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​1. Dear HR, I Regret Nothing
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Shauna Shafa Soraya adjusted her oversized blazer and knocked once on the office door of Mr. Brady, the branch director with the spine of an overcooked noodle and the morals of a soggy napkin.

Inside, the man was hunched over his desk like a cartoon villain with a credit problem. The secretary; his fourth this quarter, stood frozen in the corner, blouse rumpled, fear in her eyes.

"Shauna," Brady said, voice slippery. "Is there something you need?"

"Just a moment of your time."

Sasha walked in, pulled a flash drive from her pocket, and inserted it into his office screen.

Footage from the hallway cameras filled the screen: Brady, leaning over his secretary, hand where it shouldn’t be. He froze. Sasha smiled sweetly.

"Also," she said, tossing a sealed envelope onto the desk, "this is my resignation. And a copy of this drive is with HR. And legal. And... I may have uploaded a subtitled version to our company’s training platform."

“You absolute...”

She kicked his rolling chair with precise force before he could finish. He yelped. Landed unceremoniously on the floor like a beetle in a suit. Sasha straightened her posture, nodded at the secretary, and walked out.

She passed the receptionist on her way. The woman whispered, hand to her heart, 

“God bless you.”

Sasha didn’t look back. But she did whistle all the way to the train station.

***
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MEANWHILE, IN A LUXURY high-rise apartment three cities away...

JC Cassiel stared at the wedding invitation like it had insulted his ancestry.

On the envelope, gold calligraphy read:

“To my favorite person-who-never-smiles, please come! I’m finally marrying my panda!”

JC flipped it open.

“You're invited to the wedding of Isabella Laura & Yudhistira ‘Yuda’ Makarim”

(a.k.a. JC’s personal nightmare in corduroy pants)

He glared at the photo inside. There he was. The panda. Built like a gentle refrigerator. Soft eyes. Double chin. Kind smile. JC's left eyelid twitched.

Rafi, lounging on the sofa like a sunbathing housecat, chuckled. 

“You look like you just got proposed to by a raccoon.”

“Don't,” JC warned.

“‘My panda?” Rafi read aloud in horror. “She’s calling him food now. JC, you’ve been friend-zoned into a diet plan.”

Just then, Baby walked in; flawless blouse, heels like weaponry, coffee in hand. Saw the invitation. Saw JC. Took one step back.

“Nope. Not today. I’ve seen this look before. It ends with property damage.”

“Too late,” JC muttered. “You're already breathing the same air.”

Kenzo the ragdoll cat leapt gracefully onto the dining table and sat directly on the invitation, tail flicking like a judge passing sentence.

“Even the cat thinks it’s tragic,” Rafi added.

Then JC’s phone rang.

Belle.

He answered. Mistake.

“JC!” her cheerful voice exploded from the speaker. “Oh my God, I saw this raccoon at the bakery and it made me think of you! It was cranky and cute! Just like you when someone drinks your last cold brew!”

JC inhaled through his nose like a monk trying not to commit war crimes.

“You’re adorable when you're grumpy. Anyway! Do you wanna help me pick between mocha or matcha fondant? Yuda says both are too sweet but you know I trust your taste more!”

Kenzo stretched luxuriously across JC’s sketchbook, claws extended.

Rafi whispered, 

“He's gonna throw the phone.”

Baby sipped her coffee, deadpan. 

“He’s gonna eat the phone.”

Belle kept going. 

“I wish you were here! I’m wearing that hairpin you designed; the one you said made me look ‘less like a confused daffodil.’ I love youuuu~”

Click. JC hung up. Dead silence. Kenzo pawed the torn edge of the invitation, shredded it with elegant distaste, then yawned.

JC’s voice was a whisper of ice and fury.

“She’s marrying a walking jelly donut with a philosophy degree.”

Rafi collapsed in laughter.

Baby patted JC’s shoulder gently. 

“You’ll be fine.”

“I won’t,” he hissed. “She said I looked like a raccoon. A cranky raccoon.”

Kenzo meowed once. JC turned to the cat. 

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not the one who bought her a handmade music box shaped like her stupid bakery logo.”

Kenzo blinked. Slowly. Judgmentally.

JC stood.

“I’m going out.”

“Where?” Baby asked, concerned.

JC’s eyes glinted. 

“Anywhere the lighting makes me look emotionally unavailable.”

***
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AND FAR AWAY, AS THE universe tightened its strings...

Shauna Shafa Soraya, suitcase in hand, entered her family home the same way she did everything else: dramatically and with a bag full of chaos.

“Assalamu’alaikum,” she called.

Before the “laikum” finished echoing down the hallway, a flying ladle met her shoulder with the precision of a heat-seeking missile.

“YOU QUIT ANOTHER JOB?!” her mother shouted from the kitchen, ladle still in hand, curry stains on her apron like war paint.

“Wa’alaikumussalam,” Sasha muttered, wincing. “Nice to see you too, Ma.”

Her stepfather peeked out from behind the living room wall, calm as ever.

“Let her breathe, darling. Maybe the job needed quitting.”

“She sent her resignation with evidence, Pak!” her mother snapped. “Video! Subtitles! With dramatic zoom-ins! Like an HR telenovela! It went viral on the company platform!”

“You weren’t supposed to see that,” Sasha muttered, kicking off her shoes and making a beeline for her stepfather’s arms.

He hugged her gently.

“She’s not even mad about the job,” she whispered. “She’s mad she didn’t get to edit the video.”

Her stepfather chuckled and patted her head. 

“I’m proud of you. But next time, maybe less... roundhouse.”

“Noted.”

“Don’t encourage her!” her mother barked. “She’s already old enough to know better! Quitting jobs like we’re some kind of billionaires. Who’s going to pay for her impulsiveness?!”

Sasha pouted, innocent as sin. 

“Papa... do you not love me anymore? Am I no longer allowed to come home since I’m... old?”

Her stepfather laughed, completely ensnared. 

“Who said you’re old? Your mother? She’s older than all of us. You’re still my baby. My baby.”

“And what does that make me?” a flat voice called from the hallway.

Sasha’s eyes lit up like fireworks. 

“Baby brother!”

She launched at him, arms wide.

Rayyan barely budged. 

“Yeah. Yeah. I know.” He allowed the hug for three seconds. Maximum.

“Did you show the video to Mom?” Sasha narrowed her eyes.

Rayyan didn’t blink. 

“Do you really need to ask?”

She groaned.

He deadpanned. 

“Enough moping. You're not a tragic princess. You're a startup with legs. Go build it.”

So she did.
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​2. Sasha’s Empire In The Making
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She turned her stepfather’s garage; formerly home to a broken treadmill and one suspiciously dusty punching bag, into her private kingdom.

The neighbors called it “eccentric.”  Her mother called it “a waste of a perfectly good car port.” Sasha called it: headquarters for future world domination.

The walls were soon covered in color charts, tool racks, gemstone trays, and little motivational sticky notes with passive-aggressive handwriting. The floor? A landmine field of beads, wires, and dreams. Every time her stepfather walked by, he peeked inside like he was inspecting an artist’s crime scene.

