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      Manhattan Desires

      Had she genuinely embarked on a three-way relationship? What hidden truths lay behind their tender smiles?

      

      Tangled Up

      When a chance encounter ignites a passionate exploration of desire, boundaries blur, and secrets unravel in an unforgettable night of sensual discovery.

      

      Sapphic Heat

      In this world of silk and steel, every whimper is a victory, every broken gasp a testament to their intoxicating power play.

      

      Sultry Nights

      With every stolen glance, every whispered confession, and every breathless surrender, they cross into territory where pleasure knows no rules—and neither do they.

      

      Private Tutoring

      Jacqueline embarks on a thrilling, and often clumsy, journey of self-discovery. She begins delving into the tantalizing world of BDSM.

      

      Forbidden Fruit

      A scorching tale of lesbian BDSM, power play, and self-discovery.

      

      Tempted by her Mentor

      Will Jacqueline's bold exploration of her identity and sexuality lead to the electrifying connection she's been longing for?

      

      Ladies Pavilion unfurls as a decadent historical romance in gaslit Regency England—where desire burns brighter than candlelight.
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      Ava jolted awake, her heart racing. Is it truly possible to love more than one person equally?

      She looked over at the two sleeping beauties entwined in her sheets, their bare limbs intertwined, faces blissfully peaceful.

      Had she genuinely embarked on a three-way relationship? What hidden truths lay behind their tender smiles?
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      Ava Montgomery’s fingertips traced the gallery wall with deliberate slowness, the textured white paint whispering against her skin like a lover’s breath. The space pulsed with the last throes of preparation—the low, rhythmic hum of track lighting being tuned to just the right warmth, the hushed rustle of interns carrying portfolios like secrets, the sharp snap of black velvet drapes unfurling like a promise. Her gaze devoured the emerging collection: bold, geometric abstractions pressed against liquid-smooth figurative studies, each piece arranged with the precision of a kiss placed just below the ear.

      She paused beside Marco, the newest installer, as he crouched to adjust a bronze sculpture, his fingers brushing the metal with reverence. The way his biceps flexed beneath his rolled-up sleeves wasn’t lost on her, but neither was the tremor in his grip.

      “The patina on this piece drinks the light from the east,” she murmured, sinking to her knees beside him, close enough that the heat of her thigh might have grazed his if he’d dared to shift. Her green eyes followed the shadows pooling in the sculpture’s curves, the oxidized surface glinting like sweat on skin. “Rotate it fifteen degrees—toward the Klimt homage. Let it hunger for that gold leaf.”

      When he hesitated, her hand found his shoulder, fingers pressing just firm enough to feel the tension in his muscles coil tighter. “You matched the base to the floor’s undertones perfectly,” she purred, her voice a slow drag of silk. “That kind of attention to detail…” A beat. A breath. “It’s why I chose you.”

      Further down the corridor, Lily—the intern curator—stood frozen before a wall label draft, her chest rising and falling in shallow, nervous waves. Ava plucked the paper from her trembling fingers, their hands brushing just long enough to make Lily’s breath hitch. “Post-modern deconstruction of patriarchal iconography?” Ava’s eyebrow arched, her lips curling as Lily’s face flushed with recognition. “We talked about this yesterday, didn’t we?” Her thumb traced the edge of the revised text, slow, deliberate, as if teasing the spine of a book—or a lover’s collarbone. “The female gaze as both weapon and caress.” Her voice dropped, rich and dark as aged wine. “Yes. That’s the bite of it.”

      The fifth room stole her breath entirely.

      Between two slashes of neon graffiti—vibrant as the gasp of a kiss—hung a single oil painting: a woman’s back arched in something between ecstasy and ruin, her body rendered in thick, greedy strokes of impasto that made the air thicken. Violet and indigo swirled where her shoulder blades should have been, the exact hues Ava had drowned in during those 3 AM sessions, hunched over spreadsheets in the gallery’s infancy, a cigarette burning between her fingers, ash falling like confessions. The phantom scent of smoke curled through her memory now, bitter and familiar, and her knuckles paled against the wall. They’d told her a woman couldn’t build an empire on instinct and nerve. They’d been wrong. Mostly.

      Her phone buzzed against her hip, Cassie’s ringtone spilling into the silence—the opening bars of that Indigo Girls cover they’d once sung drunk and breathless at their senior talent show, bodies pressed close, lips brushing during the chorus like an accident neither had corrected.

      “Tell me you’re not still obsessing over the font sizes on the cocktail napkins,” Cassie’s voice spilled into her ear, warm and knowing, the way her hands had been that night in Barcelona, sliding up Ava’s thighs under the tablecloth.

      Ava’s shoulders loosened just enough to let the tension unspool. “They’re not cocktail napkins⁠—”

      “—they’re erotic textual artifacts, yes, darling, I’ve read your grant proposals.” A rustle, the sound of Cassie shifting the phone to her shoulder, the clink of a spoon against ceramic—Earl Grey, two sugars, the way Ava liked it when she stole sips. “Did you at least eat today? I can hear your ribs rattling from here.”

      Ava’s fingers twitched toward the memory of stolen pastry. “I liberated a croissant from the caterer’s sample tray.”

