
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Master

        

        
        
          The Alpha

        

        
        
          Anabelle de Sade

        

        
          Published by D&S S&M, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MASTER

    

    
      First edition. September 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Anabelle de Sade.

    

    
    
      Written by Anabelle de Sade.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Please be advised: The following story contains mature themes that may not be suitable for all readers. It includes elements of BDSM, complex power dynamics, and sensitive situations.



MASTER

Written by Anabelle de Sade
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Prologue

––––––––
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“Another brave reader!” a voice purrs, and the door to Shadow’s Club closes behind me, hushing the noise of the street.

The air thickens, and my chest fills with the rich scents of tobacco, expensive perfumes, and a heavy, sultry sweetness. At the entrance, a slender, red-headed woman greets me. Her low-cut white shirt barely conceals her breasts. At the center of her black bow tie, a small white bunny button smiles, creating a disarming contrast.

The room throbs. The bass growls deep beneath the floor, as if the club itself is breathing. Red neon lights shimmer on the cocktail glasses at the bar. The clinking of ice mingles with the quiet whispers of the guests. At the end of the red corridor, a gilded Roman numeral I decorates a door under the sign "Red River," as if it were the siren call of a secret.

In New York, the lord of the Shadow World extends his empire. The spicy aroma of arabica coffee still perfumes the red armchair in the lounge. It's more than just an energizer; it evokes a distant, ghostly fragment of memory.

Shadows glide across the walls as if they have a life of their own, thirsty for wild passion and tormenting pain. Sinking into the depths of intoxication, the guests often hear a whisper—a soft, repeating sound that the shadows carry through the corridors. It’s the same message everyone hears:

"Love... it changes everything, even demons."

*
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The wheel turns sharply as the car corners. The light turns red. In the rearview mirror, a pair of dark eyes from beneath the driver's hat looks back.

Valery sits in a snow-white suit, her hands tight on the edge of her laptop.

"Hey, honey! I've reserved a table for us at that little Italian place you love for Friday night."

"Valery, sweetie... I was just about to call you. I'm so sorry, I can't make it Friday."

"Why not? What happened this time?"

"The company's launching a new project. I'm flying to New York Friday morning to meet with investors and won't be back until Sunday."

(Her voice catches) "I can't believe this! You've canceled our last three dates. Is your job really more important than me?"

"Valery, please, it's not like that. I'm at the peak of my career. This isn't just a trip; it's for our future!"

"Our future? George, you're not listening to me! You're working more and more, and we're losing each other. I feel like you don't even care. I don't want to lose you."

"I'm sorry, but that's an overreaction. I can't help that I have to cancel. And let's not forget last year's vacation that you canceled for an important business trip."

(A long silence) "Fine. I get it. Go to New York. We'll talk when you get back."

"Okay. I'll call you later."

*
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"We need to talk. After last night..."

"I think so, too. I'm so sorry things escalated, Valery. But you have to understand, I'm so tired. The job—"

(Softly but firmly) "The job will always be there, but where were you? You were supposed to be home. Instead, you went to the bar with your colleagues. I just asked for this one time..."

"I understand, but—"

"Please, don't interrupt. I've been thinking, and I've decided we need a break. I want you to move out of the villa, just for a while."

"What? You're serious? You want me to leave?"

"Just for a while, George. I need space to breathe. I don't want to lose you, but we're starting to get on each other's nerves. All we do is fight."

"But I—"

"George, if you want to save our marriage, you have to let me do this. You need to focus on your own things—your job, your friends. I'll do the same. This is a break, not a goodbye. Do you understand?"

(Sighs) "Alright, Valery. I understand. A break. I'll give you space, but you'd better be right that this is just a break."

"I'll have your things packed by the time you get home."

"Okay. Goodbye, Valery."

*
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However... Two weeks later...

*
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1. Position Valery



The pages of the open file folder are yellowed before me. The laptop screen flashes, a meeting starting soon. I reach for my ring finger, an empty, cold reflex I haven’t been able to break in four years. The sense of loss still weighs heavily.

The phone rings at the exact moment I least want it to. Aaron’s name flashes on the screen.

"Yes?"

"Mrs. Everest..." the man says in a deep, professional voice.

"Miss Chole," I cut him off immediately.

A silence hangs on the line.

"My apologies, Miss Chole. I only called to remind you my vacation begins today."

"Yes, Aaron, I know," I say, slamming the folder shut and shoving it into a drawer. I stand, heading for the exit with the phone to my ear. "Who will be filling in for you?"

"My brother, Wyatt."

"You have a brother?" I stop in front of the conference room.

"Yes," Aaron laughs.

"Great. I hope he knows how to drive."