And in the middle of it all, was Sasha.

Hair tied up, safety goggles on, soldering pen in hand, ...muttering to herself like a slightly unhinged wizard who’d traded spells for silver wire. It was chaotic. Beautiful. Hers.

But even a one-woman empire needed polish.

So she enrolled in a short jewelry course offered at the local art institute; half out of curiosity, half to make her mother stop threatening to enroll her in cooking school.

And that’s where she met Baby Cassiel.

The head instructor. Fashion savant. A woman whose heels could cut through concrete and whose eyes scanned the room like a general assessing troops.

Baby had style, grace, and an intimidating aura that made grown men apologize for existing. But when she saw Sasha’s rough, brilliant designs?

She smiled.

Not the polite, corporate kind. The rare, delighted one; like a queen discovering a dragon egg in the mud.

“You’re not a beginner,” Baby said, squinting at Sasha’s wire-wrapped pendant. “You’re an unpolished threat.”

“Is that a compliment?” Sasha asked.

“Yes. And a warning.”

And just like that, Sasha found herself respecting her. Liking her. Even wishing she had a sister like that growing up. One who didn’t flinch from sharp words but fired back with grace and glitter bombs.

They became fast friends; drawn together by sharp tongues and calloused hands. Over shared coffee and gemstone gossip, Baby slowly dragged Sasha out of her creative shell. And Sasha, in turn, reminded Baby what it felt like to make things for joy, not just sales projections.

And when the class ended, Baby didn’t let her go.

She dropped by the garage with coffee and judgment, offered critiques without condescension and once redesigned Sasha’s earring display using nothing but ribbon and spite. She made Sasha better. More polished. More reckless, too.

It wasn’t all smooth.

One week, her supplier ghosted her and half her savings. The next, her online store crashed mid-viral post. There were allergic reactions, snapped chains, bent metal and one eyebrow sacrifice to industrial glue.

But her work spoke louder than setbacks.

Each piece she crafted felt like an extension of her spine; bold, intricate, a little stubborn.

First came custom orders. Then came art fairs. Then one feature in a niche design blog spiraled into interview requests and small gallery invites.

Her little workshop wasn’t so little anymore. And neither was she.

one day, without warning, Baby took several photos of Sasha’s latest collection; delicate chains, bold cuffs, resin-filled brooches, and sent them to her brother.

JC Cassiel.

A man whose opinion could launch a career or crush it with a well-placed “meh.”

He didn’t gush. He didn’t swoon. He just texted:

“Send me the name of this designer.”

To which Baby replied:

“Not a designer. Just a girl with burned fingers and too many pliers.”

Then she added,

“Also, she’s my friend. Be nice or I’ll bleach your socks.”

JC’s response was a single word:

“Intriguing.”

Baby smiled like a woman with a plan. Because she had one. Two, actually.

Plan A: recruit Sasha for CASSIEL’s upcoming accessory line.

Plan B: lock her chaos gremlin friend and her emotionally constipated brother in the same room... and light the match.

She didn’t say either out loud. Just invited Sasha to the flea market that weekend, casually mentioned she wanted to introduce her to her “idiot brother,” and handed her a bottle of sunscreen like it was a gift from the gods.
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​3. You Owe Me a Nose
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The flea market was loud, crowded, and a full-frontal assault on JC Cassiel’s immune system.

He walked two steps behind Baby, who marched forward like she owned the heat. Her sundress fluttered, her iced coffee was weaponized, and her tone was already condescending.

“Come on. You might find inspiration for the winter line,” she said sweetly.

“Unless inspiration is hiding inside that portable toilet, no.”

Behind them, Rafi trailed with Kenzo draped dramatically across his shoulder like a mafia cat with a vendetta.

“She’s right,” Rafi chimed. “You’ve been sulking for three days straight. Come out. Touch grass. Punch a peasant.”

“I will punch you,” JC said without emotion.

“You threatened that yesterday too.”

“I meant it yesterday too.”

Baby sighed. 

“You’re just mad because she’s marrying the man you called ‘walking cholesterol.’”

JC didn’t reply. He just pushed his sunglasses higher on his face and clenched his jaw.

His latest obsession; the one who always hugged him like a brother, laughed like bells, and called her fiancé ‘my panda’, was getting married next month. JC received the invitation in the mail, complete with an illustration of her and the panda holding hands under cherry blossoms like a Hallmark fever dream.

He had never hated a mammal more in his life.

***
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ELSEWHERE IN THE MARKET, Sasha was sweating and seething.

Her stall was too close to the popcorn cart. Her sandals were too new and already slicing her heels. She had just scared off a customer who asked if her amethyst rings were made of plastic.

“God, give me strength,” she muttered, realigning her trays.

She wore oversized glasses and a white cotton shirt with rolled sleeves. Her dark hair was braided into a messy knot. Nothing about her screamed “glamour.” She looked like someone who yelled at people in parking lots. Which was accurate.

And then came the incident.

A pigeon swooped too close. Baby shrieked. Kenzo launched from Rafi’s shoulder like a fluffy projectile missile.

JC sidestepped the feline missile... right into Sasha’s display. She elbowed him in the face on pure instinct and zero remorse.

There was a wet crack. A grunt. Silence.

JC stumbled back, one hand flying to his nose.

Sasha gasped, tray of bracelets still in hand.

“...Did I just hit a civilian?”

Rafi blinked. 

“Oh no. She broke the Ice Prince.”

Blood dripped onto JC’s shirt. He stared at her, mouth half open, sunglasses askew.

“You... what did you just do?!”

“You fell into my table!”

“You assaulted me!”

“You stumbled like a ballerina on caffeine. Was I supposed to throw roses?”

JC removed his sunglasses. Sasha flinched. Not because of the blood. Because of his face.

God help her. He was stupidly beautiful. Like someone airbrushed a Renaissance painting onto an angry skeleton.

“You fractured my nose!”

“You owe me three bracelets and a new shoe rack!”

Baby had dropped to the ground, trying to salvage Kenzo from inside a basket of scarves. Rafi leaned against a pole, shaking with laughter.

JC glared at Sasha with the smoldering rage of a man just humiliated by gravity and feline violence.

“I’m sending you my dry-cleaning bill,” he hissed.

“I’m sending you a restraining order.”

They stood toe-to-toe, panting, glaring, both too proud to back down.

And neither had the faintest idea who the other truly was.

Just after Sasha huffed, “I’m sending you a restraining order”, Rafi finally choked out between gasps,

“Wait... is your nose broken?”

JC shot him a look that could have boiled silver. 

“It’s not broken. It’s offended.”

Baby leaned in, squinting critically.

“Hm. Slight swelling. Tiny bruise. Maybe a little crooked. But hey; it adds character.”

“It adds grounds for a lawsuit,” JC muttered, tissue to nose like a wounded diva.

Sasha muttered, 

“You want ice or an apology?”

JC hissed, 

“I want justice.”

“Okay, drama club,” she grunted, “you got your blood. I got my broken display. Let’s call it even.”