      “Stolen carbs.” Cassie’s laugh was a slow, smoky thing. “How très scandal.” Another clink, the sound of tea being stirred like a thought too dangerous to voice. “Thursday’s still on, then? I want to hear about Jade’s new series before the vultures descend. I’ve been dreaming about it.”

      Ava’s reflection flickered across the painting as she turned, her silhouette bleeding into the bruised purples and fever-gold of the canvas. “You know I can’t play favorites.”

      “Please.” Cassie’s voice dropped, a velvet whisper. “You’ve been obsessed with her work since Berlin. I remember how you looked at that piece—‘The Unraveling’—like you wanted to lick the paint off the canvas.”

      Ava’s throat went dry. True enough. Jade’s art did something dangerous to the air—charged it, thickened it, made it taste like salt and skin and the slow drag of silk slipping off bare shoulders. But Cassie didn’t need the details. Not yet. “Bring decent champagne,” Ava deflected, her voice rougher than she intended. “The last bottle you opened tasted like finals week tequila and bad decisions.”

      Their laughter tangled together, familiar as the layout of the gallery, as the way Cassie’s fingers had once mapped the dip of Ava’s waist. As the call ended, Ava’s thumb lingered on the screen’s fading glow, the painting watching her with its bruised, hungry colors. She straightened her blazer, palms pressing flat against her thighs until the tremor in her hands stilled.

      The triptych on the south wall caught her eye next—three panes of fractured light slicing through oil-slick shadows, the kind of thing that made her think of teeth on skin, of breath held too long. Then her phone vibrated again, Cassie’s face filling the screen, steam curling around her like a halo, her lips parted as if she’d just been caught mid-thought.

      “Don’t make me remind you of Barcelona,” Cassie murmured, her voice layered with the rhythmic click of her keyboard, the sound of nails—painted that sinful red Ava loved—tapping against the keys. A loose strand of blonde hair clung to the curve of her neck, damp from the steam of her tea. “When was your last proper date? And don’t count that Swiss collector who tried to buy you with truffles and a Rolex.”

      Ava’s stomach tightened. She remembered the way his cufflinks had glinted under the gallery lights—cold, precise, nothing like the heat of Cassie’s hands.
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      The air thrummed with something darker than conversation, a bass note beneath the crystalline chime of champagne flutes and the wet, hushed appraisals of lips parting over art. Ava stood framed in the gallery’s steel doorway, her palm pressed flat against the cool metal, fingers splayed as if testing the temperature of the room—or the temperature of her own skin. Another wave of arrivals spilled in, their perfumed heat brushing past her, and she let her gaze linger just a second too long on the curve of a collector’s throat, the way his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed her name.

      "Marco," she murmured, stepping into the path of the silver-haired critic, her thumb already tracing the inside of his wrist before he could offer it. His pulse jumped beneath her touch. "Your review of the Bianchi collection kept me awake for three nights straight." Her lips curved as she guided him toward the indigo-slashed canvas, her hip grazing his just enough to make his breath hitch. "Wait until you see what we’ve done with negative space in the east wing. The way the light... licks the edges."

      She moved through the crowd like a current, each brush of her body against silk and wool leaving a wake of flushed skin and stalled sentences. When Mrs. Petrovich seized her wrist—manicured nails digging in like claws—Ava didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned in, her breath warm against the older woman’s ear. "But where would we be without the mess, darling?" Her free hand plucked a canapé from a passing tray, fingers lingering just a second too long against the server’s knuckles. "Chaos is what makes the structure sing. Don’t you want to hear it moan?"

      The room’s energy shifted before the door even opened. Conversations faltered mid-sentence, throats tightening, glasses pausing halfway to lips. Then—there. Jade Romano stood haloed in the industrial sconces’ amber glow, her crimson curls backlit into a corona of fire, the dried cerulean streaks on her forearms like the aftermath of a lover’s grip. The air itself seemed to thicken, charged and humid, as Ava’s clipboard slipped against her thigh. She inhaled sharply—turpentine, bergamot, the salt of skin—and her nipples tightened beneath the ivory blazer.

      Their eyes met across twenty feet of polished concrete.

      Jade’s mouth curved, slow and deliberate, her paint-stained thumb dragging across her lower lip with a wet, deliberate sound. Ava’s pulse hammered against the collar of her blazer, her thighs pressing together beneath the slit of her skirt. She had studied every provocative brushstroke of Jade’s centerpiece, had traced the lines of it in her mind late at night, fingers restless between her own legs. But nothing—nothing—had prepared her for the live wire crackle of Jade’s presence, the way it vibrated through the gallery’s sterile air like a finger drawn up the inside of a thigh.

      "You look," Jade said when Ava finally reached her, voice rough as sandpaper against silk, "exactly like someone who thinks she knows what she’s getting into."

      Ava’s laugh came out breathless, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. "And what am I getting into, Ms. Romano?"

