’d worn moments ago cracking ever so slightly. Her gaze flickered with something unreadable—surprise, maybe, or hesitation—but then her shoulders dropped just a fraction, her lips parting in a soft exhale. Without a word, she stepped away from her parents and began crossing the room.

The golden light of the chandeliers played across Lux’s features as she moved, her stride unhurried but purposeful. Her dress shimmered with each step, drawing the eyes of several guests, but she didn’t seem to notice—or care. Her focus was locked entirely on Sloane.

Sloane’s pulse quickened, her stomach twisting into knots. She wanted to speak, to apologize, to say something, but the words stuck in her throat, heavy and unformed. What could she say that would matter? That would make any of this better?

As Lux closed the distance between them, Sloane could see the tension still lingering in her frame—the way her hands fidgeted for a moment before she clasped them tightly in front of her, as if forcing herself to stillness.

When Lux stopped in front of her, the space between them felt electric. For a long moment, neither of them spoke, the air heavy with everything unsaid.

Lux’s eyes roamed Sloane’s face, searching for something. For an answer, maybe, or a sign that Sloane was ready to meet her halfway. Sloane swallowed hard, her throat tight as she fought the urge to look away.

Finally, Lux broke the silence. Her voice was quiet, but there was no mistaking the tremor beneath it.

“Can we talk?”

The words hung in the air between them, simple but weighted with so much meaning. Sloane’s heart twisted painfully in her chest. She had been searching for the courage to approach Lux all night, to say what needed to be said. But now, standing here, she realized it had never been her place to ask.


Chapter Twenty Seven
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Lux


The sound of the door clicking shut behind them felt louder than it should, as if it sealed them in, shutting out the rest of the world. The air in the private room was heavy, thick with unspoken words and the tension that had been building between them for months.

The room was small, intimate, yet stifling in its luxury. A low, tufted velvet couch stretched along one wall, its deep emerald hue contrasting with the polished black floor. A single, sleek coffee table stood in the center, its glass surface gleaming under the soft glow of an overhead chandelier. The chandelier itself was a work of art, its cascading crystals refracting light into soft rainbows that danced on the muted gray walls. Everything in the room screamed sophistication and control—two things Lux felt she was losing by the second.

The faint scent of fresh peonies lingered in the air, no doubt part of Midnight Garden’s obsessive attention to detail. It was a room designed for quiet negotiations, whispered secrets, and unshakable agreements. But for Lux, it felt more like a trap. She could feel the weight of the setting pressing down on her, magnifying the tension between her and Sloane until it was almost unbearable.

Her eyes flicked toward Sloane, who stood just a few feet away, her posture as perfect and unyielding as ever. Lux’s chest tightened at the sight of her—of the woman who had come to mean far too much in such a short amount of time. Damn her for looking like that, Lux thought bitterly. So calm. So composed. Like she wasn’t feeling the same chaos tearing Lux apart inside.

Lux’s fingers itched to smooth the wrinkles on her dress, to do something to distract herself, but she forced them to stay still at her sides. She took a deep breath, willing her emotions back into their cage.

And yet, she couldn’t stop her mind from spiraling. She had rehearsed this moment a dozen times in her head, playing out different versions of what she would say, how she would act. But now that she was here, standing in the same room as Sloane, all those carefully planned words seemed to vanish like smoke.

I can’t do this anymore. The thought hit her with a force that almost made her flinch. It wasn’t just the fake relationship that was tearing her apart—it was that there was nothing fake about it. At least, not for her. Somewhere between their staged smiles and calculated hand-holding, Lux had crossed a line she couldn’t uncross. She missed Sloane, missed the glimpses of warmth she’d seen behind her icy exterior. She missed the way Sloane’s rare smiles felt like secrets meant only for her.

But she couldn’t keep pretending. Not when every moment with Sloane felt like it was carving deeper into her heart. Not when every kiss for the cameras left her craving the real thing. Lux didn’t know when it had all stopped being a game, but she knew now, with painful certainty, that it had.

And that terrified her.

She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms as she tried to steady herself.

But as Sloane’s swirling emerald eyes met hers, searching, waiting, Lux felt her carefully constructed walls begin to tremble.

The silence stretched between them, taut and suffocating.

“I know I asked you to talk with me,” Lux said finally, her voice sharp enough to cut through the tension. “But now that we’re in here I don’t know what to say.”

“I don’t even know where to start,” Sloane admitted, her voice quieter than she intended. It felt like a confession.

Sloane took a step closer, cautious, as if afraid Lux might bolt. “I know I’ve handled this poorly. Hell, I’ve handled everything poorly. The press, the relationship, all of it.” She ran a hand through her hair, a rare crack in her composed exterior. “I thought I could manage it all, control it. But then there was you, and—”

“And what?” Lux snapped, her voice trembling. “What, Sloane? You realized you couldn’t turn me into one of your perfect, polished projects? That I wouldn’t just fall in line and do whatever you wanted?”

“That’s not what I wanted,” Sloane said firmly, her voice rising just enough to cut through Lux’s anger. She stepped closer, close enough that she could see the faint flush in Lux’s cheeks, the way her lips pressed together to keep from trembling. “I didn’t want to change you, Lux. I just…” She trailed off, searching for the right words.

Lux laughed again, but there was no humor in it. “You just what? Wanted to use me? To save your precious club? Because that’s what it felt like.”

Sloane flinched, the words hitting her like a slap. “That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” Lux shot back. “Tell me, Sloane. Was any of it real? Or was it all just a game to you?”

The words hung in the air like a challenge, but even as they left her lips, Lux’s heart clenched painfully. She didn’t know if she truly wanted the answer—or if she could even bear to hear it.

Her mind spun, a chaotic reel of memories flashing before her eyes. Nights spent tangled together in fleeting moments that felt too perfect to be fake. The way Sloane’s laughter would catch her off guard, soft and unguarded, like Lux had somehow slipped past the impenetrable walls she always kept up. The rare vulnerability in Sloane’s eyes when she thought Lux wasn’t looking, the way her hands lingered just a second too long on Lux’s skin, as if she didn’t want to let go.

Lux had felt free in those moments—free from the expectations, the cameras, the endless whispers that followed her every move. When she was with Sloane, the noise of the world dimmed, replaced by something quieter, something that felt like peace.