Kenzo meowed in solemn disapproval from Baby’s arms, like a tiny magistrate ruling over the world’s most dysfunctional courtroom.
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​4.  The Reluctant Reconnection
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JC left the flea market with a bloody tissue, a bruised ego, and a diagnosis from the ER doctor who nearly snorted while saying "hairline fracture."

“Hairline fracture,” the man had said. “Nothing serious, Mr. Cassiel. Ice, rest, and maybe don’t walk into flying cats next time.”

JC had muttered something about pressing charges against pigeons, scarves, and dark-haired women with vendettas.

Back at home, he sat on the couch with Kenzo glaring judgmentally from the armrest, a frozen peas bag on his face, and Rafi texting Baby:

“Update: He’s building a vengeance spreadsheet. It has color-coding. I’m scared.”

Meanwhile, across the city, Sasha was crouched on the floor of her workshop, counting the casualties.

“Two trays of bracelets. One display rack. Three rings launched into unknown dimensions. A necklace now shaped like a pretzel.”

Sasha picked up a bent choker, examining it like it owed her rent.

“I hope his nose really broke.”

Her phone buzzed. A text from Baby Cassiel

“Sorry about today. Would love to talk business. Also: Kenzo says hi.”

Sasha blinked. Then smirked. She didn’t reply. Not yet. But she did circle the next flea market date on her calendar.

***
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THE FLEA MARKET WAS louder than usual. Or maybe that was just JC’s internal screaming.

He stood beside Baby like a brooding statue carved from pure contempt, eyes fixed on the very stall he had once been violently assaulted in front of. It still smelled vaguely of popcorn and regret.

“This is a waste of my time,” he muttered.

“No,” Baby said cheerfully, “this is a beautiful opportunity to grow as a human being.”

“I already grew. Into someone who avoids public markets.”

Behind them, Rafi trailed along with Kenzo in a cat backpack like a spoiled celebrity. Kenzo was eating freeze-dried salmon snacks with the smugness of a fashion editor at Paris Week.

“She’s here today,” Baby said.

JC’s jaw ticked. 

“Who?”

“Sasha. The girl who fracture your nose, remember her?”

“Excellent. I’ll go wait in the car.”

Baby grabbed his wrist like a polite assassin with a corporate email signature. 

“You’re coming with me.”

“I have a deviated septum because of her.”

“Your face is still symmetrical. You’ll live.”

“I’m emotionally scarred.”

“You were born emotionally scarred.”

JC narrowed his eyes but allowed himself to be dragged forward, dignity crumbling with every step.

Sasha was rearranging her table. Her glasses were perched on top of her head. Her braid was undone, curled in half-damp waves over one shoulder. She looked relaxed. Focused.

And then she saw them.

Her face didn’t change much, but her mouth quirked upward in a way that said ‘ah, yes, my favorite inconvenience.’

“Look who survived the battlefield,” she said, arms folded.

JC didn’t answer. Mostly because his soul had just tried to jump into oncoming traffic.

“I brought my brother,” Baby said innocently. “He has thoughts.”

“Oh, I bet he does.”

JC exhaled. 

“This is ridiculous.”

“What? my display?” Sasha gestured to her handcrafted accessories; gemstone bangles, upcycled metal brooches, a pair of earrings shaped like miniature koi ponds. “Or just my presence in general?”

“Both.”

“Charming.”

Baby clapped once. 

“Anyway! Sasha, I’d love to talk about your work. I think you’d be an incredible fit for CASSIEL’s jewelry division.”

Sasha raised an eyebrow. 

“You want me to work for you?”

“Yes,” Baby said, eyes bright.

“No,” JC said, scowling.

Rafi muttered, 

“Oh boy.”

Sasha crossed her arms. 

“Why not?”

JC didn’t blink. 

“Because you’re chaos in sandals. You assaulted me. You nearly blinded me with a ceramic butterfly.”

“You tripped over my display.”

“You elbowed my nose.”

“It was self-defense.”

“You were defending yourself from air.”

Baby stepped between them like a diplomat in heels. 

“How about... a collaboration?”

Sasha’s eyes sparkled. 

“Meaning I’m not your employee?”

“Correct. You’d be a creative partner. Independent.”

JC groaned. 

“No. Absolutely not. CASSIEL has standards.”

“Ah,” Sasha said. “And here I thought ‘pretentious' was just the perfume you wear.”

Rafi wheezed.

Kenzo meowed pointedly.

Sasha leaned over her table, chin resting on her hand. 

“I don’t do bosses. I don’t do meetings. I don’t do dress codes. But...”

Everyone paused.

“I do enjoy watching you suffer. ”

JC stared.

“So I’ll partner. Under my terms. Non-exclusive. You get some of my designs, I keep creative control. No morning meetings. No corporate cult stuff. And no early mornings; unless it's to ruin his.”

JC opened his mouth. Baby elbowed him gently.

“Deal,” Baby said. “Send me the terms. We’ll make it official.”

Sasha picked up a small wrapped box from under the table and handed it to Baby. 

“For you. A thank-you for not letting your brother sue me.”

“Yet,” JC muttered.

Sasha smiled sweetly at him. 

“You bruise like a Renaissance pear. All tragic curves and subtle decay.”

JC narrowed his eyes. 

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“No,” she said. “But it’s better than what I was going to say.”

Kenzo let out a dramatic yawn.

JC stepped back, arms crossed. 

“This is going to be a disaster.”

Sasha smirked. 

“See you at the launch meeting, boss.”

“I’m not your boss.”

“Exactly.”

She winked. JC twitched. Baby took a long sip of her iced coffee, smiling like a puppet master.

And so, the war began.
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​5. The Poster, the Reveal, and the Goddess with a Knife
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JC didn’t let people into his workshop. Not interns. Not journalists. Not even Baby.

It was his cathedral. His chaos temple. His sanctuary of exacting silence where sketches ruled and creativity bowed to no one.

Which was exactly why he stood frozen in horror as Sasha casually strolled in, glanced around, and said, 

“Wow. You’re messier than I thought.”

JC twitched. 

“You were supposed to wait in the hallway.”

“There was no sign. And I’m terminally curious.” She stepped over a pile of fabric rolls like she belonged there. “This place is incredible, by the way.”

“Get out.”

“Not until I find something embarrassing. Maybe a glitter stash. Or a shrine to your panda-loving ex.”

JC inhaled through his nose like a monk suppressing arson. Baby must had blabbed many things to her.

She moved toward the back wall; and paused.

There, in a simple black frame, hung a slightly aged poster of a university rock band. The corners were sealed in glass. The colors preserved. The spotlight captured a woman mid-scream into a mic, purple contact lenses glowing like fire, wig cascading down like a storm.

Sasha blinked. Then laughed. 

“I can’t believe someone still have this?”

JC’s head snapped up. 

“What?”

She pointed. 

“The poster. I haven’t seen one of these in years. Only Sophia has a copy, and hers is folded into a notebook somewhere.”

Silence.

JC stared at her. Rafi, who had followed them in with two iced coffees and zero warning, almost dropped both cups.

“You know Sophia?” JC asked slowly.

Sasha tilted her head. 

“Sophia? Yeah. She’s my best friend. Practically my war buddy.”

Rafi blinked. 