Aaron hesitates for a moment, then his laughter rings out louder. "Yes, he does."

"When will you be back?"

"Next week."

"Monday?"

"Yes."

"Then have a pleasant vacation."

"Thank you, Miss Chole."

The line goes silent. I step into the conference room. The models are already seated, waiting quietly. The new face cream gleams on the projector screen. My job is to sell it.

*
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I glance at my watch: 6:00 p.m. My finger again makes its usual motion over the empty space where my ring used to be. I’m exhausted. I turn to the window and see the black BMW pull into the parking lot. At least he’s on time.

I grab my bag and rush toward the door.

"Goodbye, Valery!" Nichita calls after me, waving. "Coffee tomorrow?"

"Sounds good," I grin back at him.

As I enter the elevator, I see my reflection on the mirrored walls: the head of my beauty empire, sitting on the ashes of her marriage at thirty-three. The lift glides downwards. Our brand is at the top, our skincare products are a success, and yet, all I do is sigh.

"Mrs. Everest!" the receptionist shouts after me. I feel like hitting my head against the wall.

I’m not in the mood for anything. The courier is waiting.

"Courier?" I turn back.

A cyclist figure turns toward me.

"Mrs. Everest?"

"Yes."

"I have an invitation for you," he says, pulling out a purple envelope and a folder.

"A new company on the horizon," I mutter to myself. "Could be useful. We're just about to expand."

"Sign here, please," he holds the papers out.

I scribble my signature and take the envelope. It's completely blank. I look at him strangely, and the courier leaves. The glass door of the lobby opens. A tall figure in a suit stands on the steps, with a slightly wide stance and his hands clasped behind his back. Thick hair peeks out from under his chauffeur's cap, and a young, mature face smiles at me.

"Aaron!"

"Wyatt, Miss Chole," he smiles kindly, and my jaw drops. In one motion, he opens the back door of the car.

“I can’t believe it,” I stare at the man. “The height, the chin, the nose... Even the curve of his eyebrows...” I mutter, stepping closer to get in.

“Almost everything, ma’am,” he replies with a smile.

I slump into the seat, my mind completely blown. Wyatt gets in, and I’m still staring at him as he starts the car.

“Are you alright?” he asks quietly, his eyes meeting mine in the rearview mirror.

The same gentle, brown gaze.

“I think so,” I say, and we drive off.

“Aaron didn’t mention you.”

“As far as I know, he did.”

I sigh. “Yes, he did, but... when I heard ‘brother,’ I wasn’t expecting this. He never said he had an identical twin.”

“Does that bother you?” he asks.

I stare out the window. “I don’t think so. What do you do, by the way?”

“Well... I drive, Miss Chole,” he laughs a little.

“Logical,” a smile escapes me, and I look at him again.

He slows down at a red light.

“It’s distracting.”

“What is?”

“It’s hard to believe you’re not Aaron.”

He laughs, then adjusts his shirt sleeve. He reaches for the gear shift, and we move on.

“We’re identical twins, two minutes apart,” he says kindly. “But if you don't believe it's me, give him a call.”

I laugh and give in to the playful game. Video call... Aaron.

I look at my own picture in the little square on my phone, adjusting my bun and the collar of my shirt.

“Miss Chole?” Aaron's voice comes through, and then his image appears. I just stare at him. “Wyatt wasn't late, was he?”

“No...” I start to laugh. My driver is standing there with a beard and a t-shirt, a Check-In sign behind him.

“I was getting worried,” he laughs.

“Dad, who is that?” a little girl's voice pipes up.

“Come say hello to Miss Chole,” the image moves, and a blonde girl with pigtails grins next to Aaron.

“Hi, Miss Chole,” she waves.

“Hi,” I laugh awkwardly, and Aaron moves.

“Is everything okay?”

“It really is,” I laugh. “Like two peas in a pod. You could have told me!”

“My apologies,” Aaron laughs. “I didn't think of it.”

“Never mind,” I laugh. “At least you’ve brightened my day. Have a good trip.”

“Have a pleasant week, Miss Chole.”

The screen goes dark. I just laugh and look forward.

“I guess you haven't met many twins.”

“I have, a couple, but you could always tell them apart.”

“Well, you can tell us apart, too,” Wyatt smiles.

“Maybe...” I laugh. “That little girl is cute.”

“Diana?”

“A beautiful name...”

I stare out the window. Silence falls between us. I just watch the traffic and wonder. I should have had children...

“You’re lost in thought. Is everything alright?”

“I'm just thinking...” I sigh. “If I made a mistake.”

“About what?”

“The divorce.” I lean my head against the window. “How should I have saved my marriage?”