      Jade stepped closer. Up close, her irises held flecks of gold that matched the chains around her neck, the ones that Ava suddenly, viscerally, wanted to taste between her teeth. "That depends." Jade’s gaze dropped to Ava’s mouth, then lower, to the rapid rise and fall of her chest. She gestured toward her controversial centerpiece—a twisted bronze sculpture swarmed by blood-red glass shards, the kind of thing that made throats tighten and skin prick with heat. "You tell me. Does this read as ‘feminine rage’… or does it make you wet ?"

      Ava’s breath hitched. "The teeth," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. She didn’t look away from Jade’s face, couldn’t, even as her skin burned with the weight of that golden gaze. "They’re what make it dangerous. Like something that could bite back. That could sink in and not let go."

      Jade’s finger traced an idle pattern in the air near Ava’s shoulder, close enough that she could feel the heat of her skin without touching. "Danger requires consent, doesn’t it?" Her smirk deepened, lips parting just enough to glimpse the tip of her tongue. "A safe word. Boundaries." She leaned in, her breath hot against Ava’s ear. "Do you usually invite predators into your pristine white cages, Ms. Montgomery? Or do you just like watching them pace ?"

      A waiter materialized between them with flutes of prosecco, the interruption a physical jolt. Ava took two, her fingers trembling as she handed one to Jade, careful—not to touch her, but to almost touch her, to let the space between their skin hum with the promise of contact. "Only the ones who promise to play nicely with others."

      "Ah, but where’s the fun in that?" Jade’s glass clicked against hers, their eyes locked over the rims as they drank. A drop of prosecco escaped the corner of Jade’s mouth, tracing a slow, deliberate path down her throat. Ava’s gaze followed it, her own tongue thick with the taste of want. She imagined leaning in. Licking it away. Feeling Jade’s pulse jump beneath her lips.

      Across the room, someone called Ava’s name. She hesitated, the gallery owner warring with the woman whose skin still prickled from Jade’s phantom touch, whose thighs ached with the memory of a voice like rough silk.

      "Go," Jade purred, backing toward the shadowed alcove where her artwork throbbed under violet spotlights, the glass shards catching the light like shattered kisses. "We’ll have our dance." Her smile was all teeth, all promise. "Though I should warn you—I lead. And I like when my partners struggle ."
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      The champagne flute felt suddenly fragile in Ava’s grip, condensation slick against her palm as the air behind her shifted—charged, like the moment before a storm breaks. She turned just enough to catch the parting of the crowd, the ripple of sharp tailoring cutting through the kaleidoscope of silk and velvet. Lila Davenport’s entrance was a study in precision: midnight-blue Armani jacket nipped at the waist, trousers breaking just so over stiletto ankle boots, the kind that could leave marks if pressed hard enough. Her gaze swept the room like a curator assessing a collection—lingering when it found Ava, and the wildfire glow of Jade beside her.

      "Darling." Lila’s voice cut through the gallery’s hum, a blade wrapped in velvet. "You’ve outdone yourself tonight." She extended a hand, weighted by a single emerald ring, its facets catching the light as Ava accepted the greeting. Lila’s fingers lingered—half a heartbeat too long—her thumb brushing the inside of Ava’s wrist, sending a jolt up her arm. "Though I suppose credit belongs to your provocateur here." Her eyes slid to Jade, dark and assessing. "That installation near the vestibule—teeth suspended in resin, wasn’t it? Deliciously feral. I can almost feel them grazing my skin."

      Jade’s laugh unfurled like smoke, low and dirty, her fingers plucking at the fringe of her crimson shawl. "Careful, princess. You keep talking like that, I might think you actually want to get bitten."

      Ava watched the space between them contract—Lila’s polished angles versus Jade’s molten edges, the kind of tension that made the air thicken, that made breathing feel like foreplay. She stepped sideways, her shoulder brushing a hanging mobile, scattering prismatic triangles across Lila’s cheekbones. "Lila’s been known to appreciate… textured experiences," she said, her voice steady despite the way her pulse jumped beneath Lila’s lingering gaze. "Her last acquisition was a performance piece. Involving honey. Hornets. Bare skin. The artist had to be hospitalized."

      "Preserved under glass, naturally." Lila tilted her head, dark hair sliding like oil over one shoulder. Her tongue darted out, wetting her lower lip. "Risk requires containment, Ms. Romano. Even animals perform better with proper… incentives. "

      Jade’s thumb swiped at the wine stain on her sleeve—a Rorschach blot spreading across raw silk, the kind of mark that made Ava’s mouth water. "Your problem’s right there," she said, voice rough. "You keep trying to buy what should be hunted. What should be earned. "

      The mobile spun lazily above them, fracturing light into jagged shards, casting shadows that made Lila’s collarbone look like a landscape Ava wanted to map with her tongue. She opened her mouth to redirect, but Lila spoke first, her voice a dark purr.

      "Hunting implies scarcity." She plucked a canapé from a passing tray, examining the gold leaf clinging to the foie gras like it was a metaphor. "I prefer markets where value is… mutually agreed upon. " Her teeth gleamed as she took a precise bite, her gaze never leaving Jade’s. "Where both parties know exactly what they’re hungry for."