But even then, it had always been temporary. A stolen breath in the chaos of their lives. A flicker of warmth before the cold reality of their arrangement swept in to snuff it out. For every night they spent together, there was a morning where Sloane would slip away, her polished facade back in place, her emotions buried deep beneath the surface.

Lux had told herself it was fine. That she didn’t care. That she could play the game, too. But the ache in her chest told a different story. She didn’t want temporary anymore. She didn’t want pretend.

And now, standing here in this room, the weight of those stolen moments pressed down on her, making it hard to breathe. Because if none of it had been real for Sloane, then what did that make her? A pawn in Sloane’s calculated world? A means to an end?

Her voice dropped, quieter but no less sharp. “You said it wasn’t fake. So what was it, Sloane? Because it sure as hell didn’t feel real to me when you walked away every time.”

Lux’s chest rose and fell with the force of her emotions, her hands trembling at her sides. She told herself she didn’t care what Sloane’s answer would be. But deep down, she knew better. She always had.

Sloane’s breath caught. She had expected the question, but hearing it out loud was different. It was raw. Exposed. She looked at Lux, at the way her chest heaved with each breath, at the way her eyes seemed to dare her to lie.

“It wasn’t a game,” Sloane said finally, her voice steady but heavy with emotion. “Not to me.”

Lux’s expression faltered, just for a moment, but she recovered quickly. “Then what was it?”

Sloane took another step forward, closing the distance between them. Lux didn’t back away, but she didn’t move closer either.

“It was messy,” Sloane admitted. “It was complicated and imperfect, and I made mistakes—so many mistakes. But it was never a game. You’re not a game, Lux.”

Lux looked at her, and for the first time that night, her anger seemed to waver. “You say that, but how am I supposed to believe you? After everything?”

Sloane’s chest tightened. She had no easy answer. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know if I even can. But I know I care about you. And I know I hate seeing you like this—hurting because of me.”

Lux’s arms dropped to her sides, and she took a shaky breath. Her gaze softened, but the vulnerability in her eyes was quickly replaced by hesitation. “You can’t just say you care and expect that to fix everything, Sloane. It’s not that simple.”

“I know it’s not,” Sloane said, her voice quiet. “But I don’t want to lose you, Lux. Not like this.”

The words hung in the air between them, heavy and uncertain. Lux looked away, her jaw tightening as if she were trying to keep herself together.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Finally, Lux exhaled, her voice trembling but edged with finality. “It’s too late, Sloane.”

Sloane flinched, as if the words had physically struck her. “It doesn’t have to be,” she said quickly, stepping closer. “We can fix this. We can figure it out—”

“No, we can’t,” Lux interrupted, shaking her head. Her voice cracked, betraying the pain she was trying so hard to hide. “Do you even hear yourself? Fix this? Figure it out? Like it’s just another deal to negotiate? It’s not, Sloane. This isn’t a business transaction. This is my life.”

Sloane’s jaw tightened, her composure cracking just slightly. “I know it’s not just business. I know that. I made mistakes, Lux. I kept things from you, I—”

“Kept things from me?” Lux cut her off, her voice rising. “You lied to me. You let Blair—” She stopped herself, her chest heaving as she struggled to keep her emotions in check. “Do you have any idea what it’s been like? Dealing with her constant whispers, her threats, her digging into my life? And all while you sat back and said nothing?”

Sloane’s shoulders sagged, her expression pained. “I was trying to protect you.”

“Protect me?” Lux let out a bitter laugh, her eyes burning with unshed tears. “You protected yourself, Sloane. That’s what you’ve always done. You hid behind your walls, your plans, your goddamn control. And you let me bear the brunt of it all.”

Sloane took a step closer, her voice pleading now. “I didn’t mean to. I thought—I thought I was doing what was best. For you. For Midnight Garden. For us.”

“There is no ‘us,’” Lux snapped, her voice breaking on the last word. She wrapped her arms around herself, as if trying to hold herself together. “There never was. Not really. It was just...pretend. A game. A fucking charade for the cameras and the investors and your precious club.”

Sloane’s face crumpled, the weight of Lux’s words hitting her like a blow. “It wasn’t a game to me,” she said, her voice low and raw. “Not all of it.”

Lux shook her head, a tear slipping down her cheek. “I can’t do this anymore, Sloane. I’m done.”

“Don’t say that,” Sloane said, her voice urgent, desperate. “Please, Lux. Don’t walk away. We can fix this—”

“No, Sloane,” Lux interrupted, her voice firm despite the tears streaming down her face. “We can’t. Because there’s nothing left to fix. The game is over. Midnight Garden, the fake relationship, the real one...all of it. I’m done.”

Sloane stared at her, her eyes wide and full of anguish. “Lux, please—”

But Lux was already turning away, her steps unsteady but resolute. She reached the door, her hand hovering over the handle for a brief moment. She glanced back, her gaze meeting Sloane’s one last time.

“I was falling for you,” she said softly, her voice heavy with sadness and finality. “I didn’t realize it until it was too late. But now...now it doesn’t matter.”

And with that, she pulled the door open and stepped out, leaving Sloane alone in the room.

The sound of the door clicking shut echoed in the silence, and Sloane sank into the nearest chair, her head in her hands.

Outside, Lux moved through the club with her head held high, even as her heart felt like it was breaking. The music, the lights, the people—all of it blurred together as she made her way to the exit.

As she stepped into the cool night air, the weight on her chest eased just slightly. She had done it. She had walked away.

But as the tears spilled freely down her cheeks, she couldn’t help but wonder if leaving Sloane behind would be the one thing she could never truly forgive herself for.


Chapter Twenty Eight
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Sloane


Sloane sat alone in her office, the dim, amber light casting long shadows across the polished mahogany desk. The room, once a sanctuary, now felt oppressive, its familiar comforts mocking her. The soft hum of Midnight Garden beyond the soundproofed walls was a distant reminder of everything she was about to let go.

Her eyes lingered on the papers before her, neatly arranged in a way only Sloane would insist upon. Contracts. Agreements. Financials. Each one a carefully crafted nail in the coffin of her control. The air felt heavy, suffused with the scent of aged leather and faint traces of her perfume—vanilla and sandalwood, comforting and suffocating all at once.

The clock on the wall ticked steadily, the rhythmic sound a maddening metronome marking the seconds until Blair’s arrival. Sloane’s fingers grazed the edge of the desk, her touch absent-minded but trembling.

The charity event had been a triumph on paper, a shining beacon of what Midnight Garden could achieve, but the glow of that night had faded quickly, leaving her hollow. The rush of success had been a fleeting distraction. Now, the victory felt tainted.