“Alone?”

I snap my head up at the question. I look at Wyatt and say nothing. He looks at me in the rearview mirror.

“Are you married too?”

“No,” comes the answer as he turns the wheel.

“Are you gay?”

“Hmm... no,” he finally states, and I laugh.

“A riddle?”

“No.”

“Are you single?”

“Just taken,” he laughs.

I blush. The car stops. I look out at the villa.

“Would you like to talk more, or should I open the door?”

“I can get out myself,” I snap, reaching for my bag.

“Have a pleasant evening, Miss Chole.”

“Goodbye.”

I open the door. Wyatt just touches his cap, waves, and the car drives away.

Brilliant.

*
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The villa is empty. The huge living room, which usually buzzes during parties, now echoes. My heels click as I head toward the bedroom. I throw down my bag and the purple envelope, then collapse onto the bed. I tiredly look out at the manicured garden and close my eyes.

My phone vibrates in my bag. I open my eyes with difficulty and grope for it. It’s an incoming call from an unknown number.

"Yes?"

"Miss Chole, it's Wyatt. Should I take you to work? I need to get to my next client soon."

"I just got home!" I sit up angrily.

"No. Are you okay? It's Tuesday. It's almost 10:30 a.m."

"What?!" My eyes widen, and I look at my watch. "Oh my God, this can't be true!" I jump out of bed. "Five minutes!" I say, throwing the phone onto the bed.

I rip off my suit and head for the bathroom. A quick shower...

"Brrr, this water is cold!" I dance under the stream, careful not to get my hair wet. "Waa..." but it's time to wake up.

I rub myself with a towel and rush to the closet. Underwear... Don't I have any normal underwear? I look at the fourth thong and sigh.

I put on a snow-white suit with a blue shirt underneath. I twist my hair into a bun and look in the mirror. Hmm. My makeup from yesterday survived. Great.

Grabbing my bag, I see the purple envelope underneath. Oh, this too! I head out.

*
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When I get to the front of the villa, Wyatt is already opening the car door.

"Good morning, Miss Chole," he greets.

"Hi, Wyatt," I plop into the seat, and he laughs.

When he gets in, I’m still grinning at him.

"Is everything alright?" he asks as we drive away.

"Of course," I look out the window, then at the envelope in my hand. "Well, let's see what this is..." I open it and pull out a sheet of glossy purple paper with gold letters.

"Wow... This is another invitation. Great." I make a face. "My week is getting busier."

"A change of plans, Miss Chole?" he asks.

"No. It's already too much. The plans aren't changing. Especially..." I look at the paper and wave it away. "What the hell is a Wicca night?" I ask.

"Should I know?" he replies, watching the road.

"No. Of course not! I don't know either," I huff and keep reading.

We invite you with sincere respect to a private event, the Wicca evening, starting on August 8th at the Shadow's Club. As always, complete confidentiality is assured. The evening ends on the 10th. Accommodation and catering are also provided. Only your presence matters. The experience is guaranteed. We count on your participation, The Lord of the Shadow World.

I burst out laughing.

"I have never seen such an impersonal invitation in my life," I say.

We turn a corner, and I pull out my phone. Google search: Wicca.

"Oh, my God," I grin. "Listen to this: 'Wicca is a modern Pagan religion found in many countries around the world. It was first popularized in 1954 by the British Gerald Gardner. Wicca is not an institutionalized religion, and the beliefs and rituals of individual followers and groups can vary greatly, but most are characterized by a belief in two deities, the Goddess and the God, as well as adherence to the Wiccan Rede ('An it harm none, do what ye will') and the belief in the 'Law of Threefold Return,' and the performance of magical rituals.'" I laugh. "All I need is a weekend with a cult. What is this world coming to?" I look out the window as we slow down at a light. "Goddess and God..." I giggle.

"Are you going?" comes the question.

"Pardon?" I turn to Wyatt.

"I need to know if the plans change."

"Do I look like I'm twenty?"

"No, ma'am," he smiles in the mirror, and I laugh. "But you are quite beautiful."

"I make an effort for it... The plans aren't changing. I have to be at B'Perfect on Sunday. Hanie is holding an auction to support children with cancer." I look out the window, and we drive off. "At least that was a normal invitation," I say, looking at the purple paper and the small QR code on it. "Hmm..."

"Did you book your Sunday trip?"

"No," I huff. "They're coming to pick me up."

"I see, ma'am," Wyatt nods in the mirror, and we stop in front of the business center. "Have a pleasant day. I'll be here at six."

"Goodbye," I say, getting out.

The car growls as Wyatt drives back into traffic. He's probably late for his next client. I make a face; that wasn't nice of me.