      Across the room, a shadow detached itself from the marble column near the bar. Dominic Edwards cradled a rocks glass, ice cubes clinking faintly as he lifted it in mock salute. Ava tracked his reflection in the polished steel triptych behind Lila—those long fingers drumming against the crystal, eyes dark as the spaces between stars. He’d been watching since Lila arrived. Cataloguing. Wondering which of them would be the first to break.

      Jade leaned into Ava’s periphery, her heat radiating through the thin silk of Ava’s blouse, close enough that she could smell the turpentine on her skin, the salt of her. "Your collector friends ever get tired of playing with their food, Ava?"

      Ava’s laugh came out lower than intended, flavored with the prosecco on her tongue, with the ache between her thighs. "Only when it stops bleeding. " She pressed her wine-chilled palm to the small of Jade’s back, steering her toward a group near the floating sculpture garden, her fingers lingering just long enough to feel the dip of Jade’s spine beneath the fabric. "Come. Meet the Saatchi consultant. He’s been salivating over your brushwork since Tuesday. I think he’d like to see how you handle a canvas up close."

      As they moved, Ava glanced back. Lila stood framed by Dominic’s approaching silhouette, his charcoal suit blending with her midnight blues until they resembled a single predatory creature. His hand hovered near her elbow—not touching, but close enough to feel—some murmured phrase making her lashes lower in appraisal, her lips part just slightly, as if she could already taste what he was offering.

      "Focus, patron saint of lost causes," Jade’s whisper ghosted over Ava’s ear, her breath hot and wet, sending a shiver down her spine. "Pretty vultures won’t steal your carcass while I’m here. Not unless you want them to."

      Ava’s professional smile stayed flawless as she introduced Jade to the curator from Seoul, but her thumb found the pulse point beneath Jade’s wrist—proof of life, or warning, she wasn’t sure which. The glass walls reflected endless versions of them: Ava’s forest-green sheath repeated in funhouse multiples, the fabric clinging to her hips, her thighs; Jade’s wildfire hair burning through each frame, her lips parted, her gaze dark with promise.

      When the collector asked about influences, Jade described her childhood bedroom’s water-stained ceiling in East LA, her hands carving shapes in the air like she was sculpting the memory itself. Ava translated the poetry into market trends—"organic geometries" and "neo-vernacular symbolism"—her voice layering over Jade’s like varnish on raw wood, smooth and polished but unable to hide the grain beneath. She felt the exact moment Jade understood the game, saw her shoulders loosen into the performance, her hips swaying just a fraction more as she leaned into Ava’s space, her breath warm against her neck.

      "You’re good at this," Jade murmured, her lips brushing the shell of Ava’s ear. "Making them hungry. Making them beg. "

      Ava’s fingers twitched at her side. "So are you."

      Near midnight, the crowd thinned to die-hards and dealmakers, the kind of people who knew the value of a thing wasn’t in its price tag, but in how badly someone else wanted it. Ava found Lila by the restored Jackson Pollock lithograph, her fingernail tracing its edge like she was considering whether it would yield beneath her touch.

      "Still hunting?" Ava asked, adjusting the fallen strap of her dress, the fabric sliding against skin that hummed with exhaustion and something far more dangerous.

      Lila didn’t turn. "He’s interesting, your Mr. Edwards. Talks about Basel like a chess match." Her nail tapped the glass. "Tell me—does he collect queens… or does he prefer to break them?"

      Beyond the archway, Dominic had Jade backed against a Francis Bacon study, his finger gesturing toward her collarbone like he wanted to sketch it—or claim it. Jade’s laugh carried, bright and dangerous, her head tilted back just enough to expose the long line of her throat. "You’re all the same," she said, though her eyes were on Ava, dark and knowing. "You want to own what you can’t control. "

      "Neither," Ava said, her voice steady despite the way her pulse jumped. "He collects mirrors."

      Lila’s smile showed teeth. "Then he’ll love you."

      The final guests departed on a wave of air kisses and promises, the kind that tasted like lies and champagne. Alone beneath the vaulted ceilings, Ava pressed her palm to the cool marble wall, her skin still buzzing from the ghost of Jade’s touch, the weight of Lila’s gaze, the dark promise in Dominic’s smile. Somewhere above, the studio lights still burned in Jade’s loft—red against smoked glass, like a warning.

      Or an invitation.
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      The saxophone’s last note dissolved into the hum of distant traffic, leaving Ava pressed against the chilled gallery wall, her body still thrumming from the night’s unspoken promises. Rouge wine stains bloomed like love bites across discarded napkins at her feet—abstract reminders of conversations that had pulsed with something far hungrier than art criticism. Her throat burned, raw from champagne and the stolen drags of Jade’s cigarettes, each one lit with the artist’s knowing smirk, her fingers brushing Ava’s as she passed the silver case, the contact lingering just a second too long.

      Lila’s perfume clung to the air where she’d stood earlier, vetiver and bergamot cutting through the musk of oil paint, the scent clinging to Ava’s skin like a secret. She traced the ghostly impression her nails had left on the mahogany bar, where Dominic had abandoned his drink mid-negotiation. Mirrored, Lila had called them—her and Jade—though the word now tasted different, sweetened by the memory of Jade’s mouth, the way her tongue had flicked against the rim of her glass, eyes locked on Ava’s as she swallowed.