By Blair.

By Lux.

The thought of her name hit Sloane like a physical blow. Lux. God, she hadn’t even said the name out loud since that night. It echoed in her mind constantly, though, in every unguarded moment, in the way her chest ached when she looked at the empty chair in the corner of the room, the one Lux had once sprawled across like she owned it.

It had been weeks since Lux had walked out of Midnight Garden and out of Sloane’s life. Not a single word since then. No phone call. No message. No explanation. Just silence.

Sloane had told herself to let it go, to accept the consequences of her choices, but every night, when the club emptied and the world quieted, she felt the absence of Lux like an open wound. She thought of Lux’s laugh, the way it could light up the darkest room, the way it had once lit up her.

It wasn’t just the laugh, though it echoed in Sloane’s mind like a haunting melody she couldn’t forget. It was the way Lux would lean against the bar, her posture effortlessly commanding, like she belonged in every space she occupied. How she’d twirl a cocktail straw between her fingers, a wicked grin playing on her lips as if she were in on a joke no one else understood.

Sloane missed the way Lux would call her out, her boldness cutting through Sloane’s carefully constructed walls like a hot knife through ice. Lux never tiptoed around her—she barged in, uninvited, unapologetic, and entirely herself. She’d press Sloane’s buttons deliberately, relishing every flicker of irritation she could coax from the composed exterior Sloane worked so hard to maintain. It infuriated Sloane at first. Now, it was all she could think about.

The memory of Lux’s scent lingered, too—a subtle blend of something floral and citrusy, sweet yet sharp, as intoxicating as the woman herself. It clung to her, filling the spaces Lux had once occupied, refusing to let Sloane forget the way her presence lingered long after she was gone.

And the way Lux had looked at her. God, those eyes. They’d sparkled with mischief, daring Sloane to keep up, to match her fire. But in quieter moments, when Lux let her guard down, there had been something else in those eyes. Something soft. Vulnerable. As though she trusted Sloane with pieces of herself no one else had ever seen.

Sloane thought of the way Lux’s fingertips had brushed against her arm when they’d spoken, light and fleeting but deliberate enough to send sparks skittering up her spine. The way Lux had leaned in close during their whispered arguments, her breath warm against Sloane’s neck, the tension between them taut and electric.

She missed the playful way Lux would tease her, calling her Ice Queen with a smirk that dared her to melt. And she missed the moments Lux had succeeded—when Sloane’s cool exterior cracked just enough for a rare smile or a quiet laugh to escape, a victory Lux would claim with a triumphant grin.

Even Lux’s chaos was something Sloane couldn’t stop thinking about. The way she’d leave her mark wherever she went—a drink left unfinished on the edge of the bar, her coat draped carelessly over a chair, her laughter echoing long after she’d moved on to another corner of the room.

Lux had been messy, reckless, infuriating—and she’d made Sloane feel alive.

Now, the silence left in her wake was unbearable. Every sound, every scent, every empty space seemed to taunt Sloane with the reminder of what she’d let slip away. And no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the feeling that nothing would ever quite feel whole without Lux in it.

But what was there to say now? That she missed her? That she’d made a mistake? Lux had been clear that night—brutally, heartbreakingly clear. The game was over.

The door to her office creaked open, and the sound jolted Sloane from her thoughts. She stiffened, her spine straightening, her composure snapping into place like armor.

Blair stepped in, her heels clicking against the hardwood floor with deliberate precision. She looked every bit the polished viper she was, her black suit tailored to perfection, her dark hair slicked back into a sleek ponytail. Her smile was sharp, almost predatory, as she approached the desk.

“Sloane,” Blair said smoothly, her voice like silk stretched tight. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long.”

Sloane inclined her head, her expression unreadable. “You’re right on time.”

Blair’s gaze swept the room, taking in the stacks of papers on the desk, the untouched glass of whiskey beside them, the tension coiled in Sloane’s posture. She sat down across from her, crossing her legs with practiced elegance.

“This is quite the moment, isn’t it?” Blair said, her tone dripping with satisfaction. “The end of an era.”

Sloane didn’t respond immediately. Her fingers brushed the corner of the top document, smoothing the edge as though it might unravel her. She cleared her throat. “Everything’s ready. The terms are finalized. All that’s left is your signature.”

Blair leaned forward, her eyes gleaming as she picked up the first page. She scanned it quickly, her lips curling in approval. “You’ve been thorough. As always.”

Sloane bit back a retort, her stomach twisting at the smugness in Blair’s tone. This was what Blair had wanted all along. The victory. The power. The satisfaction of watching Sloane relinquish everything she’d built.

Midnight Garden had been her life’s work, her refuge. It had been more than a club; it had been her identity. And now, she was handing it over to the one person she had sworn never to trust again.

Blair’s gaze lifted from the document, her expression softening just slightly. “You’re doing the right thing, you know. Letting go of this place? It’s what you need.”

Sloane’s jaw tightened. “What I need,” she said, her voice low, measured, “was to make sure this club survives. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

Blair’s smile widened, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “And it will. Under my control, Midnight Garden will thrive. You’ve done your part, Sloane. Now it’s time to let someone else take over.”

Sloane looked away, her gaze drifting to the window. The city lights glittered in the distance, a cold reminder of the world outside these walls. She thought of Lux again, of her fiery defiance, her vulnerability, the way she had made Sloane feel alive in a way she hadn’t in years.

But Lux was gone. And soon, so would this place be.

“I want a clean break,” Sloane said, her voice steady but tinged with finality. “No lingering ties. No complications. When this is done, I’m out.”

Blair tilted her head, studying her. “Completely out? That doesn’t sound like you.”

“It’s not up for discussion,” Sloane said firmly, meeting Blair’s gaze head-on.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The air between them crackled with unspoken tension, the weight of their history pressing down on the room.

Finally, Blair nodded. “Fine. No complications.” She reached for the pen, her movements deliberate, almost theatrical.

As she poised it above the dotted line, Sloane felt a strange tightness in her chest. This was it. The end. The moment she had dreaded and anticipated in equal measure.

But as Blair’s pen touched the paper, Sloane found herself speaking, her voice quiet but cutting through the silence like a blade.

“Why do you want this so badly?”

Blair paused, her eyes flickering with something unreadable. “Why wouldn’t I? Midnight Garden is a goldmine. It’s a legacy.”