“Wait.”

Sasha gave a small smirk. 

“She’s also a loyal customer. Comes to every pop-up. Tips with weird buttons and once a full crate of mangos.”

JC narrowed his eyes. 

“You know the guitarist from...”

“Shopia and also... Shafa,” Sasha said. Looking at the poster. Smirk in her mouth.

Rafi choked. 

“You knew Shafa?!”

She sipped from the iced coffee Rafi just handed her, like she hadn’t just dropped a bomb.

Baby walked in at that moment. 

“What’s going on?”

“We’re going to visit Sophia,” Sasha said. “You boys wanna meet her?”

Rafi froze. 

“You know where Sophia is?”

“I have her on speed dial. Why?”

JC glared. 

“No.”

Sasha beamed. 

“Too late.”

***
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THE RESTAURANT WAS small, charming, and vaguely dangerous.

A printed sign on the door read:

“Yes, that’s a real cleaver. Yes, I know how to use it. Yes, I’m married. No, he’s not allowed to fight customers.”

Inside, the walls were lined with framed photos, guitars, and a small open stage. A woman stood behind the counter, chopping garlic like it owed her money.

She turned when the bell rang.

She was tall. Gorgeous. Built like a model who moonlighted as a bodyguard. Loose flannel, rolled sleeves, combat boots. Short hair dyed deep red and curled at the tips.

Her eyes locked onto Sasha.

“Well well well,” she said. “If it isn’t the jewelry witch with rage issues.”

Sasha grinned. 

“And if it isn’t the walking Calvin Klein ad who married a drummer because no man could handle her.”

Rafi looked like he’d stopped breathing.

Sophia pointed her cleaver at him. 

“Who’s the fanboy?”

“That’s Rafi,” Sasha said. “He might cry.”

“I won’t cry,” Rafi whispered.

“Hi,” Sophia said, amused. “I’m married. But flattered.”

She turned to JC. 

“And who’s this cold slice of couture?” 

JC opened his mouth.

Sophia raised an eyebrow. 

“...Don’t tell me. You’re the one she elbowed.”

Sasha sipped her iced tea. 

“He survived. Unfortunately.”

Sophia smirked. 

“So, what brings the circus?”

JC muttered, 

“We were discussing... Shafa.”

Sophia’s grin turned feral. 

“Oh? And what does Mr. Catwalk think of Shafa?”

JC looked mildly panicked. 

“She was... talented. Charismatic. Unique.”

“Beautiful?” Sophia teased.

JC hesitated. 

“Unforgettable.”

Sasha blinked.

Sophia turned slowly to Sasha and gave her the look.

Sasha mouthed, Don’t you dare.

Sophia bared her teeth.

“Sasha is Shafa.” she said sweetly.

Silence.

Rafi dropped his drink. Kenzo, who had been peacefully napping in his carrier, let out a distressed yowl.

JC didn’t speak.

He stared at Sasha like he was seeing her for the first time.

And realizing she’d always been the storm he couldn’t stop chasing.

She looked away first.

“Well,” she said, tone breezy but voice tight. “Now that that’s out, who wants fried rice?”

Sophia clapped. 

“God, I’ve missed this chaos.”

JC sat down slowly. Rafi sat faster, muttering something about dreams and betrayal. Baby just watched, a slow smile tugging at her lips.

And somewhere deep in JC’s chest, a realization started to bloom.

He had never stopped loving Shafa.

And she had never been a mystery.

She’d just been hiding in plain sight; with a braid, a toolkit and the sharpest tongue he'd ever met.
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​6. Maybe I Do Remember You
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JC hadn’t said a word since they left the restaurant. That alone was terrifying.

Rafi kept glancing at him like he expected spontaneous combustion. Baby walked ahead with Kenzo in one arm and leftover garlic fried rice in the other. Sasha... strolled beside them like she hadn’t just demolished seventeen years of secrecy with a sip of tea and a smirk.

JC was silent. 

Rafi finally cracked. 

“Hey. Buddy. Bestie. Breathing sculpture. You good?”

JC kept walking.

“I mean, I know you just found out your teenage fantasy is actually your sworn enemy with pliers and sarcasm, but...”

“Shut up, Rafi.”

“Ah,” Rafi nodded. “So we’re in the ‘shut up’ phase.”

Behind them, Sasha’s voice cut through the night like it was holding back a laugh. 

“He’s going to have a stroke before the product launch.”

JC turned, slowly.

“You lied,” he said.

“I never lied,” Sasha replied. “I just didn’t volunteer.”

“You let me insult you. Repeatedly.”

“You earned it.”

“I called Shafa ‘untouchable’.”

“Still true,” she said softly, and he looked away like it stung.”

“I said Sasha was...” He stopped.

Sasha tilted her head. 

“Go on. I dare you.”

JC’s jaw twitched. 

“You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here we are.”

They stared at each other under a flickering streetlamp.

Baby, sensing something combustible, handed Kenzo to Rafi and pushed him forward. 

“Let’s go wait by the car. Give them a moment. Or thirty.”

Sasha crossed her arms. 

“You look like you’re trying to solve quantum physics with your feelings.”

JC exhaled. 

“You don’t sound like her anymore.”

“People change.”

“You were quieter.”

“You were smaller.”

He regretted it instantly.

Sasha’s eyes narrowed. 

“You were less judgmental when you were short and bullied.”

He blinked.

“You remember me.”

She didn’t phrase it as a question.

JC looked away. 

“I remember Shafa.”

“She saved you.”

He still didn’t answer.

Sasha shifted her weight, suddenly less sure. 

“You didn’t know?”

“I didn’t see her in you.”

“Exactly.”

Silence again. Heavy this time. Real.

Sasha stared at him. JC stared at the ground. For once, their sarcasm couldn’t protect them.

Finally, she said softly, 

“You were a good kid, JC. Angry, pretty, too serious. But kind.”

“I wasn’t kind.”

“You were to me.”

He looked up.

Her smile was sad. 

“Don’t ruin it.”

JC opened his mouth. Closed it. Then said:

“I kept the poster because I couldn’t forget the girl who walked out of a streetlamp and saved me like a villain in disguise.”

Sasha blinked.

“I didn’t know he was you. But... I do remember you.”

Her breath caught.

He stepped forward, barely a half-step. 

“You’re different now.”

“And you’re the same, only taller. And sharper." she said.

JC smirked faintly. 

“Rude.”

“Accurate.”

They were standing close now. Close enough for her to smell the hint of vetiver and studio dust on his jacket. Close enough for him to notice the shimmer of a gemstone stuck in her braid.

The tension was thick enough to carve.

“Just so you know,” JC said quietly, “I still hate you.”

“I’d be offended if you didn’t.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then walked away.

She watched him go, hands in his pockets, spine straight, silence loud.

And maybe; for just a second, her heart forgot how to guard itself.
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​7. Lip Balm, Latte, and Lies We Tell Ourselves
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Sasha sat cross-legged on Baby’s couch, still wearing her workshop pants and a shirt that smelled faintly of lavender polish and fried rice.