      Across the room, Jade held court beneath her triptych, a storm of molten gold and bruised violet slashed onto raw canvas. Her laughter cut through the murmurs of admirers, sharp and bright, her crimson hair catching the track lights until each strand seemed to burn independently. When her gaze flicked to Ava, it was a touch—brief, electric—her fingertips trailing along her own collarbone in a deliberate echo of how they’d traced the dip of Ava’s spine earlier, in the dim back hallway where no one had seen.

      Lila materialized at the espresso counter, her sculpted nails tapping against the quartz like a metronome counting down to something inevitable. “Your Rothko devotee bought three pieces,” she said, voice low, her Armani blazer swallowing the weak light. “Wants them hung in his Maldives panic room.”

      Ava’s smile curled as she studied the Warhol print above the sink—a flower eternally wilting, petals peeling like skin after a kiss. “Are you going to let him?”

      Lila turned, the steam from her demitasse curling around her wrist, her gaze dark with something unreadable. “Depends. Does his architect know how to seal a room for sweat?”

      Their shoulders nearly touched as a server squeezed past, the brush of fabric against fabric sending a current through Ava’s veins. Lila didn’t step back.

      Jade’s voice sliced through the hum of conversation—“Bullshit! Klimt’s Danaë wasn’t about penetration, it was about being devoured”—followed by a ripple of scandalized laughter. A man in Tom Ford reached for her, but she shrugged him off like an irritant, her stride deliberate as she closed the distance between them, her half-drunk Negroni sloshing dangerously in her grip.

      “They want me to explain the triptych,” she said, plucking an olive from Lila’s cup, her tongue darting out to catch the brine, lips glistening. “As if it’s some fucking riddle.”

      Lila’s eyebrow lifted, her gaze dropping to Jade’s mouth. “Tell them it’s about capitalism.”

      “Too boring.” Jade’s knee grazed Ava’s thigh as she leaned in to commandeer the espresso machine, her breath warm against Ava’s ear. “I’ll say it’s an allegory for how it feels to have your thighs pried open by someone who knows exactly what they’re doing.”

      Ava’s laugh tangled with the grinder’s whine, her pulse fluttering in her throat. “Use the word allegory, and they’ll pay double.”

      The silence that followed was thick, charged—like the moment before a kiss. Lila sipped her coffee, her gaze locked on Jade’s paint-crusted knuckles, the way her fingers flexed as if already imagining them tangled in sheets. Jade licked salt from her thumb, her eyes tracing the pulse beneath Ava’s jaw, the air between them heavy with the promise of something about to snap.

      Later, when the last curator had stumbled into the night and the security system clicked on, Ava wandered the emptied gallery, her fingertips trailing over pedestals still warm from spotlights, dusted with the ghost of touches—hers, Lila’s, Jade’s. She paused before the triptych, now glowing faintly under the night-lights, the gold leaf catching the dimness like embers. Up close, the brushstrokes were violent—layers gouged and rebuilt, the paint applied then scorched away, as if the canvas itself had been kissed too hard, too often.

      In the office doorway, two wine glasses waited instead of one. Lila’s leather folio lay abandoned on the desk, half-buried beneath a sketch Jade must have drawn during dinner—quick, hungry lines depicting three women tangled together, their reflections shattered in broken glass.

      Ava crouched to retrieve a fallen price list, the ink smeared by someone’s nervous thumb. The motion stirred the air, carrying the ghosts of the evening—Lila’s sharp inhale when Jade’s fingers had “accidentally” brushed her wrist, the way their hands had both reached for the same catalog, knuckles grazing, the electric pause that followed. She pressed her palm to the cold floor, grounding herself as dawn’s first trucks growled through the streets. Success smelled like sweat-dried silk and drying paint, like the memory of Lila’s espresso order—black, no sugar—already memorized without asking.

      Through the vaulted windows, streetlights cast honeycomb patterns across Jade’s painting. The central panel seemed different now, the chaos resolving into rhythm, the emptiness not a void but an invitation. Ava imagined it in daylight, how the morning sun would turn the gold from dangerous to decadent, how it would catch the ridges of paint like the curve of a spine beneath fingertips.

      Footsteps echoed in the stairwell—deliberate, unhurried. Not the cleaners. Ava stood slowly, her breath catching as twin shadows fractured the light beneath the door, the air thickening with the promise of what came next.
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      The studio door hung ajar, exhaling the thick, musky scent of linseed oil and something darker—something that coiled in Ava’s chest like smoke. Her knuckles trembled mid-air, caught between knocking and tracing the grain of the warped wood, her other hand slick against the leather portfolio case. The rhythmic slap-slap of Jade’s brush against canvas pulsed through the crack, each stroke thrumming against Ava’s ribs, low and insistent as a second heartbeat.

      She pushed inside before she could think better of it.

      The air hit her like a kiss—thick with turpentine and the copper tang of wet pigment, clinging to her skin, her throat, the damp heat between her thighs. Canvases loomed in various states of undress, their raw edges peeling back like lips parting—charcoal sketches blushing under first washes of carmine, half-finished works throbbing with the deep, bruised hues of alizarin and phthalo. A metal shelf groaned under the weight of tubes, their crimped ends glistening like the aftermath of something carnal. The whole space hummed, electric, the kind of charge that made Ava’s fingers twitch with the need to touch.