Sloane’s lips pressed into a thin line. “It’s my legacy.”

Blair smirked. “Not anymore.”

The words hit harder than Sloane had expected, but she didn’t flinch. Instead, she leaned back in her chair, her hands gripping the armrests as she forced herself to stay composed.

“You’ll get what you want, Blair,” Sloane said, her voice colder now. “But don’t think for a second that this is a win. Midnight Garden may be yours, but you’ll never understand what it really means.”

As the words left her lips, a pang of something sharp and unrelenting twisted in Sloane’s chest. Her hand rested on the edge of the documents, fingers trembling slightly as she forced herself to push them toward Blair. This was it. The final act. The conclusion to years of sacrifice, of pouring every ounce of herself into something that had been more than a business, more than a brand. Midnight Garden had been her refuge. Her creation. Her home. And now she was giving it all away, piece by painful piece.

No one knew. Not Jade, not Quinn. She hadn’t had the strength to tell them—not yet. Sloane had kept it all bottled up, locked away like a dirty secret she couldn’t bear to confront. She’d told herself it was better this way, sparing them the weight of her decisions, sparing herself their questions. But the truth was, she couldn’t face their disappointment. Their hurt. Midnight Garden wasn’t just hers—it had been theirs, too. A shared dream. A shared fight. And now she was abandoning it without so much as a conversation.

She hated herself for that. For the cowardice. For the silence. For the way she’d avoided Jade’s inquisitive glances, Quinn’s unspoken concern. They’d known something was wrong, of course they had. Sloane’s distance had been impossible to hide, no matter how tightly she clung to her icy facade. But she’d waved their questions away with excuses, promising herself she’d tell them when the time was right. Now, the time was slipping away, and Sloane wasn’t sure she’d ever find the words.

Signing it over to Blair felt like cutting off a limb. It hurt in ways she hadn’t anticipated, raw and visceral and consuming. She wondered if she’d ever feel whole again—or if this moment would haunt her forever, a permanent reminder of everything she’d lost.

As Blair leaned back, satisfied, Sloane’s stomach churned. The room felt colder, smaller, as if the walls were closing in around her. She wanted to scream, to cry, to lash out, but she did none of those things. Instead, she straightened her spine, forcing herself to meet Blair’s triumphant gaze with a steady one of her own.

“You’ve got your club,” she said, her voice flat, emotionless. “Take care of it.”

The words were hollow, a pitiful offering in the face of what she’d just handed over. Midnight Garden was hers no longer, and the weight of that truth was suffocating. She wasn’t sure how she’d ever breathe again.

“I’ll handle the transition,” Blair said, her tone dismissive. “You focus on whatever it is you’re planning next. Though, knowing you, I’m sure it’ll be just as...controlled.”

Sloane didn’t respond. She watched as Blair walked to the door, her heels echoing against the floor like the ticking of a clock.

As the door clicked shut behind her, the silence returned, heavier than before.

Sloane sat there for a long time, staring at the empty chair across from her. She had done what she needed to do. She had let go.

But as the quiet settled over her, she realized it didn’t feel like freedom. It felt like defeat.

And in the corners of her mind, where she had tried so hard to bury it, Lux’s name lingered, a ghost of what she had lost.


Chapter Twenty Nine
[image: image-placeholder]
Lux


The leather chair beneath Lux was cool against her thighs, her fingers tracing its edges as though grounding herself against the sensation. The room, all sleek lines and muted tones, bore the kind of corporate sterility that made her feel suffocated.

She tried to focus on the stack of papers before her, but her pulse roared in her ears. She skimmed the legal jargon again, though none of it sank in. These weren’t just contracts or numbers—they were the culmination of every misstep, every chance she’d let slip through her fingers. And they were also her shot at redemption.

Jade perched on the edge of the desk across from her, the picture of effortless composure. Dressed in a tailored blazer that accentuated her willowy frame, she exuded calm authority, but her gaze betrayed something warmer. Concern, perhaps, or a quiet confidence that Lux could pull this off.

“Are we doing this or not?” Jade asked finally, her tone light but edged with the kind of sharpness that only years of working in high-stakes environments could produce.

Lux swallowed hard, her throat tight as if her body rebelled against the gravity of the moment. The documents in front of her felt heavier than they should, like the weight of every mistake she’d made in the last year pressed into crisp sheets of paper.

“I’m buying Blair’s share,” she said at last, her voice firmer than she’d expected.

Jade blinked, and then her lips curved into a small, approving smile. “You’ve decided, then.”

“Yeah. I’ve decided,” Lux echoed, her words steady. But her hands betrayed her, trembling slightly as she reached for the pen resting beside the stack of contracts.

The room went still, the only sound the faint hum of the air conditioning. Across from her, the financial advisor, a reserved man in a somber gray suit, made a polite sound of acknowledgment. He was a professional down to the bones, his face revealing nothing as he prepared to finalize the details.

Jade shifted, crossing her legs as she leaned back on the desk. Her dark hair gleamed under the overhead lighting, her sharp cheekbones casting faint shadows. “You know this isn’t just about the money, right?” she said, her voice lower now, almost gentle.

Lux bristled, her grip tightening on the pen. “I know that.”

“Good,” Jade replied smoothly. “Because if you don’t know what you’re fighting for, Blair’s going to chew you up and spit you out. She’ll take more than your pride if you’re not ready for her.”

The mention of Blair sent a fresh jolt of heat through Lux, not anger exactly, but something darker. The woman had taken everything: the club, her connection to Sloane, her sense of control. And Lux had let it happen. She’d been reckless, distracted, and too wrapped up in her own mess to see the destruction Blair was quietly sowing.

Three nights ago Jade had shown up at her apartment and thrown everything in her lap. All of the information at once. That Sloane had sold Midnight Garden, that Blair was now in charge of everything, that no one had seen or heard from Sloane in weeks.

And Lux had decided then and there that she would fix things. That she offer Blair more money than she could ever possibly refuse. All to get control of Midnight Garden back. Back in the hands of the right person. The person who knew what the club stood for. Who would keep its heart beating.

The idea of offering Blair an essentially blank check made her skin crawl. Lux wished she could find another alternative, some sneaky back-handed route that would leave Blair with nothing more than she actually deserved. Which was…nothing.

But that wasn’t a viable option. And Lux was determined to do whatever she needed to do.