Baby handed her a mug of chamomile tea, then flopped beside her in a satin robe that screamed my life is together even when it’s not. Kenzo was curled on the windowsill like a judgmental croissant.

“I’m not saying he’s emotionally constipated,” Sasha said, blowing on her tea. “But if JC smiled any less, he’d go into a coma.”

Baby hummed. 

“That’s actually improvement. He used to frown so hard his eyebrows threatened to sue.”

Sasha chuckled. Then sighed. 

“So. That happened.”

“You mean the reveal?”

“The bomb detonation.”

“Iconic,” Baby said. “Truly. Sophia looked like she was trying not to stab someone with joy.”

Sasha took a long sip. 

“He looked at me like I’d committed treason.”

“He’s recalibrating,” Baby said gently. “JC doesn’t like surprises. Especially the kind that wear boots and punch his past in the face.”

Sasha leaned back, exhaling. 

“I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

Baby smiled. 

“You mean you weren’t planning to drop your secret rockstar identity on the man who once described you as ‘hostile Etsy energy’?”

Sasha winced. 

“Okay, that I deserved.”

There was a pause. Then Baby said softly, 

“You liked him back then, didn’t you?”

Sasha blinked. Baby shrugged. 

“The way you looked at him when he said he remembered... That wasn’t hate.”

Sasha stared into her tea. 

“He was... kind. At a time I didn’t expect it. But it wasn’t like that.”

“But it could be?”

Silence. 

Sasha said, 

“He doesn’t really know me. He only saw Shafa. The glam, the voice, the mask. That’s not who I am anymore.”

Baby tilted her head. 

“Maybe he’s trying to see past that now.”

“Or maybe,” Sasha said, voice quieter, “he’ll walk away once he realize I’m not his beloved rockstar. Shafa was a perfection. She was built from freedom; no past, no weight. Just sound and spotlight. While me; I still a little broken underneath.”

Baby reached over and gently squeezed her wrist.

“We’re all a little broken, Sasha. The trick is finding someone who doesn’t mind the cracks.”

Sasha smiled, small and reluctant. 

“That was disgustingly wise.”

“I read it on a lip balm label,” Baby said, deadpan.

Kenzo meowed in agreement.

Sasha looked toward the window, where city lights blinked like sleepy promises.

“I don’t know what’s happening with him,” she admitted. “But... for the first time in a while, I don’t feel like running.”

Baby beamed. 

“That’s a good start.”

Sasha added, 

“And if he ever calls me ‘chaotic in sandals’ again, I’m hitting him with a glue gun.”

“That’s love.”
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​8. A Spoonful of Sugar, and Maybe Something Else
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The kitchen was quiet. Baby stood at the counter, stirring sugar into her chamomile tea like it had personally offended her. Her satin robe shimmered under the pendant light, and her perfectly shaped bun had started to unravel in defeat.

Rafi leaned against the fridge, barefoot, holding a can of soda and watching her like she might explode. Or evaporate. He wasn’t sure which yet.

“She likes him,” he said finally.

Baby didn’t look up. 

“Hmm?”

“Sasha. JC.”

She shrugged. 

“Maybe.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I sound tired.”

“Same thing, with more lipstick.”

Baby finally turned to face him. Her expression was unreadable, but her voice had that lilt; soft, controlled, dangerous.

“Why are you still here, Rafi?”

He smiled easily. 

“Free soda. Cat cuddles. Witnessing your brother’s emotional unraveling.”

She narrowed her eyes.

Rafi raised his hands. 

“And maybe I wanted to see how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

He stepped closer. Not enough to cross a line. Just enough to make her aware of the space between them.

“You were glowing earlier,” he said. “In the restaurant. I thought you were going to cry from secondhand chaos.”

“I don’t cry.”

“You did once. In high school.”

“That was hay fever.”

“That was your final grade in chemistry.”

Baby smiled despite herself. 

“You were there?”

“I was always there.”

The words hung in the air for a beat too long.

Kenzo padded into the kitchen, yawned dramatically, then sat on Rafi’s foot with the slow grace of feline judgment.

“I’ve been thinking,” Rafi said, scratching behind Kenzo’s ear. “Maybe I should step back from JC’s personal emotional fixer for a while.”

Baby’s head snapped up. 

“What?”

“Maybe for once, I should let him fix this problem himself. Who knows; he might even achieve an epiphany and manage to cure his emotional disability. Give them a little space. Let JC and Sasha do their cold-war-dance without me narrating it.”

“It might be good idea.”

“Should I become your fixer instead?” Rafi tease.

Baby look at him deadpan.

“Right. Like I ever need it.”

“No?” Rafi sighs. “Too bad. It will be fun for changing of view and narrative once in a while.”

Baby snorted.

“You’re not serious.”

“I am,” he said softly. “I really serious about it.”

She didn’t answer.

Rafi didn’t move. 

“What am I, Baby?”

Silence.

The only sound was the tiny tap of Kenzo’s tail against the floor.

Baby said nothing.

Rafi smiled, heartbreak slipping through. 

“That’s what I thought.” He stepped back. “Text me if JC cries. I want photographic proof.”

He left the kitchen without another word.

Baby stared after him. Then whispered, so quietly even Kenzo didn’t flinch:

“You’re the only thing that’s ever felt like home.”
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​9. Terms, Tantrums, and Too Much Lip Gloss
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JC stared at the email like it had personally wronged him.

Subject:

"Draft Partnership Terms - From: Your Favorite Nose Breaker"

Attached: A multi-page PDF titled “Collaboration Agreement: Sasha Chaos Edition”

Rafi was sprawled on the couch in JC’s private office, flipping through a fabric catalog like it owed him nothing. Kenzo was curled into a sleeping comma on the windowsill, tail flicking every time JC muttered under his breath.

JC clicked the file open. The document was professionally formatted. The contents were not.

Clause 1: I am not an employee. I do not “clock in.” I appear when summoned, bribed, or in the mood.

Clause 2: I reserve full creative control over my designs. Any attempt to micromanage will result in verbal abuse and/or glitter sabotage.

Clause 3: Meetings before 10AM are considered war crimes.

Clause 4: You will not call me ‘unrefined’ in front of clients, vendors or Kenzo.

Clause 5: I require snacks. No raisins.

Clause 6: Baby has veto power. You do not.

Clause 7: All final product names will be decided by mood, moon phase and vibes.

Clause 8: I want my own tea shelf in the break room. Label it: Witch Brew Corner.

Clause 9: If I say “this design needs more chaos,” you will not ask follow-up questions.

– Sasha Soraya 

JC scrolled faster. His eye twitched.

Rafi peeked up. 

“Something wrong, dear dictator?”

“She’s insane.”

“She’s consistent.”

JC threw his tablet onto the table like it had burned him. 

“I run a couture label, Rafi. Not a crystal-powered apocalypse workshop.”

“She’s popular. Her preorders sold out last night.”

“Because she marketed it with a glitter gif and a threatening haiku!”

Rafi stretched. 

“Still better than your ‘Minimalist Grief’ winter line.”

JC picked up a pencil and snapped it in half.

Rafi whistled. 

“That’s one point for Sasha.”

JC got up and began pacing.