And I walk into the building.

*
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Nichita is already at the door. She doesn't even let me get to my office; she grabs my arm right away.

"You're late!" she says, laughing.

"As far as I know, I come and go as I please."

"Oh, the unattached businesswoman," she laughs, pulling me toward the cafe. "So, what's life like without George?" she asks when we sit down and I put my bag on the table.

"Peaceful."

"Another guy?"

"No..." I laugh as our coffee arrives.

"Don't you miss him?" she asks, and I just stare into space. "You were together for a few years, after all."

"A few years..." I smile and take a sip of my coffee. "A few years..."

"The good thing is that you're not tied down to him. You can do whatever you want."

"Work," I say. "Maybe that was the biggest problem."

"The job?"

"The goals," I mutter. "He always wanted to travel and have a family, and I had to deal with the company. The parties, the commercials, maintaining good relationships with existing investors... you know..." I wave it away.

Nichita just nods.

"Is it better this way?"

Hmm... What a question.

"Couldn't there have been... some compromise?"

"Compromise?!" I look at her, and Nichita nods. "No! That works when it's about whether to buy Boss perfume because I like it, or if I should wear a thong because he likes that." I grumble at her, then laugh. "But when a five-year-old business and a family are on the scale, there's no room for compromise."

Nichita is silent for a while.

"Not even if you love him?"

I look at her, and a silly question flashes in my mind: "Alone?"

"What is love, Nichi?" I ask softly, looking out the window.

"Beats me. You were married," she laughs, and I smile.

"Yeah..."

"You know, maybe a relationship doesn't even need love."

"It doesn't matter, because every relationship asks for sacrifice."

"Mine doesn't," she shrugs.

"If Jeff asked you to quit your career and travel to Mexico, would you do it?"

"Yeah," she grins, raising her coffee cup. "As long as he has enough money."

Yeah, right.

I laugh.

"But let's say he does."

"Well then," she leans closer to me, "I'm sorry, my dear boss lady friend, but from tomorrow, I'll be waiting for you to have coffee in Mexico." I lose it. I grin. "But of course, Jeff doesn't have enough money to take me on vacation, let alone change our lives."

"Lives?"

"Look, Jeff is really good in bed. You know..." she laughs.

"Let's change the subject..."

"Oh..." Nichita leans closer. "Were there problems under the covers?"

I don't answer. I just look at her. I won't tell her that lately I've just been exhausted and that our intimate moments were a chore.

"Wicca," I say the word, and Nichita's eyes widen as she starts to laugh.

"Oh, I'll show you some pictures," she takes out her phone. "I loved it."

"You know what that is?"

"A new kind of religion. It's like... back to nature," Nichita laughs and shows me her Instagram.

"Oh, I've seen these," I say, looking at a picture of her with a floral wreath on her head.

"And these?" she hands me her phone.

I look at her dancing around a campfire in a white dress. Laughing freely, without makeup. Eating rice with her hands.

"The famous Katy organized it. There was an email about it." Those are the emails I usually ignore. "Best girls' weekend of my life. No phones, no guys, just us and nature..." she takes her phone back. "It’s totally relaxing."

I just raise my eyebrows.

"Interesting. I thought it was some kind of cult." Nichita just laughs.

"Of course not! It did me so much good. The best part was finally being able to scream out my anger." she whispers. "Uh-huh... It's a good thing I was with complete strangers and they don't know who my aunt Christine, my mom, and Jeff are."

Okay then... I finish my coffee and stand up.

"Maybe I'll try it."

"What?" Nichita walks after me.

"I got one of those Wicca invitations."

"Awesome!" she links her arm in mine. "Liberation..." she waves her hand in front of me as if casting a spell. "It’ll do you good."

*
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The meetings and the hours fly by. Then my phone rings. George's name flashes on the screen.

"Yes?"

"You're not serious, Val," I hear the frustration in his voice.

"I am."

"We only said we'd take a break!"

"Yes, I know..." I spin in my chair. "But this break is good for me, George."

Silence. Then he continues:

"But I miss you."

I look out the window and see the black car arrive. I just sigh.

"I'm not signing the papers," he states.

I grab my head.

"But it'll be better."

"A break is a break!" he raises his voice.

"I'm with someone!" I snap, and he falls silent.

"What?"

"George, I want a divorce. Sign the damn papers!" And I hang up.

What a great lie. I hope he doesn't dwell on it.

*
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"Ma'am," Wyatt greets with a nod and opens the car door as my phone rings again.

"Aren't you going to answer?" he asks, but I'm just looking at the screen. George.

"No," I state, leaning back.  "My plans have changed," I tell Wyatt when he gets into the car.