Her gaze flicked to the contracts again. She wasn’t just buying back the club; she was trying to undo all the damage she’d caused. She was trying to save what was left of the life she’d shattered.

“I don’t care what Blair tries to threaten me with,” Lux said, her voice low and fierce. “She doesn’t scare me.”

Jade’s smile widened slightly, and she gave a soft laugh. “Good. That’s the attitude you need.”

Lux inhaled deeply, the air sharp in her lungs. She couldn’t afford to show any cracks, not now, not when she was so close.

The door to the office opened with a soft click, and Lux’s stomach clenched as Blair walked in.

She always had a way of commanding attention. Her presence was a storm rolling in, quiet but charged with electricity. Today, she was no different, her suit perfectly tailored to her lithe figure, her heels clicking against the floor with calculated precision. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek chignon, exposing the sharp line of her jaw and the smirk that danced on her lips.

“Lux,” Blair said, her tone silky and amused. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting you to be the one sitting here today.”

Lux forced herself to meet Blair’s gaze, though her skin prickled under the weight of it. She stood, straightening her shoulders. “Surprise,” she said, the word deliberately flat.

Blair’s smirk deepened as she took a seat opposite Lux, folding her hands neatly on the table. “So, what’s the occasion? I assume you’re not here for a friendly chat.”

“I’m here to buy sole ownership of Midnight Garden,” Lux said, her voice steady despite the quickening pace of her heart.

Blair arched a perfectly sculpted brow. “And why, pray tell, would I do that?”

“Because I’m offering you more than a fair price,” Lux replied coolly. “Generous, even.”

Blair laughed, the sound low and mocking. “Oh, Lux. Always so charming when you want something. But tell me, what makes you think I’d sell to you? After everything, do you really believe you can waltz back in and take back control?”

Lux’s jaw tightened. “I don’t just think it—I know it. This is your chance to walk away with a clean slate and a damn good payout. Or you can keep fighting me and see how that works out for you.”

Blair tilted her head, studying Lux with a kind of detached curiosity. “You’ve changed,” she said finally. “A little sharper. A little tougher. I almost like it.”

Lux didn’t respond. She refused to rise to Blair’s bait.

Blair raised an eyebrow, the faintest hint of amusement playing at the corners of her lips. "So, what exactly are you offering me, Lux?" Her voice was cool, calculating, but there was a flicker of something—curiosity, maybe—behind her sharp gaze.

Lux leaned forward slightly, meeting Blair's eyes with a confidence she hadn’t felt in ages. "I’m offering you fifty million."

The words hung in the air between them like a challenge.

Blair blinked, her expression faltering for a split second. She recovered quickly, though, her lips curling into a mockery of a smile. "Fifty million? You must be insane. Are you playing around with daddy’s money again?" She let out a soft laugh, the sound laced with disbelief. "You think you can just buy everything with numbers on a page?"

Lux didn’t flinch. She kept her gaze steady, her heart beating a little faster now, but for an entirely different reason. "I’ve got it, Blair. You can check the numbers yourself if you need to." She shrugged, her voice low and unfazed. "Money’s not an issue. You already got what you wanted by buying out Sloane, remember? And now what? You want to play club owner? We both know better than that. You’ll get bored quickly and want to move along to your next venture. The next carcass for you to pick at until it’s bled dry. Well, now you get to decide: sell it to me, or keep it until you get bored a few months from now. And then what? You’ll have to try and find someone new to sell it too? But you’re not going to get a better offer than this."

Blair's lips quirked up again, though her eyes had darkened with suspicion. "And you think throwing around wild numbers like that is going to impress me? It's cute, I’ll give you that. But let’s not forget—you’re playing in a world that’s far beyond your little trust fund, darling."

Lux couldn’t help the sharp edge in her smile. "Maybe," she said, her voice lowering even further. "But you don’t get to decide how this ends. I do. And fifty million? It’s just the start."

Blair paused, staring at her for a moment longer, then slowly leaned back in her chair. "You really are something else," she muttered, her tone half in admiration, half in disbelief.

The silence stretched, thick and tense, as Blair considered her options. Finally, she leaned forward, her sharp gaze locked on Lux’s. “Fine,” she said, her voice as smooth as ever. “I’ll sell. But let’s get one thing straight—you’re not just taking back the club. You’re taking back all the baggage that comes with it.”

Lux nodded, her expression unreadable. “I know what I’m getting into.” The baggage was Sloane. And Lux had always known what that meant. Except for her, Sloane was anything but baggage. Sloane was the one thing she couldn’t get off of her mind. The one thing she couldn’t seem to forget or move on from. And she wasn’t going to run any longer.

Blair’s smile was cold, but she didn’t say anything more. She reached for the pen, signing the contracts with a flourish before sliding them across the table.

Lux hesitated for only a moment before she added her own signature, the weight of the decision settling heavily on her chest.

Blair stood, smoothing her suit jacket as she prepared to leave. “Good luck, Lux,” she said, her tone dripping with unspoken meaning. “You’ll need it.”

As the door clicked shut behind her, Lux exhaled shakily, the tension in her body releasing all at once. She sank back into her chair, her hands trembling slightly.

Jade crossed the room, resting a hand on Lux’s shoulder. “I can’t believe you actually fucking pulled that off. You’ve got some balls on you,” she said with a caustic chuckle. “Now, what’s the plan?”

Lux stared down at the signed contracts, her mind spinning. She’d won, but it didn’t feel like a victory. Not yet.

“I need to see Sloane,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. She looked at Jade. “And I’m going to need some help from you.”

Jade’s brow arched as Lux laid out a plan, but she didn’t press. “I’ll arrange it. But you’d better be ready for whatever comes next.”

“I’m ready,” she answered.

The papers were signed, the deal closed—Midnight Garden was hers. It felt surreal, like she was floating in some dream, one where she could control the world with a few well-placed words and a fat check. But underneath the rush of triumph, there was a gnawing, twisting feeling deep in her chest, something she couldn’t quite name.

How had she actually pulled it off? Fifty million. That wild, insane offer. It had been a gamble, one she wasn’t sure she could win, but she had. Blair had bitten. And now Midnight Garden was hers—but only for a moment. A fleeting moment until she returned control to the rightful hands of ownership.

Sloane.

Lux’s throat tightened as the truth hit her: She had let Sloane go. She had made her choices—distracted by everything else, always chasing something she couldn’t name—and now Sloane was gone. She was alone in the wreckage of her own decisions.

I have to fix it.

