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CHAPTER ONE: THE INTERVIEW
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Jessica sat in the lobby of Ajax, Ajax & Bishop, a law firm that clearly hated clutter as much as she did. The floors were white marble, waxed to the point where she suspected interns polished them with toothbrushes between clients. The windows were so clean she half-wondered if someone had actually removed the glass. Even the air seemed to be holding itself together with better posture than most people she knew.

The reception desk was a monolith of black stone, gleaming like a portal to some void that had politely agreed to stay flat. The ceiling matched — starless and dark — pressing down on the room like the firm’s collective disapproval of imperfection. The only warmth came from amber wall lamps and a splash of natural sunlight, carefully rationed through the spotless panes.

Behind the desk sat a young woman — Eve, according to the name tag. She looked like someone had calibrated her that morning. Perfect posture, not a hair out of place in her sleek black sheet of hair, white suit so crisp it could double as origami paper, makeup so seamless it was less “cosmetics” and more “performance art.” No coffee mug. No family photo. No sign she was a human being who sometimes ate snacks. The desk was just a sunken monitor, barely visible beneath the surface, hidden keyboard, and a black-and-white plaque declaring in minimalist authority: Ajax, Ajax & Bishop, Attorneys at Law.

Jessica liked this place. She liked it very much. The lobby wasn’t just sterile; it was disciplined. It spoke her language: order, restraint, elegance. Rules lived here, and everyone obeyed them. She liked rules. She liked obeying them. She liked other people knowing she was better at obeying them than they were.

She’d dressed for the part. Jet-black pant suit that cost more than a new car, wrinkle-free because she had spent a meticulous half-hour steaming every fiber into obedience. Blonde hair ironed straight until it submitted. Expensive heels — courtesy of a wealthy family — but chosen not for price, rather for what they said about her: authority without apology.

She knew exactly who she was here to impress. The Ajax Twins. April and Amy. Legendary in Red Harbor, terrifying everywhere else. A matched set of attorneys whose precision in contract law made them feel less like people and more like a precedent-setting machine. They were not lawyers you hired so much as discovered—too late—were already involved in the case, on the other side. Some said they could close a deal in sync without speaking a word. Jessica admired that kind of discipline. She wanted to learn from it. She wanted to master it.

Sitting in her pristine leather chair with perfect posture, hands folded on her lap, Jessica waited patiently. She knew this was already a test. It had started the moment she walked into the building — probably the moment she’d booked the interview, if she was being realistic. And Jessica prided herself on tests. Tests existed to be aced.

The lobby didn’t have a clock. Nor motivational posters. Nor any of the silly decorations that screamed, we care about your feelings, but not enough to hire an interior designer. Just functional furniture: real leather, polished white marble floors and walls, crystal-glass amber wall lamps, and what Jessica was reasonably sure were double-pane windows and doors thick enough to survive a small siege. Outside sound didn’t exist here; it was politely banned.

Jessica also noticed the barely visible domes in the ceiling. Cameras, no doubt. She would be watched. Every twitch, every glance, every micro-expression cataloged. She forbore the usual reflexes: no phone checks, not even to check the time, no fidgeting, not even a twitch of boredom. Impatience was a liability. Frustration a weakness.

She was ready. Days of preparation had led to this moment. Five days of clear soups. Two days of water only. No food or drink since early yesterday evening. Her body was a disciplined instrument, capable of sitting immobile in this chair until closing time without breaking a sweat. Bathroom breaks were irrelevant; she had fasted for a week straight many times in the past. Her poker face was flawless. She did not stare at the receptionist. That could be misinterpreted as impatience.

Instead, Jessica stared straight ahead. The featureless white wall across from her was, for all appearances, the most fascinating thing in the known universe. At least, that’s what anyone watching would think.

When Eve got up for her lunch break, Jessica did not move. Not even a flicker of acknowledgment as the receptionist glided past. The white wall remained her single-minded obsession — it was, after all, entirely reliable and perfectly nonjudgmental.

An hour later, Eve returned, slipping back into her chair with the precision of a metronome. Jessica remained a statue. When Eve lifted the hidden phone and spoke a name — Jessica’s — she blinked once, an involuntary acknowledgment of existence. The “Yes, Ma’am” that followed hit Jessica like a minor earthquake. She almost deflated. She had fully expected to be called in already.