      And then there was Jade.

      She stood before a monstrous stretch of linen, feet bare and planted wide on drop cloths stiff with years of spilled color. Her overalls sagged at the waist, the straps dangling like discarded bonds, the black tank beneath streaked with cerulean—fingerprints, Ava realized with a jolt, Jade’s fingerprints, smudged across the fabric as if she’d been marking herself. The overhead lights caught the copper in her hair, turning it molten as she wielded a brush like a blade, her wrist flicking arcs of burnt umber that resolved, at a distance, into the suggestion of wings—feathers or bones, Ava couldn’t tell. Didn’t care.

      Her throat went dry.

      She’d seen the finished pieces before—all bold, unapologetic sweeps that made collectors flush and stammer—but never the making of them. Never Jade like this: hips rolling in counterpoint to the stroke of her arm, the tendon in her neck standing sharp as she mixed pigment straight onto the canvas with her fingers, dragging color like she was coaxing secrets from the linen itself.

      The brush clattered into a coffee can already bristling with its kin. Jade turned, reaching for the plywood table, and the movement sent pastel nubs scattering like confetti, rolling across the floor in a bright, broken rainbow. Then she laughed—a sound like shattered glass, bright and dangerous—and Ava’s pulse stuttered.

      "Caught me mid-exorcism," Jade said, voice rough as sandpaper. "Holy water, or just here to watch?"

      Ava’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. The portfolio case knocked against her thigh, a useless shield. "Your assistant said you were—" She gestured weakly at the storm of color, the chaos, the hunger of it. "Working."

      "Working. Bleeding. Drowning." Jade snatched up a rag already more paint than cloth, scrubbing at her forearm where quinacridone gold shimmered like a fresh bruise. "Depends on who’s asking." Her gaze flicked up, sharp as a scalpel. "But you didn’t come about the Thanksgiving group show, did you, Montgomery?"

      Ava’s face burned. The silver ring on her left hand—turned backward to hide the garnet, as if that could hide anything—felt like a brand. "I want your new series. Solo exhibition. February."

      The silence that followed was a living thing, thick enough to choke on. Outside, a truck beeped in reverse, the sound obscene in its mundanity. Jade’s eyes dropped to Ava’s white-knuckled grip on the portfolio. Then lower. To the way her blouse pulled just a little too tight over her ribs.

      "Show me," Jade said.

      Not a request.

      Ava’s fingers fumbled with the zipper. The case fell open, spilling sketches across the worktable—thumbnail compositions in sanguine pencil, exhibition layouts inked with obsessive precision, margins crowded with her own sloping script. Gallery catalogues peeked from between the pages, their edges soft from handling, sticky notes flagging potential conflicts, lighting diagrams, her notes on Jade’s work, the way the glazes caught the light like⁠—

      Jade’s paint-crusted thumb traced a line where Ava had redrawn the west wall’s track system. "You moved the lighting."

      "For the triptych." Ava’s finger jumped to a photostat of Jade’s latest post—three stacked canvases, all fractured emerald and violence. "The existing spots would’ve washed out the middle panel. I had our installer⁠—"

      "Fuck, Montgomery." Jade’s laugh was a warm gust against Ava’s wrist, her breath smelling of coffee and something darker. "Most curators send an email." She flipped the page, revealing Ava’s hand-mixed Pantone samples, the terra cotta smears where her fingers had pressed too hard. "You painted these."

      Ava’s skin prickled. "The digital renders lie. Your glazes—" She swallowed. "They don’t translate."

      Jade’s head snapped up.

      Three heartbeats. Four.

      Then Jade was moving, circling the table with the fluid grace of a predator, her shoulder brushing Ava’s as she passed, fingers trailing fire along her forearm. "Tell me," she murmured, plucking an oil stick from the chaos, the crimson tip already soft with use, "does all this preparation"—she dragged the pigment across blank newsprint, leaving a lurid streak—"leave room for mess?" Another line, intersecting the first, deliberate as a promise. Her hip pressed against Ava’s, pinning her in place. "For ruin?"

      Turpentine. Jasmine. The heat of Jade’s body, so close Ava could feel the rise and fall of her breath. On the paper, the crimson slashes resolved into something raw—a tangle of limbs, a mouth open on a gasp, a hand gripping a thigh. Ava’s thighs.

      "This isn’t—" Ava’s voice cracked. "I don’t⁠—"

      Jade’s grin was all teeth. "Relax, darling." The oil stick dropped, rolling away like a discarded dare. "Just testing the waters." She caught Ava’s wrist, pressed their palms together—paint slick between them, crimson bleeding into the lines of Ava’s skin. "But if you want my work in your pristine little gallery..." Her fingers tightened. "You’ll have to get your hands dirty."

      Ava’s breath hitched as Jade’s calluses rasped against her palm, the friction sending a bolt of heat straight between her legs. The air between them was a live wire, crackling, daring.

      "I can be dirty," Ava whispered.