“She’s stubborn. Unprofessional. Disrespectful. She decorated her bullet points with tiny bats.”

“Adorable.”

“She used Comic Sans for the delivery clause.”

“Revolutionary.”

“She signed it with lip gloss.”

Rafi blinked. 

“Wait, really?”

JC turned the tablet toward him.

Rafi laughed so hard he almost fell off the couch.

JC pointed at the shimmery pink kiss mark at the bottom of the page. 

“She doesn’t even take this seriously.”

Rafi stood, still laughing, and walked over. 

“JC.”

“What.”

“You haven’t stopped smiling the entire time.”

JC froze.

His mouth flattened instantly.

“I am not smiling.”

Rafi smirked. 

“Of course not. You’re furious. Absolutely enraged. Especially about the glitter clause.”

“I will personally rewrite every line of this contract.”

“And she’ll rewrite your rewrite in crayon.”

JC sank into his chair and stared at the ceiling like he was reconsidering the entire industry.

“Tell Baby to schedule a meeting,” he said at last.

“With Sasha?”

“With the chaos committee.”

Rafi raised an eyebrow. 

“So... you’re accepting the terms?”

“No,” JC growled. “I’m negotiating.”

Kenzo meowed once, long and low, like he already knew who was going to win.
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​10. Tea, Tantrums and Tactical Love
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The Soraya household ran on three things: sharp food, sharper tongues, and an unspoken pact to never ask questions they didn’t want answered.

Sasha sat cross-legged at the kitchen table, still in her pajamas at 11 a.m., assembling a batch of raw crystal pendants with surgical focus. The ceiling fan above her creaked like it was narrating her internal monologue.

Her mother, dressed like a war general in a house dress and floral apron, was stirring sambal in the pan with the kind of precision normally reserved for bomb diffusal.

“So,” Mama said, not looking up, “now that you've decapitated your boss and declared war on corporate predators... what’s next, General Shauna?”

Sasha didn’t look up. 

“I’m crafting my legacy, obviously.”

Mama sniffed. 

“Your legacy better start paying rent before your stepfather turns the garage into a kickboxing dojo again.”

From the hallway, her stepfather’s voice boomed, 

“She’s got one month before I put the punching bags back in!”

“Noted!” Sasha shouted.

“Also,” he added, “if you break any more of my dumbbells turning them into pendant molds, we’re going to have a family meeting.”

Sasha smirked. 

“That one time was a design innovation.”

Her mother slapped the spatula on the edge of the pan. 

“That one time cost me a whole week of protein shake arguments.”

Just then, Rayyan shuffled into the room wearing a hoodie that said I Paused My Game to Be Here. His hair was a disaster. His glare was worse.

“Mama,” he said, “do you know what time it is?”

“It’s bonding time, sweetheart.”

“It’s noon. And someone set off the kitchen smoke alarm again. My coding server crashed.”

Sasha looked up. 

“You run a server from your bedroom?”

Rayyan didn’t blink. 

“I run three. And your crystal dust shorted the circuit last night.”

Mama raised an eyebrow. 

“Language.”

“I said circuit, Mama. Not shit.”

She smacked him with a dishtowel anyway.

Rayyan plopped onto the bench beside Sasha. 

“You need a business plan, not just pretty rocks.”

“Working on it.”

“You also need a brand.”

“I have a logo.”

“That’s a doodle of a cat holding a wrench.”

“It’s Kenzo the Fixer. It’s adorable.”

Rayyan sighed like he was fifty years older than her. 

“I’ll mock up a real portfolio. But only if you promise not to touch my hard drives again.”

“Deal.”

Mama placed a plate of steaming fried rice between them. 

“Eat first. Build empires later.”

They didn’t say it, but the room warmed. Love wasn’t always poetic. Sometimes it smelled like sambal and sounded like shouting. But it was solid. Safe. And on days like this, Sasha didn’t mind staying a little longer at home.
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​11. There’s Glitter in My Moodboard
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JC Cassiel stood in the center of his design studio, hands on hips, face carved in stone, and eye twitching like a Renaissance painting about to commit arson.

There was glitter on his cashmere moodboard. Not a tasteful sparkle. Not the controlled shimmer of a couture highlight.

No.

This was chaos glitter. Craft glitter. The kind that multiplies in the air like spores of madness. It had infiltrated his workspace like a decorative plague.

“Baby,” he said with deliberate calm, “why is there glitter on my Moroccan leather swatches?”

His sister, Baby, real name: Célestine Bianca Cassiel, peeked around the doorframe with the exact expression of someone pretending not to hear their own name.

“Technically, it’s eco-friendly shimmer powder. Sasha brought it.”

JC blinked. Slowly. 

“Sasha.”

“Yes. She said your design board looked ‘too sad’ and needed ‘spiritual exfoliation.’”

JC exhaled like he was releasing a soul from purgatory. 

“She exfoliated my monochrome aesthetic.”

“To the bone,” Rafi added from the sofa, where he was doing absolutely nothing productive and eating grapes like a Roman traitor. 

“It’s giving... mystical rage.”

JC shot him a look. 

“Why are you even here?”

“I like the drama. Also Kenzo’s here.”

Kenzo the ragdoll cat was curled up on a bolt of imported silk like it was his inheritance. One paw was glittery. He did not care.

JC turned back to the crime scene. 

“Where is she now?”

Baby consulted her phone. 

“Still in the workshop. She brought a whole box of antique beads. Said something about ‘honoring the ancestors through ankle jewelry.’”

JC dragged a hand down his face. 

“This is a workplace. Not a séance.”

“She also renamed your desk.”

“What.”

“She calls it The Grump Altar.”

Rafi burst into laughter and nearly choked on a grape. 

“Okay, that’s art.”

JC stalked toward the workshop wing like a man off to war.

He found her kneeling on the floor, surrounded by velvet-lined trays and a color wheel that looked like it had been chewed by a unicorn.

“Good morning, Your Highness,” Sasha said without looking up. “We ran out of garnet, so I’m replacing it with cracked ruby. Hope your design sensibilities survive.”

JC inhaled. 

“You’re contaminating my neutral palette with gemstone chaos.”

“Bold of you to assume this isn’t an upgrade.”

He pointed accusingly at the glitter. 

“My studio looks like a toddler sorcerer exploded.”

Sasha looked up, eyebrow raised. 

“And you look like you haven’t slept since the Renaissance. We all have our problems.”

“Stop putting shiny things on my sketchbook.”

“Then stop making sad sketches. What even is this; ‘Winter Grief Elegy’?”

“It’s Ice Requiem. And it’s subtle.”

“It’s beige.”

“It’s champagne smoke!”

“Sure, and I’m a minimalist monk.”

JC opened his mouth. Closed it. Considered screaming. Instead, he hissed, 

“You’re not an employee. You’re not a collaborator. You’re... glitter with opinions.”

Sasha stood, brushing imaginary dust off her jeans. 

“Exactly. I’m a partner. And you don’t own my hands.”

“I should sue you for moodboard slander.”

She stepped closer. 

“I’d counter-sue for emotional pollution.”