A man arrived, introduced himself, and mentioned an 11 a.m. appointment. He was led straight in the double obsidian doors. Jessica’s breathing stayed measured. Her interview was at 7:30, and she had arrived twenty minutes early, as a competent person does. No matter. Tests were tests. Patience was part of the curriculum.

When the obsidian double doors opened again an hour later, Jessica allowed a cautious glance. The man was leaving, escorted by nobody. No sign of the Twins. She wasn’t disheartened. Of course not. She knew they would summon her. She would walk in, poised, immaculate, unflinching — and she would nail the interview.

Eve answered phones, typed with machine-like rhythm, ushered clients through the obsidian doors, and did all of it as though Jessica were simply an unusually well-dressed coat rack sitting in the corner. Not a flicker of acknowledgment since she’d checked in at 7:10 that morning.

By the time the shadows stretched long across the marble floor, Eve rose, smoothed her immaculate suit, and left without so much as a perfunctory glance in Jessica’s direction. No “thank you for waiting.” No “they’ll be right with you.” Nothing. Just absence.

Jessica waited.

As the glass outside turned from gold to indigo, she entertained the treacherous thought that perhaps she had been forgotten. Ridiculous. People like Jessica did not get forgotten. Still, the notion itched. The Twins might have a secret exit, of course. People like them probably did — trapdoors, private elevators, tunnels to some subterranean lair. But even if so, someone would eventually need to lock the front doors.

So Jessica waited.

When indigo slipped into black and the lobby reflected only itself, she finally cracked. A single betrayal of her perfect stillness. She slipped a hand into her breast pocket, checked her phone: 7:32 p.m. Twelve hours, twenty-two minutes, and not so much as a nod.

The very instant she slid the phone back into her jacket, the double doors opened.

There they stood: the Ajax twins. Hand in hand, like matched blades pulled from the same sheath. Their gray suits gleamed under the amber lamps, platinum hair as immaculate as it had surely been at dawn, lips painted with the sort of precision surgeons envy. Each high heel strike echoed the other, clicking in synchronized rhythm as they crossed the marble floor.

Jessica had prepared for this moment — meticulously. But as the Twins advanced, in eerie lockstep, she felt the unmistakable chill of cinema creep down her spine. It was less “job interview” and more “final girl sequence.” Two horror-movie phantoms had just stepped through the veil, and they were coming for her.

“Jessica Williams.”

The twins spoke as one, the words gliding across the marble like a chord struck on glass. The effect jolted Jessica — too smooth, too rehearsed, uncanny.

“Thank you for coming in for your interview so early. However, it was unnecessary to arrive twelve hours before your appointment.”

Heat bloomed under her collarbones. Twelve hours? Had she really—? The urge to whip out her phone and check the email nearly consumed her, but pride pinned her hands still. She would not let them see her scramble. She pressed the panic down, hard, and reached for composure like a weapon.

“Thank you,” she said evenly in her soothing New Zealand accent, rising to meet them eye-to-eye. “I’m honored to be considered for this opportunity. I apologize if my eagerness caused any disruption.”

The Twins did not respond. They simply looked at her. Not looked — scanned. Their eyes moved in perfect synchrony, sliding down her frame as if tracing blueprints. Jessica’s breath hitched. It wasn’t her suit they were measuring. It was her. Their gaze lingered at her chest in a way she recognized all too well from overeager men, but there was no hunger in it — only calculation.

They broke apart then, circling her with mirrored steps, their cool eyes roving as though she were a sculpture on display, a prize about to go to auction. Jessica’s instincts told her to pivot, to keep them both in sight. But pride nailed her to the spot. She would not flinch.

When they reconvened before her, their hands clasped once more, the gesture was so oddly intimate she had to stifle a laugh. Needy, she thought. For lawyers with reputations like blades, they seemed absurdly... co-dependent.

“Come,” they said, voices chiming in eerie tandem. “We’ll conduct the interview in our office.”

They turned in perfect unison, heels snapping like gunfire, then rejoined hands as they strode toward the double doors. Jessica followed, her pride insisting she keep her chin high, her steps confident. And yet — despite herself — her eyes dipped. She caught herself studying the sharp rhythm of their strides, the seamless symmetry of their figures. Nice asses. A hot flicker of irritation at her own betrayal flared inside her chest.