She wanted Sloane back. She needed her back.

But the fear was there, too, gnawing at her resolve. What if Sloane had moved on? From her? From Midnight Garden? What if all of this was for nothing? What if Sloane hated her for everything she’d done, for every stupid choice that had led them to this point?

Lux swallowed hard, trying to ignore the fluttering anxiety in her stomach. She couldn’t think about that. She had to go to Midnight Garden. She had to find Sloane.


Chapter Thirty
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Sloane


Sloane sat in the plush velvet chair, its cold surface seeping through the thin fabric of her blazer. She hated this room. Ever since that fateful night so long ago, when she had met the one woman who had changed everything for her.

The silence, the shadows creeping in from the corners, the oppressive weight of secrets festering in the corners of her mind. Midnight Garden had always been alive with energy—the hum of people, the whisper of conversations, the throb of music in the background. This room, though, was different. It was isolated, a world away from the pulse of the club, a place for those things best left unsaid. And tonight, the air was thick with a tension she couldn’t escape.

She didn’t like being back here. After all this time.

The dim lighting did little to soften the edges of the space. Everything felt too sterile, too composed, as if the very walls were pushing back against her. She hated the dark. Hated being alone with her thoughts. But she had no choice now.

Jade’s message had been brief. A single line: "Sloane, come to your private room at MG. I’ll explain when you get here." There had been no explanation, no promise of what this might be. It was typical of Jade. Cryptic, always holding things close to her chest, forcing people to unravel the mystery on their own. But there had been something more to her request this time, something Sloane couldn’t ignore.

A knock on the door broke through the quiet. It was soft, polite, but urgent. Sloane’s gaze flickered toward the door, and the moment it opened, her pulse quickened. A worker entered, her movements stiff, almost too formal, and in her hands, she held an envelope—unmarked, pristine.

"Ms. White," she murmured, her voice low and hesitant. "A note for you."

Sloane didn’t recognize the handwriting. The edges of the envelope were sharp, the seal crisp, untouched. She took it with a furrowed brow, her fingers brushing the paper, noticing the faint scent of flowers lingering in the air, something familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Her heart skipped in her chest as she ripped open the seal, unfolding the note with a flick of her wrist.

Put on the blindfold.

The words were short. Simple. But the weight of them hit her like a tidal wave. The worker was already gone from the room.

Sloane’s first instinct was to scoff. To brush this off as some kind of joke, some twisted game. But the tension in her chest—she couldn’t ignore that. She couldn’t ignore the gnawing curiosity that clawed at her, urging her to follow the instructions, to see where this would lead. But even more than that, something deep inside her whispered that this wasn’t a game. This wasn’t a joke.

Sloane stood up slowly. Her mind was racing, but her body moved on its own accord, a strange compulsion guiding her steps. She walked over to the small table in the corner, where a black silk blindfold lay folded neatly, the fabric soft and smooth beneath her fingers. There was something undeniably sensual about it, the way the silk gleamed in the low light. It sent a shiver down her spine, though whether from the cold or something else, she couldn’t tell.

She stared at it for a long moment, her thoughts swirling in a chaotic haze. This wasn’t some random request. She could feel it deep in her bones.

She whispered to herself, more as a command than anything else, "Just do it."

Her heart was pounding in her chest as she moved to tie the blindfold around her head. The fabric was cool against her skin, a stark contrast to the heat that was rushing through her veins. The moment it covered her eyes, the world faded to darkness. The room, once so full of oppressive silence, now seemed to breathe around her. The air felt thick, dense with expectation.

Sloane stood there, disoriented, her senses heightened. Every sound was magnified. Her breath. It was as if the world had narrowed to just her and whatever was about to happen next.

And then…the footsteps.

They were slow, purposeful, like the click of heels echoing in the void, a rhythm that she knew all too well. Her chest tightened, her breath caught in her throat. She didn’t need to see to know who it was. She didn’t need to look. She didn’t need to see.

Lux.

Lux had always had that effect on her, the way she could make everything stop with just the sound of her presence. But now, in the darkness, it felt different. It felt heavier, like the air itself was charged with some unspoken thing between them, something too raw to name.

Lux’s voice came to her, low and soft, cutting through the silence like a knife.

"Sloane."

Sloane’s heart stuttered. The sound of her name on Lux’s lips…it felt like a balm and a burn all at once. She wanted to say something—anything—but her throat had gone dry. She couldn’t form words. Couldn’t do anything but feel the pull of Lux’s voice as it wrapped around her, making everything else fade away.

"I know you’re angry," Lux continued, her voice steady, yet there was an underlying tremor to it. "And you have every right to be. But this…this is the only way I could think of to fix it. Midnight Garden belongs to you again. Only to you."

"What are you talking about?"

"I bought Blair out. She's gone," Lux paused. "She won't be coming back."

Sloane’s mind was spinning. Anger? Was she angry? She didn’t know anymore. The last few months had been a blur of confusion and pain, but hearing Lux’s voice again—hearing that vulnerability—everything in Sloane wanted to collapse. But she couldn’t. She had to hold it together.

"You’re here," Sloane rasped, her voice barely above a whisper.

Lux’s breath caught in the silence between them. "Yes," she said softly, "I’m here."

There it was again. That simple admission. The one Sloane had longed to hear, even when she had tried to push it away. Lux was here. And that meant something.

But what?

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The air felt too thick, too laden with all the things they had left unsaid, all the hurt that had festered between them. Sloane could feel the tension—could almost taste it—hanging in the space between them. The weight of their history was pressing down on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

And then Lux’s fingers brushed against her sleeve. The touch was light, tentative, but it sent a jolt of warmth straight through Sloane, like a spark igniting something that had long been dormant.

Sloane closed her eyes behind the blindfold, trying to steady herself. She couldn’t let this happen again. She couldn’t fall back into the chaos that was Lux.

But Lux’s voice came again, quiet and almost desperate. "I know this isn’t easy. But I need you to trust me, Sloane. Just trust me this once."

Trust. The word hung in the air, sharp and heavy. It was the one thing Sloane had always struggled with.

But now…now was different. Sloane felt something stir within her—a flicker of hope, maybe, or maybe just the pain of everything they had lost. Either way, she couldn’t ignore it.

“I’m listening,” she whispered, her voice hoarse, but resolute.

The air shifted again. Lux moved closer, her presence an undeniable force. And as Sloane inhaled the scent of her, the world outside of them disappeared. It was just them, in the darkness. And the tension between them was more electric than anything Sloane had ever felt.