"In what way, ma'am?"

"On Friday, please pick me up at 7:30 and take me to the Shadows Hostess Club."

Wyatt enters the new address on the tablet. "Elmont, New York – Shadows," the map loads. "That's twenty kilometers from here, ma'am. Half an hour."

"Great." My phone rings again.

"Stop it already!" I reject the call.

"Is someone bothering you?" Wyatt asks.

"My ex-husband."

"Do you want me to help?"

"Pardon?" I ask, and Wyatt smiles in the mirror.

"Or you could just turn off your phone."

"I can't, it's for work," I show him my phone, and it rings again.

"Give it to me," he reaches back his hand, slowing down at a red light.

He looks at the screen, lets it ring a little longer, then answers the call. "Hello," he says, but his voice is different—foreign, diplomatic. The blood rushes to my face. A short silence. "No, Valery is... occupied," he states. "Can I help you perhaps?" The phone beeps. "Oh," he looks at the screen, "he hung up." He looks at me in the mirror, and a wide smile appears on his lips.

He hands my phone back, and all I can do is smile. "What the hell was that?"

"I asked if I could help," Wyatt says as he drives off.

"I heard," I laugh and look out the window.

"He probably thinks you've moved on now."

"Yeah..." I sigh. "I'm trying..." I mutter, but my hand is on my ring finger.

Wyatt is already turning into the housing estate. I wipe away a tear.

"Is everything alright?" he asks, but I don't answer. "Would you like to talk more?" I don't answer that either, just put my phone away and look for my keys.

"A relationship requires at least two people..."

"I know," I snap back. "That's not my problem. It's just..." I huff.

"Can I finish my thought, ma'am?"

"Go on," I gesture to him.

"A relationship requires two people, with needs that complement each other for a shared goal."

What? I just stare at Wyatt in the mirror, but he's looking to the side and slowly pulls up in front of the villa.

"I don't understand," I look at him, and he glances at me in the mirror. He's smiling.

"Yes, you do."

"I'm not lacking anything," I state. His lips press together. "It's just..."

"Everything can be replaced. The reflex is hard to beat..." he says, and I look at him. "Your hand," he nods. "Just put a ring on it," he says kindly.

I look at my left hand.

"What's that called?" he searches for the word. "You know, the double ring that spins."

"A spinner ring?"

"That's it!" he holds up his index finger.

And I look at my hand.

"Good idea," I note, and open the door.

"Have a pleasant day, Miss Chole."

"Goodbye, Wyatt."

*
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I sink into the bathtub and browse my phone. It's no use. I don't know. Am I making the right decision?

*
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Wednesday

I stand in front of the mirror, smoothing down my white jacket and twisting my hair into a bun. The car pulls up in front of the villa, and I head out immediately.

*
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"Good morning, ma'am," Wyatt nods and smiles. "Did you sleep well?"

"I'll manage. I was looking over a few contracts that need to be re-priced..."

We start off in our usual rhythm. I glance up at Wyatt from time to time, but he's focused on the road.

"You look tired," I remark, opening my laptop.

"I missed my morning coffee," he says.

"Let's get one," I go into my emails. "I'll need one too. By the way, do you have a lot of clients?" I ask, and he sighs.

"Yes, now that I've taken over Aaron's too," he notes.

"It's strange," I look up at him.

"What is?"

"This company. Before the divorce, I never thought about it."

"Your husband drove?"

"Yeah," I laugh, looking at the screen. B'Perfect... "Thinking about it, this is better."

"Why?"

"I don't have to worry about the car. Parking, insurance..."

"It's more convenient..." Wyatt concludes.

"It is," I laugh.

"Coffee from here?" he slows down next to a cafe.

"Wait," I say and start typing.

Wyatt gets out, and the car door clicks. I look up. I watch him; he glances back and winks. I don't get it, but a strange figure in baggy clothes and fake jewelry stops in front of the car, scratching his nose. He gets closer, but turns at a sharp whistle. When I look to the side, Wyatt waves him away, moving his index finger in a "no" gesture. Then he takes two coffees from the woman.

It only takes a few moments for the lock to click again and for him to get back in. The heavenly smell of coffee opens my eyes, and I reach for it.

"The client's safety comes first," Wyatt says, and puts his coffee in the cup holder.

"Ooh..." I say, holding my coffee with both hands, and I'm already taking a sip.

We slow down before downtown, and I close my laptop.

"Thanks for the coffee," I raise the half-full cup.

"Have an easy day, Miss Chole."

"Valery," I say, and grin.

"Valery," Wyatt says my name, and I get out.

"Goodbye."

Hmm... I laugh to myself, then head to the office.