The twins’ office swallowed Jessica whole.

She had expected wood-paneled gravitas, mahogany desks, leather-bound books. Instead, the space was pristine, surgical — all pale stone, glass, and chrome. No clutter, no personal touches. Even the bookshelves were lined with identical gray binders, like soldiers in formation. The air smelled faintly of ozone, as if the room had been scrubbed too clean.

The twins released each other’s hands only to take their positions behind a single massive desk, identical movements mirrored like a reflection in a pond. They didn’t sit — they waited. Watching her.

Jessica forced herself not to hover awkwardly at the threshold. Pride propelled her forward, crossing the marble with deliberate steps. She placed her portfolio on the desk as though it were an offering at an altar, then sat in the solitary chair provided.

Silence.

It pressed on her skin like humidity. Jessica’s throat ached to clear itself, but she resisted. Poker face. She had prepared for this.

At last, the twins spoke.
“Why law?”
A softball question. Too easy. Jessica knew better than to trust it.

“Because the law is the sharpest tool we have,” Jessica replied evenly. “It carves structure out of chaos. I want to learn to wield it properly.”

The twins tilted their heads. “And yet structure often imprisons. Do you like cages, Miss Williams?”

Jessica blinked once. She felt the trap closing — but pride stiffened her spine. “A cage can be a prison,” she said carefully. “Or it can be protection. It depends who’s holding the key.”

The twins exchanged the smallest flicker of a glance. Jessica couldn’t tell if it was approval or amusement.

They circled her again, not physically this time, but with words, speaking together, voices staying in eerie unison.
“You arrived twelve hours early,”  
“You starved yourself beforehand,”  
“You wanted to demonstrate discipline,”   
Jessica’s cheeks burned. They knew. All of it. Pride screamed at her to deny, to explain. But instead, she met their eyes. “Yes,” she said. “I came to prove I can endure.”

A silence stretched. The kind that could collapse into mockery at any second. Jessica’s heartbeat clawed at her ribs.

Then the twins smiled — not warmly, but with the sharp satisfaction of predators who had found their quarry promising enough to toy with a while longer.

“Good,” they said in harmony.
“Then endure this interview.”
And they sat, finally, in perfect synchrony, opening the next layer of their test.

They leaned forward first, fingers interlaced on the glass desk.
“Five people tied to a track. A train is coming. You can throw a switch and divert it onto a side track — but there’s one person tied there too. Do you throw the switch?”
Jessica exhaled slowly. The trolley problem. Classic. She knew this one — she had read about it in every ethics course, every philosophy lecture. “Yes,” she said evenly. “I throw the switch. Saving five is better than saving one.”

They smiled, faint but sharp.
“And if the one is your mother?”
Jessica’s throat tightened. She paused. “...Then I’d still throw the switch.”

Both twins leaned back simultaneously, mirroring each other, eyes narrowing like they could smell hesitation.

“So loyalty means nothing?”
“Only numbers matter?”
Jessica’s lips parted, but no words came. That’s not fair. That wasn’t the question.

She regrouped. “I’d say loyalty matters deeply. But so does the law. If everyone acted on personal ties, justice would collapse.”

Their brows arched.
“So you’d sacrifice family to protect society?”
Synchronized voices flowed like silk over glass.
“Or perhaps you’d rationalize killing your mother so you could live with yourself?”
Jessica’s fingers dug into her skirt beneath the desk. They’re twisting it. They’re deliberately twisting it. But she lifted her chin. “The law requires sacrifice sometimes. I’d be willing to make it.”

The twins exchanged another fleeting glance, then pivoted.

“An innocent man is accused,” 
“You know he didn’t commit the crime,” 
“But defending him will destroy your reputation. Do you take the case?”
“Yes,” Jessica said without hesitation, proud of the speed of her answer.

Amy’s smile widened.
“So reputation doesn’t matter?”
Jessica blinked. “Of course it matters. But justice—”

They cut her off, voices sharp as glass.
“Justice isn’t blind. It’s bought. And when your reputation is gone, no client hires you. No case gets won. You defend no one.”
Jessica’s mouth went dry. “Then—then I—” She faltered.