      Jade’s eyebrow arched. "Can you?" She yanked Ava flush against her, the hard lines of her body fitting against Ava’s like a key in a lock. "Then prove it."

      Ava surged upward, crashing their mouths together. Jade tasted like sin—bitter coffee, the metallic bite of pigment, the dark sweetness of something long denied. A growl vibrated in Jade’s throat as she took control, her free hand tangling in Ava’s hair, angling her head to deepen the kiss. Their teeth clacked. Ava moaned into her mouth, her nails digging into Jade’s shoulders through the thin tank, feeling the shift of muscle beneath.

      They broke apart panting. Jade’s lips were swollen, her eyes black with want as she walked Ava backward until her thighs hit the edge of the worktable. "Still sure?" she murmured, her teeth grazing the shell of Ava’s ear, her breath hot and wet.

      "God, yes." Ava’s fingers flew to the buttons of her blouse, but Jade batted them away.

      "Mine." The word was a claim. Jade’s paint-stained fingers made quick work of the buttons, pushing the fabric off Ava’s shoulders. The blouse pooled at her elbows, trapping her arms, leaving her exposed—vulnerable. Jade’s gaze raked over her, lingering on the lace cupping Ava’s breasts, the rapid rise and fall of her chest. "Fuck, you’re beautiful."

      Ava whimpered as Jade’s mouth followed the path her eyes had taken, kissing a searing trail down her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts above the lace. When Jade’s tongue flicked over her nipple through the fabric, Ava arched off the table with a broken sound, her hips jerking upward, seeking pressure, friction, anything.

      Jade chuckled, the vibration making Ava’s nerves sing. "Patience." Her fingers hooked into the lace, tugging it down, freeing Ava’s breasts to the cool studio air. Then her mouth was on her—hot, wet, relentless—alternating between gentle, teasing flicks and the sharp pull of her teeth that had Ava keening, her back bowing off the table.

      "Please—" Ava begged, her voice raw. "I need⁠—"

      "I know what you need." Jade’s hand slid down, fingers tracing the waistband of Ava’s skirt before dipping beneath, skimming up her inner thigh. The calluses caught on the delicate skin, sending sparks through Ava’s core. "You’re soaked."

      Ava’s face burned, but she couldn’t deny it—not when Jade’s fingers were there, brushing against the damp lace of her underwear, the heat of her aching and ready. "Jade⁠—"

      "Shh." Jade’s breath ghosted over her ear as her fingers finally, finally slipped beneath the fabric, finding her slick and swollen. "Let me hear you."

      Ava cried out as two fingers slid inside her, stretching her, filling her, while Jade’s thumb circled her clit with maddening precision. The table creaked beneath them, sketches scattering as Ava’s hips rocked into the touch, her body moving on instinct, chasing the building pressure.

      "Fuck, you’re tight." Jade’s voice was rough, her fingers curling upward, finding that hidden spot inside Ava that made her see stars. "Come on, darling. Let go."

      Ava’s vision whited out as Jade bit down on her shoulder through the damp silk of her blouse, the pain sharp and perfect, tipping her over the edge. She came with a shattered cry, her body clenching around Jade’s fingers, her release spilling over them both.

      The chair beneath them collapsed with a groan, sending them crashing to the paint-splattered floor in a tangle of limbs. Jade caught her, rolling them so Ava landed half atop her, their laughter breathless, desperate. Then Jade’s mouth was on hers again, kissing her like she wanted to crawl inside her skin.

      "Upstairs." Jade’s voice was a growl, her hands already sliding up Ava’s thighs, gripping hard. "Now."

      They stumbled through the studio, kicking aside brushes, sending half-finished sketches fluttering. Ava’s blouse hung open, her skirt riding high, her body still thrumming from the first orgasm as Jade shoved her facedown onto the mattress. The springs dug into her hips, the sheets rough beneath her cheek, smelling of charcoal and something darker—Jade’s scent, musky and intoxicating.

      Cold air kissed her thighs as Jade tore her tights open, the sound obscene in the quiet. Then heat—Jade’s mouth, there, licking slow, deliberate stripes up the inside of her thighs, her breath hot against Ava’s aching center.

      Ava fisted the sheets, her back arching as Jade’s teeth grazed her inner thigh, sharp and possessive. "You’ve thought about this," she gasped.

      Jade’s laugh vibrated against her skin. "Since your first patron speech." Her tongue followed the path her teeth had marked, soothing the sting before she bit again, harder this time, leaving a mark Ava would feel for days. "Watched you up there, all poised and proper, and wondered what sounds you’d make if I had you like this."

      Ava screamed as Jade’s mouth closed over her, her tongue delving deep, fucking her with slow, obscene strokes. The sketches scattered across the bed crinkled beneath Ava’s scrambling hands—her legs, rendered in charcoal days ago, spread just like this, offered up. The realization sent another wave of heat through her, her hips bucking wildly against Jade’s face.

      "Christ, you taste good." Jade’s voice was rough, her fingers digging into Ava’s hips as she pulled her closer, her tongue working Ava open, relentless. Ava came with a sob, her body shuddering, her release coating Jade’s chin, her lips.