*
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The ring...

I twist it on my finger while listening to Dr. Arrivée's results. I spin it again.

"So who's the next test subject?"

"The apple."

"Apple?!" I ask in shock, and Arrivée holds up an apple.

"The apple."

I read the emails, while my thumb spins the ring. Hmm... I look at it. Wyatt was right.

*
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The car arrives. I look at my phone, then head down the stairs. Wyatt gets out quickly, but I'm already opening the door.

"Was I late, perhaps?" he asks when he gets back in.

"No, Aaron doesn't usually open doors," I say, reading my phone.

Wyatt is silent for a moment. He looks at me in the rearview mirror.

"Miss Chole, is something bothering you?"

"Miss Chole..." I repeat.

"A contract..." I say, looking at the numbers as the car drives off. "I have to look over the whole four years again... George's nitpicking with numbers would be useful now," I huff and scroll through the page. "Oh, my God, so many numbers..."

"Don't you have a contract accountant?" Wyatt asks.

"I do. But he's busy," I huff and squeeze my eyes shut. "Whatever..." I take out my laptop.

Silence falls between us. The car slows down, then I hear the sound of the gear shift, and we move off.

A few minutes later, the car slows down again, then stops. Wyatt doesn't say anything. I highlight in yellow, add a comment, then close the laptop.

"Have a pleasant evening, Miss Chole."

"Goodbye," and I get out of the car.

I'm sitting on the living room sofa, in nothing but my panties and a t-shirt. I chew on my ballpoint pen. The total on the calculator doesn't match the one on the laptop. I start over, maybe I skipped something.

*
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I brush my teeth and look in the mirror. My eyes are red. I reach for eye drops, and two drops cause a cool, stinging sensation. I'm ready. I found the problem. One of my lab employees had doubled the invoice every December. I just don't know if it was on purpose or by accident.

*
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As soon as I open the door, Wyatt is already opening the car door. "Good morning, ma'am."

"Good morning," I say to him, and just grin.

As I get in, the smell of coffee hits me. In the small armrest cup holder is a brown, covered cup.

"You'd be a good husband, Wyatt," I laugh when he gets in.

Wyatt smiles. "You think so?"

"Oh, yes..." I grin. I take a sip of coffee. "The type who knows his place."

"Where?" the question pops out of him.

"Just... to be," I laugh.

"A strange answer."

"Yeah," I laugh at myself, and take another sip of coffee.

"Did you finish reviewing the accounting?"

"Oh, yes," I sigh heavily. "Cameron Down is flying today," I huff and look out the window.

"Sounds like a ruthless decision. Where exactly is she flying? To the afterlife, or to Europe?"

I just look straight ahead and see Wyatt's smile in the rearview mirror. Laughter bursts out of me. I stifle it and accidentally jolt my hand, spilling the coffee.

"There," I say, looking at my white skirt.

"Oh, did you stain it?"

"No," I say, but continue to laugh. "I'm firing her... I'm not killing her."

"I thought so," Wyatt smiles and slows down before downtown. "Have a pleasant day, Miss Chole."

"Goodbye, Wyatt."

*
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A twenty-eight-year-old girl stands in front of me in a snow-white lab coat, her hair in a bun. She looks at me, crying. I lean against the glass desk and spin the ring. "I needed the money..."

I sigh. "Why didn't you ask for help?"

She just shakes her head, then shrugs. "I need this job..."

I just huff. I start walking toward the window. "Is your son alright?"

"Yes, ma'am..." comes the soft answer.

I hold my head. I watch the traffic below and process Cameron's words. The extra money was for her son's hospital treatment. I understand, but... I shake my head.

"Go back to work," I tell her.

There's no answer. I turn around. As I do, she hugs me tightly. I feel her crying, and she doesn't say a word, just hugs.

"Alright, that's enough," I say, and she slowly lets go. She wipes away her tears and leaves. "Next time, tell me!" I call after her. She looks back and nods.

*
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The door opens in front of me again. "Ma'am," Wyatt greets me, and I laugh.

"I'm going to miss this," I say when I get in.

"What?"

"This..." I wave my hand in the air.

"Etiquette?" Wyatt asks, and I look at him. Etiquette?

"He knows how to give feedback."

"Yeah," I grin, but I chew on the word: Etiquette?

"So, where did Miss Cameron fly to?"

"Back to the lab," I take out my laptop.

"Oh. How so?"

"Her son has leukemia... She needed the extra money for his treatment."

"That's a very generous decision of you," Wyatt remarks, and I look up at him. His smile is pleasant.

"I'm not a cruel boss," I sigh, logging into my emails. "Just a little tired."

"I understand..."