They were toe-to-toe again, like something cosmic had looped them back into bickering orbit.

Baby entered just in time to witness the tension and sighed with fond exhaustion.

“I brought snacks.”

Rafi appeared behind her. 

“Did you bring tissues for JC’s creative meltdown?”

Kenzo meowed in the background, glitter paw swiping dramatically through a pile of silk petals.

JC didn’t move. 

“I hate this.”

Sasha smirked. 

“You love this.”

Silence. Then, the tiniest twitch of JC’s mouth. Almost a smile. Almost.
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​12. Backlit by Thunder
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It was a Friday night. Rain hadn’t started yet, but the clouds were bruised and heavy; ready to burst.

The open-air stage behind the university café was already crowded with students, staff, and an odd mix of alumni who never really left. The band posters were all over campus, and tonight, they were playing their biggest set.

JC sat at the back, hoodie up, sketchbook half-open on his lap. Rafi hadn’t arrived yet. He texted he’d be late. Something about a flat tire, a cute barista and karma. JC didn’t ask.

He came for one reason. Or rather, one person.

Shafa.

The girl who appeared like a fever dream on stage. The one with purple eyes and storm-black hair that fell in thick waves down her back. Her voice was fire wrapped in velvet. Her presence; dangerous. Distant.

She reminded JC of an equation no one could solve. And he was a man who hated leaving blanks.

He checked the time. Still early. So he wandered. Big mistake.

They caught him behind the auditorium building. Three of them. Upperclassmen. Familiar faces. Familiar fists.

“Look who came alone,” one sneered.

JC didn’t bother answering. He ducked the first punch but caught the second. A knee to the ribs. An elbow to the jaw. He fought back. He always did.

But he was outnumbered. And this wasn’t the first time. 

He tasted blood. Heard laughter. Then silence. Followed by something snapping. A thud. A yelp. The sound of someone’s face hitting gravel. And then her voice.

“Three against one? That’s brave. For rodents.”

JC blinked through the sting in his eyes. She stood over him.

Leather boots. Storm-black hair. Purple contacts glowing under the flickering security light. A heavy chain belt. Fingerless gloves. Eyes like twin verdicts. And red lips.

Shafa.

JC coughed. 

“I must’ve died. This is too dramatic to be heaven.”

She offered a hand. He took it. Her grip was firm. No hesitation.

“You okay?” she asked.

He nodded. 

“Mostly pride damage.”

“They’ll live,” she muttered, glancing at the groaning pile of bullies behind her. “Unfortunately.”

They walked together toward the stage. It wasn’t far. But it felt like a different dimension.

“Name?” she asked.

“JC.”

“Cool initials.”

He shrugged. 

“Parents were poetic. Or lazy.”

She smiled. It hit him like a brick through stained glass.

“I’m Shafa,” she said.

“I know,” he said.

She looked at him sideways. Not flattered. Just... curious.

“You a fan?”

He considered it. Then nodded. 

“The dangerous kind.”

She laughed. Just once. Low and warm.

“Stay out of alleys, JC.”

“Only if you keep saving me.”

She didn’t answer. Just walked on.

And when she stepped onto the stage; hair backlit by a crack of thunder and light, JC understood why people believed in gods. Because some moments weren’t meant to be real. They were meant to be remembered. And he would remember her exactly like that. Forever.

***
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AFTER THAT NIGHT, JC started showing up more often. Always backstage, always with Rafi in tow, pretending to be there for the music. But his sketchbook slowly filled with more than fabric concepts; there were shadows of her profile, fragments of her pose mid-song, her fingers caught mid-flick of a chord.

Sometimes, they talked. Mostly short bursts. Sometimes longer, if Rafi distracted Sophia with one of his dramatic monologues about her “guitar goddess aura.”

JC listened when Shafa talked about old records, or weird fans, or how Sophia once made their drummer cry during rehearsal. He didn’t talk much about himself. He didn’t need to.

Shafa looked at him like she already knew the kind of boy he was. Quiet. Cold. Too observant for his own good.

She never teased. Never flirted. But once, she let him fix the frayed strap of her stage boots with a twist of safety pins and black thread from his sketch kit.

“You’re dangerously useful,” she said.

And JC stored that line in the corner of his soul.

Then came the silence.

One month, the band disappeared. No shows. No posters. No more Shafa.

JC called Rafi. Rafi called Sophia’s number. Disconnected.

They went to the café. Closed for renovation.

The band had vanished like smoke.

And JC never found them again.

Except... one night. In his dreams. Purple eyes and thunder. A girl who held out her hand and pulled him from the dark.
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​13. Tulle, Trauma and the Temptation to Scream
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JC Cassiel was in the middle of sketching a bridal cape so dramatic it might actually weep, when Sasha Soraya waltzed into his private workspace.

"Hi, husband material."

He dropped his pencil.

Sasha, in crime-scene red lipstick and a sweatshirt that said "Chaotic Good (Mostly)", plopped a tray of rhinestone-encrusted hairpins onto his worktable like she owned the building. Which she did not. Yet.

"Why are you here?" JC asked flatly, recovering his pencil like it was a scalpel and she was holding a chainsaw.

"Baby said I could use this table. You weren’t using it. And your grumpy aura doesn't count as a reservation."

"This is my sanctuary."

"Your sanctuary is dusty and full of broken thread cutters."

She began unpacking her tools. Rhinestones, tweezers, velvet ribbons, and a heat gun appeared like magic. JC watched in quiet horror as she repurposed one of his unopened sketch pads as a coaster.

"Put that down."

"I did."

"Put it down somewhere else."

"Ooooh," Sasha said with mock concern. "Did the Ice Prince get territorial? Should I back away slowly before you hiss and mark your corner?"

JC opened his mouth to retort; then shut it as Kenzo, his traitorous cat, slinked into the room and immediately curled up in Sasha’s lap.

Traitor.

She stroked the cat like a Disney villain planning a heist.

"He likes me. Animals can sense inner peace."

"That, or you smell like dried fish."

"That too. I had lunch at the hawker stall near the market."

JC pinched the bridge of his nose. 

“Do you need something?”

“Yes. A nonjudgmental work environment. And possibly scissors. Also, I accidentally spilled Swarovski crystals in your drawer of buttons. So... glitter surprise?”

He groaned so deeply it registered on a geological scale.

“Why are you like this?”

Sasha tilted her head. 

“Adopted resilience. Trauma, talent, and spite. Want a list?”

“No.”

“Too bad. I laminated it.”

Rafi walked in with coffee, took one look at JC’s expression and quietly placed an emergency chocolate on his desk.

JC muttered, 

““She’s why my nervous system wakes up screaming.”

Sasha beamed. 

“That means I’m leaving a mark. That’s branding, baby.”

***
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BY NOON, JC HAD RELOCATED his sketches three times. Sasha had burned her fingertip on a heat gun, cursed in three languages, and accidentally bedazzled the corner of JC’s tablet.

She held it up like a trophy. 

“Now it sparkles when you’re angry.”

JC seriously considered asking Baby if workplace exile was still legal. But then, she laughed; loud, unexpected. The kind of laugh that bypassed reason. He hadn’t heard it since thunder and stage lights seventeen years ago. And for one stupid second, the pencil slipped in his hand... and JC forgot to hate her.