      Jade rose over her, flushed and triumphant, her leather pants dark with arousal. She stripped them off in one fluid motion, then grabbed Ava’s wrist, pressing her paint-stained fingers to Ava’s lips. "Clean them."

      Ava obeyed, her tongue swirling around Jade’s fingers, tasting herself, the salt of skin, the bitter tang of pigment. Jade’s eyes darkened as she watched, her free hand sliding between her own legs, her breath hitching as she touched herself.

      "Fuck, just like that—" Jade’s voice broke as Ava took her fingers deeper, her own body still humming, already hungry for more. "Now me."

      Ava’s voice was liquid sin, her lips still swollen from earlier. "I think I can manage that."

      Jade’s pupils blew wide, her breath hitching as she yanked Ava against her with bruising force. Their mouths crashed together—teeth clashing, tongues duelling in a wet, desperate tangle. Months of smouldering looks, of stolen glances across gallery floors, of Ava’s fingers trembling when she adjusted Jade’s framed nudes—it all ignited now, a bonfire between them.

      Ava whimpered into the kiss, her free hand fisting in Jade’s copper curls, pulling just hard enough to make the artist hiss. Jade retaliated by biting Ava’s lower lip before dragging her mouth down the column of her throat, teeth scraping over the pulse point that made Ava’s thighs clench around nothing. When she reached that maddening spot behind Ava’s ear, the curator’s knees nearly gave out, her nails raking down Jade’s spine through the thin fabric of her overalls.

      "God, I’ve been starving for you," Jade growled against Ava’s skin, her hands mapping every curve—palming the weight of Ava’s breasts through silk, thumbs brushing over already hardened nipples. "For the way you look at my work like you want to devour it. Like you want to devour me."

      "Yes—" Ava gasped as Jade’s fingers found the zipper of her pencil skirt, yanking it down with one sharp tug. The garment slithered to the floor, followed by the whisper of silk as Jade stripped Ava’s blouse away, buttons pinging across the studio. Jade’s overalls were next, shoved down her hips in a single, impatient motion. Then—skin. Paint-stained hands met bare flesh, Ava’s fingers smearing charcoal and crimson across Jade’s collarbone as the artist backed her against the worktable.

      Sketches and brushes scattered, but neither cared. Ava hit the surface with a breathless laugh, immediately wrapping her legs around Jade’s waist, heels digging into the artist’s ass to drag her closer. Their kisses turned feral—all teeth and wet heat, punctuated by Ava’s broken moans and Jade’s filthy praise. "Fuck, you’re already so wet for me, aren’t you? Just from my mouth on you earlier."

      Jade’s lips blazed a path down Ava’s throat, her tongue swirling over the hollow before she took a nipple between her teeth. Ava arched with a cry, her back bowing off the table as Jade laved and sucked, her free hand pinching the other peak until Ava was writhing, her hips lifting in silent demand. "Please—Jade, I need⁠—"

      "I know what you need," Jade murmured, her voice dark as she finally slid her hand between Ava’s thighs. Her fingers found slick, swollen heat, teasing the entrance before pressing in—two thick digits, stretching Ava open with a slow, deliberate curl that had her seeing stars. "You need to be filled. To be owned. Don’t you?"

      Ava sobbed, her head thrashing as Jade set a punishing rhythm, her thumb circling Ava’s clit in tight, merciless loops. The curator rocked against her hand, chasing the coil of pleasure tightening low in her belly. "That’s it, darling," Jade crooned, her breath hot against Ava’s ear. "Ride my fingers. Let me feel you drown on them."

      The command sent Ava spiralling. Her orgasm crashed over her in violent waves, her inner walls clenching around Jade’s fingers as she came with a keening wail. Jade didn’t let up, working her through every aftershock until Ava’s body went boneless, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

      When the last tremor faded, Ava surged upward, flipping them in one fluid motion. Jade hit the couch with a surprised laugh, but it turned into a groan as Ava straddled her, capturing her lips in a kiss that tasted of salt and sin. Their tongues battled, Ava’s hands roaming Jade’s body, leaving streaks of paint and possession in their wake.

      They broke apart, chests heaving. Jade’s gaze raked over Ava’s flushed skin, her nipples still glistening from Jade’s mouth, her thighs slick with arousal. "You’re a fucking vision, " Jade breathed, her voice rough. "All spread out and desperate for me."

      Ava didn’t answer with words. She dipped her head, taking one of Jade’s nipples into her mouth, her tongue flicking over the pierced bar before she sucked hard. Jade’s back arched, a guttural moan tearing from her throat as Ava’s hands mapped the lean planes of her body, fingers digging into the dip of her waist. "Fuck—Ava⁠—"

      Jade’s fingers tangled in Ava’s hair, yanking her head back with a growl. She flipped them again, pinning Ava beneath her, her mouth trailing hot, open kisses down Ava’s throat, between her breasts, her tongue dipping into the hollow of Ava’s navel before going lower. Lower. Until her breath ghosted over Ava’s soaked lace, the scent of her arousal thick in the air.

      Ava lifted her hips in silent plea, but Jade took her time, her fingers hooking into the fabric of Ava’s underwear, tearing it aside. "Look at you," Jade rasped, her thumb pressing against Ava’s clit
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