The car slows down. "Have a pleasant afternoon, Miss Chole."

I get out. "Goodbye, Wyatt," I call back.

*
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Just one more day... Hmm... I look at the envelope on the nightstand. On my phone, the description of Wicca again... Nichi's Instagram... Some Arctic shaman music is playing on YouTube. I laugh. Okay, this will be good.

Do I need to bring anything?

I stand in front of the mirror, smoothing down my white shirt. I doubt it.

*
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Wyatt opens the door with a kind smile. "Ma'am, how did you sleep?"

"Tolerably..." I huff as I get into the car.

The AC is already cooling me down, and the heavenly scent of coffee puts a smile on my face.

"You really would be a good husband, Wyatt," I say.

"For you?" he asks as he starts the car.

For me? Hmm... I laugh and drink my coffee.

"It's a shame you're not single, I might hit on you..." I mutter, and I see him staring at me in the rearview mirror, then he smiles.

"You're loyal, right?" I ask, but he doesn't answer. We turn a corner.

I sip my coffee and laugh, looking out the window. "George was my first guy... the very first... I'm pathetic..." I huff.

"I don't think so."

"I am," I snap. "My parents' damned upbringing..." I grumble. "And what was the result? A damn unhappy life."

"Just loyal, ma'am... a very rare virtue in today's world."

"Loyal..." I smile. "Stupid."

"Do you regret it?"

"Oh... I have no idea," I sigh. "It's just... how many girls have you been with?" I ask.

He looks at me in the rearview mirror.

"I'm not going to answer that."

"You don't have to. Because it's not the first, that's for sure," I drink my coffee and hum.

Wyatt just gives a half-smile. "You know, it's like flying."

"Flying?"

"Sex and marriage."

"Sex?!" he asks, his voice louder, but he doesn't follow.

"You're nervous about what it'll be like, if it will hurt? Will it feel good? How long will it last? You're scared, and then... you're disappointed."

"Disappointed?" Wyatt asks.

"Yeah. Sex is boring... There's too much hype around it, all the big stories about super orgasms and 'oh, you're going to end up with a baby.' The guy puts on a condom, puts it in, and at the end, he comes. If he does it right, there's a little orgasm. Sometimes it's 'wow,' but you have to work hard and concentrate for that. And marriage is a handcuff that robs you of your freedom."

Wyatt just looks at me, pondering. "So to be a good husband, I have to work hard in bed, and ultimately not be your husband, meaning without the handcuff of marriage," he says, and I just look at him in the mirror. "And open doors and bring coffee. For you," he adds, laughing.

"Essentially, yes," I laugh as he slows down before downtown.

He shakes his head. "Have a pleasant day, Miss Chole. I'll see you at 7:30, destination: Shadows, New York."

"Yes," I snap back, and grab my bag.

"And back from there?" he asks, and I stop. Oh. I'll manage. The app doesn't allow weekend bookings.

"If you'd like, I can come get you," Wyatt says.

I smile. "You have a party to go to tonight."

"Right..." he's right. It would be good not to have to worry about the return trip. "Could you come for me?"

Wyatt selects Sunday on the app—address: Shadows NYC - Elmont.

"What time?"

"The invitation says it will end in the morning."

"Seven a.m.?"

"I think that will be fine," I smile.

My phone chimes. Ride booking. Aug 10. 7:00 a.m. - Route: Shadows NYC - Elmont. Driver: Wyatt Stanley. Car: BMW X3. License plate: NYC 133.

Hmm. I just smile and get out. "Thank you, goodbye."

*
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I look at Hanie's invitation. She's auctioning off drawings by an artist named Demi. The pictures are really powerful. My phone rings again. George. I can't believe this.

"Yes?"

"Can you talk?"

"No," I reply, bored, and he sighs.

"Val, please... just let's try again. We've been through so much... This is just a small hiccup."

I look out the window and hold my head. "You don't have anyone, Val..." he smiles. I can see his beautiful smile in my mind. "I know we have a joint account. I know you've been using a driving service for a month." I close my eyes. "You're a workaholic. I know you don't have anyone. Please... please, Val..."

I burst into tears: "Sign the papers, George!"

"No..." I hear his smile. "Not yet. I'm coming to get you today; let's go to dinner and talk about what we need to work on. Let's compromise."

"Compromise?" I ask softly. "No... My whole weekend is booked."

"Then on Monday?"

"Maybe," and I hang up.

Maybe... I swallow my tears and twist the ring on my finger. Maybe...

*
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I close my laptop when the black car stops in front of the center. I smile.

"Ma'am," Wyatt nods and opens the door. I stop in front of him and look up.

"Yes?" he asks, and I pat his cheek.