Unfortunately, Rafi noticed.

"Aww," he whispered as he passed by. "You’re smiling."

JC deadpanned, 

“It’s gas.”

Sasha grinned wider. 

“No, it's affection. You’re just allergic.”

Kenzo purred in her lap.

JC muttered under his breath, 

“Even the cat has betrayed me.”
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​14. Rafi, Rage and Retail Therapy
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Rafi had seen many things in his life; runway disasters, backstabbing designers, one intern who burst into tears because the mannequin was "too judgmental", but nothing compared to the divine comedy of watching JC slowly lose his mind over one woman.

And not just any woman.

Shauna. Shafa. Sasha.

The woman who walked like she was on a mission, insulted like it was a sport, and created jewelry that made art collectors weep. Who elbowed JC in the face and then had the audacity to become his business partner.

Rafi leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head, watching the workshop unfold like a telenovela.

JC was brooding over a sketchpad, scribbling lines with the intensity of a man trying to exorcise feelings through fashion.

Sasha, meanwhile, sat at the workbench across from him, humming a 2000s rock anthem and hot-fixing crystals onto a piece of velvet with terrifying precision.

It had been thirty minutes of silence, tension and Kenzo sprawled dramatically in a bead tray.

Finally, JC slammed his pencil down. 

"Are you deliberately humming that off-key?"

Sasha didn’t even look up. 

“No. That’s just my soul escaping in musical form.”

Rafi snorted.

JC glared at him. 

“Do you have somewhere else to be?”

“Nope. This is better than therapy.”

When Sasha lifted the velvet to show what she was working on, even JC froze.

A brooch. Shaped like a crescent moon cradling a sleepy-eyed cat. Not just any cat. Kenzo. Down to the ridiculous pout, tilted head and tiny crystal bell.

JC blinked. 

“Is that... my sister’s cat?”

“Obviously,” Sasha replied. “She said it would be hilarious.”

Rafi leaned in, eyes wide. 

“That's not hilarious. That’s war. JC’s been trying to design the perfect winter centerpiece for three weeks. You just did it in silence with a glue gun.”

JC looked personally attacked. It wasn’t just mockery. She’d studied him; enough to turn his silent muse into something that sparkled.

“It’s not a competition,” Sasha said sweetly.

“You made his muse into merch,” Rafi whispered.

Kenzo meowed. Loudly.

JC stood, dramatic“I’m going to the rooftop. If I fall off, tell the press it was sabotage.”

“Tell the press it was glitter inhalation,” Sasha called after him.

He slammed the door.

***
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ONCE THE ECHO FADED, Rafi turned to Sasha, tone suddenly gentler.

“You know he’s not... used to people like you.”

Sasha raised a brow. 

“Beautiful? Brilliant? Built like a second-chance goddess?”

Rafi grinned. 

“No. Immune to his moods. He’s like a volcano. Most people just avoid the ash cloud.”

“Well,” Sasha said, stretching her arms with a yawn, “I was raised in chaos. He’s just dramatic with cheekbones.”

Baby walked in then, heels clicking, holding an iced coffee the size of a toddler. She paused.

Looked at the shattered rhinestones on the floor. The velvet cat brooch. Rafi trying not to laugh. And the empty chair JC left behind like a dramatic exit scene.

She took a long sip of coffee.

“...Should I ask?”

“Nope,” Sasha and Rafi said at the same time.

Kenzo meowed with finality.

***
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OUTSIDE, ON THE ROOFTOP, JC stood alone; hands in his pockets, wind tousling his hair.

He didn’t hate Sasha. That was the problem. He didn’t know how to stop not hating her.

He had built his world in clean lines, monochrome rules and distance. And now? There were rhinestones. Cats. Chaos.

And the ghost of a teenage voice he had adored under stage lights, now wrapped in sarcasm and scent of vanilla hand cream.

He sighed.

“God help me,” he muttered. “I think I’m in love with a menace.”

Somewhere in the universe, God shrugged: That’s me helping you, child. Who else could handle your menace, if not another menace?
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​15. Paper Cuts and Velvet
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Which was, according to Rafi, the funniest thing to happen all week.

The day had started with a storm warning. Not literal weather; though the skies did look offended, but the Sasha Soraya kind. She arrived at CASSIEL wrapped in burgundy silk and audacity, carrying a new prototype wrapped in canvas and veiled threats.

JC had only one thought when he saw her.

God’s playing dice again.

She marched straight into the main design wing, past stunned assistants and interns who instinctively made way like villagers before a dragon.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Sasha said to no one in particular. “Who’s ready for blasphemy?”

JC stood with arms crossed, jaw tighter than his budget timeline.

“What the hell is that?” he asked.

“A handbag,” she replied. “Or a war crime. You decide.”

She unveiled it with a flourish. And yes... yes, it was both. It was a clutch, shaped like Kenzo. But not just shaped. Kenzo in 3D. Covered in velvet, with sapphire eyes and a detachable tail that doubled as a keychain.

Rafi gasped. 

“Oh my God, I love it.”

JC blinked like someone who had just been proposed to with a tax audit.

“It meows,” Sasha added.

The bag let out a chirpy Kenzo-esque meow.

JC pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. 

“You’re putting sound chips in luxury handbags now?”

“Customization is the future,” Sasha said sweetly. “And the future is me.”

JC looked at Rafi. 

“I want her arrested.”

“You’d miss her in prison,” Rafi said. “Who else could stab you with rhinestones and call it constructive feedback?”

Sasha smiled. 

“Aw. You’re learning.”

JC stormed back to his office. She followed.

“Why are you like this?” he groaned, dropping into his chair.

“Like what?”

“Unhinged. Unstoppable. Unbearably confident.”

“I was raised right.”

She dropped her sketchbook on his desk. He flipped it open. And froze.

There was a design there. Something entirely new. A wedding jewelry set; raw, emotional, painfully elegant. The necklace was shaped like a heart; split down the center, but stitched with strands of gold filigree. The earrings matched, asymmetrical, imperfect, stunning.

“This is...” he started.

“Ugly?” she offered.

“...Beautiful,” he said quietly.

Silence stretched.

Sasha sat in the chair across from him, suddenly still.

“I made it after that dumb pigeon war,” she said. “Felt like something cracked open.”

JC didn’t speak. He just looked at her. Really looked.

Then he looked away.

She stood, flicking imaginary lint off her sleeve like she hadn’t just emotionally assassinated him with gold filigree.

“Anyway. I have lunch with Baby. Don’t die while I’m gone.” 

“Depends,” he muttered. “Is there another sound-chip horror waiting in my inbox?”

She just winked and walked out.

Alone again, JC opened the sketchbook once more. He touched the golden stitches with his thumb.

JC stared at the glittering monstrosity of a cat bag sitting on the corner shelf like it paid rent.

He didn’t know what scared him more; that he was getting used to her chaos, or that part of him liked it.

God help him. He was starting to look forward to the next disaster she’d cause... and worse, he knew she’d smile like she planned it all along.
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