And she couldn’t let it go.

The blindfold slipped past her eyes as Lux leaned forward and removed it. “I guess this didn’t work as well as I thought it would have,” she said.

Sloane held her breath for a moment as her eyes took in the face of the woman she had fallen for all that time ago, in this very room, on this very couch. The same woman that she had never expected to see again.

“I never thought I would hear your voice again,” Sloane admitted. “But I would recognize it no matter when. No matter where.”

Lux’s lips curved into a soft, bittersweet smile as she let the blindfold fall to the floor. Her hand lingered on Sloane’s cheek, her thumb tracing a delicate line over her cheekbone. “You have no idea how many times I thought about coming back,” Lux murmured, her voice trembling with emotion. “But I was scared. Scared you wouldn’t want to see me. Scared I’d ruined it all.”

Sloane reached up, her fingers curling around Lux’s wrist as she leaned into her touch. Her heart ached at the vulnerability in Lux’s voice. “You didn’t ruin anything,” Sloane said, her voice rough with honesty. “If anything, I think you gave me the only piece of myself I ever truly cared about.”

Lux’s breath hitched at Sloane’s words, her eyes filling with a storm of emotions—relief, yearning, love. “I’ve missed you,” she confessed, her voice breaking slightly. “Every day, every hour. You were the one thing I couldn’t let go of, even when I tried.”

Sloane didn’t reply—not with words, at least. Instead, she closed the space between them, her lips capturing Lux’s in a kiss that was tender and searching, as if trying to piece together the fragments of what they’d lost. Lux responded instantly, her fingers tangling in Sloane’s hair, pulling her closer, anchoring herself in the moment.

The kiss deepened, their bodies pressing together with urgency. Sloane’s hands roamed Lux’s back, sliding over the soft fabric of her dress before finding the bare skin beneath. She pulled Lux closer until there was no space left between them, her lips moving over hers with an intensity that left them both breathless.

When they broke apart, their foreheads rested together, their breathing ragged and uneven. Sloane cupped Lux’s face in her hands, her thumb brushing away a stray tear that had escaped down her cheek. “You’re here now,” Sloane whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. “That’s all that matters.”

Lux nodded, her own tears threatening to spill over. “I’m here,” she echoed, her voice steady despite the weight of her emotions. “And I’m not going anywhere this time.”

Sloane kissed her again, slower this time, savoring the taste of her, the feel of her, and suddenly she was being propelled, slowly backward, by Lux’s guiding force. Until her calves hit the edge of the couch, and Lux whispered against her ear, “Sit.”

Without question she dropped down to the couch, and Lux slid down to her knees between Sloane’s legs. Blue eyes, large and pleading, scanned Sloane’s face. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

An explosion of blue fire ripped through Sloane’s core at the words. At the delicate, pleading look written across the other woman’s face. Heady desire took over her, and she spoke without restraint. “I want you to taste me,” she ordered.

She worked with Lux’s hands to get out of her panties, dropping them to her ankles in awkward but desperate frenzy.

Lux leaned in and placed her mouth against Sloane’s lips, her tongue parting the folds. She moved slowly, carefully, her tongue rolling across the soft skin of her entrance until darting up to her clit. Lux let herself explore, trailing up and down the sweet folds until Sloane was swollen, her thighs clenching with lust, her fingers wrapped up in Lux’s blonde hair.

A moan tore out from Sloane as she threw her head back, her hips rocking forward.

“Get on my lap,” Sloane’s voice broke. “I need to feel you.”

Lux listened obediently, straddling herself over Sloane’s lap in such a way that her fingers could still reach behind and explore Sloane’s entrance, while Sloane could have her way with her body as she pleased. And she did.

Sloane wasted no time in dropping her hands between Lux’s thighs, her fingers diving helplessly past her entrance, swelling against her walls while Lux began to bob her hips up and down. Each motion caused them to pump harder, faster, deeper within the other. Sloane’s free hand tightened around Lux’s backside, bracing her, bracing herself as she felt herself coming undone.

And suddenly the orgasm shattered her through to the core. Sloane threw her head back and moaned, her thighs shivering against Lux’s hand. And Lux fell breathless against her chest, her eyes closed, her skin damp with sweat.

Sloane took a shuddering, trembling breath against Lux’s forehead. “You never stopped being mine,” she said, her voice rich with certainty. And as their hearts beat in perfect harmony, it was clear that neither of them would ever let go again.


Epilogue
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Lux


The island resort was nothing short of paradise. Lux had never seen anything like it before—an oasis of beauty tucked away from the world, untouched by time. The plane descended slowly, cutting through the endless expanse of blue, and Lux found herself mesmerized by the changing colors of the sky. As the sun began its slow descent, the world outside seemed to dissolve into a haze of soft rose and lavender hues, melding seamlessly with the stretch of ocean beneath. The horizon was a perfect painting, an ethereal blend of color that almost felt too surreal to be real.

It was the kind of beauty that stopped you in your tracks, made you pause and breathe deeply as if to soak it all in, to make sure you didn’t miss a single detail. The warm light kissed the land, giving everything a soft, golden glow. The waves lapped against the shore in a rhythmic pulse, their song a gentle promise of tranquility.

The moment Lux stepped off the plane and breathed in the warm, salt-tinged air, she felt the weight of the world begin to lift from her shoulders. Here, on this island, there was nothing—no work, no expectations, no distractions. It was just them, a brief escape from the chaos they had left behind.

Sloane stood beside her, her presence like a quiet force, solid and unyielding. There was a calmness about her, an air of control that made everything seem just a little more grounded. She wasn’t one to be overwhelmed by anything—at least, that’s what Lux had come to realize over the past few weeks. Everything Sloane did, every move, every glance, every word, was deliberate. Even in the quiet hum of the jet’s cabin, Sloane had never seemed anything less than composed. But it was the gentleness in her eyes, the way she reached out to touch Lux’s hand as they walked through the terminal, that made something inside Lux tighten with emotion. It wasn’t just affection that simmered between them—it was something deeper, something quieter, but no less potent.

They were greeted by the resort staff, their smiles warm, the air infused with the heady scent of tropical flowers. A cool towel was draped over Lux’s shoulders, the dampness a pleasant contrast to the dry heat of the sun. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the scent of jasmine and coconut fill her lungs, her senses alive in a way they hadn’t been in months. It was intoxicating. She could get used to this, she thought, but only if it meant more days like today—more moments with Sloane.