"I really like you," I say. His face first tenses, then he smiles. "It's a shame you're taken!" I slump into the car, and the door closes.

The drive to New York is quiet. The traffic isn't bad. I answer a few more emails, then we slow down. The noise of the New York traffic is distracting. I look out the window. After a few damned traffic lights and climbs, I look at the map in front of Wyatt.

"Right..."

"I see it," he says and turns off the main road.

The parking lot in front of the nondescript building is full. "Looks like we've arrived," Wyatt says, and I look up at the building. "Shadow's Hostess Club," I read.

"Well, it's not a hotel, even though they said it's all-inclusive."

"Some things aren't what they seem. This building is quite large," Wyatt says, looking up at the three-story building.

I put down my laptop, and I look at it too. "True," I say.

Wyatt gets out and walks around the car with long strides. He opens my door. How that always cheers me up! "Thank you."

"Have a pleasant weekend, Miss Chole," he says.

I look at him. "Sunday morning, same place."

"Alright. Goodbye, Wyatt," I say, and start walking up the steps.

At the reception, a red-headed woman stands in a white shirt with a bow tie. "Welcome to the Shadow's Club!"

"Hello," I wave with the purple envelope. "I have one of these."

"Oh, excellent," the girl says sweetly and holds up a scanner. "The code, please."

"Right away," I take out the purple paper and hold it out to her.

The scanner lights up. The girl looks at the screen. "Mrs. Valery Everest," she reads, then, "I apologize, Miss Chole," she looks at me, and I nod. "Excellent. Your room is thirty-three, on the first floor. Do you have any luggage?" she looks over the counter, but I just hold up my laptop bag. "Well, that stays here," she says, placing a purple box in front of me.

"Pardon?"

"Your watch, gadgets, laptop, and phone all stay," she says kindly.

I just look at this girl. "Please," she gestures to the box.

I take out my phone. I look at it. A very bad feeling comes over me when I take off my watch. I put it down, but the phone... I can't put it down... "I have to have my phone on me..."

"Please, put it in the box."

I put down the phone, then the laptop bag.

"Thank you," the girl says, taking it, sealing it with a sticker, and handing me a pen. "Sign here!" And I sign the sticker on the box. "Alright," she says, putting the box under the counter and holding out a paper to me. "Miss Chole," she says my name seriously, "have a seat over there and read this. I'll get you a coffee," she gestures to the red armchairs, and I turn around.

God, I sink into this armchair. The coffee is in front of me, and its aroma is already waking up my tired brain. The paper in my hand describes the Wicca evening. Location: NYC Shadows Hostess Club - Event organizer: Adriana Shadow. The invited guests are the results of a profile analyzer - Natural - random program, as well as those who applied on the club's service app. I read it. I read every line. The program's title: ME. Now, this is starting to get really weird.

Every event and action that takes place on club premises and by the club's service provider is confidential, and I give my prior consent to this. Name of current guest: Valery Chole. Gender: female. Heterosexual. Sexual profile: submissive 80% - dominant 20%.

This is where I start to wonder. What is happening? Everything that happens at the Wicca evening is for Valery's ME development... Meals and full board. Medical care, if needed. Hmm...

I drink the coffee and read it again. I don't have my phone, I don't understand a few things here... but a flash of naked dancing around a campfire comes to mind. Yeah...

I go back to the counter. "Delicious coffee," I remark and put down the paper.

"We have our own supplier," the girl says, putting the pen in front of me. I sign it.

"The number one is for your Master," the girl says.

"Master?" I ask. "You mean the hostess?"

"Yes," the girl smiles and hands me a key.

"A man?! This isn't a girls' night?" I ask, frightened, and the girl points toward the stairs.

"Well, it's a Wicca evening. And the Master is your guide, Miss Chole."

"I see..." I groan with difficulty. I have a stomach ache. "The Master is my guide... a man..."

"Yes."

"Is he at least good-looking?" I ask in my misery, but then I realize I've signed a damn confidentiality agreement. The girl shrugs. You don't know, or you can't tell me?

"Please, head to your room. The evening begins at nine."

Great. I start walking up the stairs. The carpet is so soft it silently swallows my footsteps. On the first floor, there are two doors, eleven and thirty-three. I put the key in the lock and turn it. The strange, soft sound comes unexpectedly. The scent of a morning forest embraces me. My jaw drops. The air is fresh, too. As if a breeze is flowing. The distant sound of birds... in front of me, the waking crown of the sun... Is it dawn or dusk? I ask myself as I take off my shoes. On a small table, fruits are resting. A simple bed, on it a purple, hooded cloak. Next to it a snow-white dress... and a paper.
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