The resort was every bit the fantasy Lux had imagined. Luxurious yet relaxed, the very air of the place seemed to hum with an effortless elegance. They were escorted to their private villa—a stunning combination of sleek modern design and the natural beauty of the island. The walls of glass opened up to reveal a panoramic view of the ocean, the colors of the sunset reflected in the glass, a living painting that stretched out in front of them. The interior was minimalist but warm, with natural wood accents and soft shades of white and blue. It felt as though the villa itself had been designed with one purpose in mind—to offer peace, to allow space for reflection, for moments like this.

Lux stood in the doorway of the villa, staring out at the endless blue, the horizon blurring into the sky. Her heart swelled with a strange, bittersweet feeling, the kind that came when something was too beautiful to hold onto. It wasn’t just the view that had her caught in its grip, it was the weight of everything that had brought them here. She thought about the pain, the missteps, the distance they’d once kept from each other. But that was in the past. Here, in this moment, it felt as though time had frozen, as though all the struggles they had endured had led them to this perfect place, this perfect stillness.

She turned to look at Sloane, standing quietly beside her. The evening light caught her face, casting her in a soft glow. Sloane’s expression was unreadable as always, but there was a subtle shift in her eyes, a depth that made Lux’s heart skip a beat. There was something in Sloane’s gaze that spoke of everything they had been through, everything that had brought them here—and yet, it spoke of something more. Something unspoken, but so undeniably real.

“I thought you’d like it,” Sloane said softly, breaking the silence, her voice carrying the familiar note of certainty that Lux had come to both admire and crave. “I wanted it to be perfect for you.”

Lux smiled at her, her chest tight with an emotion she didn’t know how to name. “It’s perfect,” she murmured.

Sloane’s lips curved into a small, almost imperceptible smile, but there was a look in her eyes that Lux couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t just affection. It wasn’t just desire. There was a quiet weight there, something that spoke of promises unspoken, of things that couldn’t yet be shared but were already felt.

The two of them spent the day exploring the island—lounging on the beach, the soft grains of sand slipping through their fingers as they sat in silence, watching the waves. They snorkeled in the crystal-clear waters, the world below them a vibrant splash of colors—neon fish darting through the coral, sea turtles gliding gracefully by. Lux had never known a moment like this, never known the peace that came with such stillness, with the certainty that nothing in the world could intrude upon them here.

As the day wore on, a subtle change began to settle over Sloane. It was barely perceptible, just a quiet shift in the way she held herself, the way her gaze lingered longer on the horizon, as though she were searching for something just beyond reach. Lux noticed it, of course, but she didn’t say anything. She couldn’t quite explain it, but she sensed that something was coming—something important. It was as though the air itself had shifted, charged with a current that neither of them had fully acknowledged yet.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the beach, Sloane suggested they change for dinner. Lux nodded, her heart picking up speed at the thought of what was to come. There was a subtle intensity in the way Sloane moved, in the way she spoke, as if everything was leading up to something—the dinner, the night, the unspoken tension that simmered just below the surface.

After changing into a simple yet elegant dress, Lux joined Sloane by the villa’s main doors. The anticipation between them was palpable, the silence stretching out between them like a promise. Lux’s breath caught in her throat as Sloane took her hand, the warmth of her skin sending a shiver of recognition through Lux’s entire body.

“Come on,” Sloane murmured, her voice low and smooth, like the promise of something sweet. “I have something to show you.”

They walked along the beach, the sand cool beneath their feet, the rhythm of the waves their only companion. The stars had begun to appear, dotting the sky like diamonds scattered across a velvet cloth. There was no need for words. Lux followed Sloane without hesitation, trusting her implicitly, the connection between them so deep that it transcended the need for spoken language.

Soon, they arrived at a secluded part of the beach. A table had been set up under a canopy of soft white lights, the flicker of candles casting dancing shadows on the fine linen tablecloth. The scent of roses filled the air—soft shades of pink and white scattered across the table, their delicate petals glowing in the dim light. In the distance, the faint strains of music began to play—a soft, melodic tune that seemed to wrap around them, adding to the intimacy of the setting.

Lux’s breath caught in her throat as she took in the scene before her. She turned to Sloane, her heart hammering in her chest. “What is this?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Sloane’s smile softened, her eyes reflecting the warmth of the scene before them. “It’s for you,” she said quietly. “For everything we’ve been through, for everything that’s brought us here. I wanted this moment to be ours.”

Lux’s pulse quickened as the words settled in her chest, heavy with meaning. She didn’t understand yet, but she could feel it—this moment was something more than just a romantic dinner. It was a culmination, a turning point in everything between them.

Sloane reached into her pocket, and Lux’s heart skipped a beat as she pulled out a small black box. The world seemed to still for a moment, the ocean’s song fading into silence. Lux’s breath hitched in her throat as Sloane opened the box to reveal a stunning ring—simple, elegant, timeless.

Lux’s eyes filled with emotion as she met Sloane’s gaze. “Sloane…” Her voice faltered as she tried to comprehend what was happening.

Sloane’s voice was thick with emotion, her words raw and real. “Lux, I love you. I always have. And I want you by my side—through all of it. For the rest of our lives. Will you marry me?”

The world stopped, and for a moment, it was just the two of them, standing in the quiet glow of candlelight, the waves crashing softly behind them, the stars above as witnesses to this pivotal moment. Lux couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think—only feel.

“Yes,” she whispered, her voice trembling with the enormity of it all. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

Sloane’s face lit up with a smile so full of relief, so full of joy, that it made Lux’s chest ache with love. The ring slid onto her finger, a perfect fit, and as they stood there together, hand in hand, under the stars, it felt as though time had finally caught up with them.

They kissed—slowly, deeply, with the weight of everything between them, the promise of forever wrapped up in that one, simple gesture.

And as the evening unfolded, they shared a quiet dinner together, the food a mere background to the unspoken connection they shared. The night was theirs, and nothing could take that away.

“What now?” Lux asked softly, her voice full of contentment as she gazed at Sloane.

Sloane’s smile was full of a quiet joy, a confidence that came from knowing exactly where they were headed. “Now,” she said, squeezing Lux’s hand, “we build our life. Together.”

And as their glasses clinked in a quiet toast to their future, Lux knew that no matter what came next, they would face it together. Side by side.

Forever.
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