The silence was suffocating. The twins waited, statues of mirrored judgment, their gazes pressing into her like weights.

“...Then I take the case,” Jessica said again, weaker.

April and Amy spoke as one, soft but lethal:
“You’d destroy yourself for a stranger?”
Jessica’s composure cracked. “What’s the alternative? Abandoning what’s right? If I do that, I am destroyed already!”

Her voice hit the room harder than she meant. She caught herself, swallowing, cheeks flushed. Her pulse roared in her ears.

The twins let the silence stretch until Jessica felt like she was sinking. Then, together, they smiled again — identical, cold, satisfied.

“Better,” they said in unison.
“She bleeds.”
Jessica realized, too late, that she had given them exactly what they wanted: not the right answer — but her breaking point.

Jessica sat rigid in the high-backed leather chair, the twins across the desk trying to regain her mental footing, linked as though by nerve and sinew. Their voices came in that perfect, uncanny harmony.

“You say you value justice above all. Justice for strangers, even at the cost of your blood. Tell us — what is the name of the last person you betrayed?”

Jessica blinked. “Excuse me?”

“The name. You know it. The betrayal that eats you, still.”

Heat flushed her face. “That’s... I wouldn’t call it a betrayal. Just—choices. Necessary ones.”

“Deflection. Weak. Answer the question.”

Her nails dug into her palm. “It was... Natalie. Senior year. We applied for the same teacher's assistant spot. I didn’t tell her when the deadline changed. I got the position.”

The twins smiled faintly, mirror images.
“So ambition outweighs loyalty.”
Jessica’s mouth opened, then closed. They were twisting her again. “No. I wanted to win on merit. But opportunity doesn’t wait for fairness.”

“You justify sabotage as opportunity. Curious.”

Her pulse thudded. She hated how calm they were, how their unity turned every sentence into judgment.

“Do you believe you are intelligent, Jessica Williams?”

“Yes.” Her voice snapped out sharper than she intended.

“Smarter than your classmates? Your colleagues? Smarter than us?”

Her jaw locked. She knew the trap, but pride swelled anyway. “I don’t compare myself to people who coast on privilege.”

For the first time, the twins’ heads tilted in opposite directions, like glass cracking. Their smiles returned in unison.
“Ah. She bites.”
Jessica’s breath came faster now. She didn’t care. Something in her had snapped loose.

“One last question. The most important.”

Their voices dropped lower, still harmonized, still inhuman.
“What do you deserve, Jessica Williams?”
Jessica froze. Her throat dried. She wanted to say “a chance,” “a position,” “to prove myself.” But the truth, the truth her pride had been shoving down all day, clawed its way out.

She leaned forward, eyes blazing. “What do I deserve? Everything. Every goddamn thing I can take and hold. You don’t intimidate me. You don’t scare me. You test me because you know I belong here — because I’m the only one who could last this long in your little game. So what do I deserve? This seat. This job. This future. Mine.”

The silence was suffocating.

Then, as one, the twins rose, still hand in hand. They regarded her like judges delivering sentence.

And then, with voices soft but absolute:
“Good. She bleeds. And she burns. You will do. Report to Eve Monday morning, 7am sharp.”
Jessica’s chest was still rising too fast, though she tried to control it. The twins stood in front of her, identical silhouettes framed by the amber glow of their office lamps.

“The email did not say 7:30 p.m., did it?” Jessica glared at them.

“No.”

For the first time all night, she allowed herself a grin. Small, defiant, but real. She knew it.

The twins exchanged a glance, a single flicker of something unspoken passing between them before their masks reset. “Come. We will see you out.”

Jessica rose, legs shaky but steadying with each step. They walked in their signature lockstep, hand in hand, leading her back through the hushed lobby. Their heels echoed like a metronome — precise, unrelenting — but this time, Jessica didn’t flinch. She matched their pace, even if only in spirit.

At the glass doors, one twin unlocked the latch while the other pushed them open. Cool evening air rushed in, carrying the scent of sea salt and asphalt.

They stood together, perfect and cold. Jessica half-expected another riddle, another needle jabbed into her pride. But instead, both inclined their heads — a fraction, barely perceptible, but unmistakable. A gesture that was not dismissal. Not victory, either. Something more dangerous: acknowledgment.

She stepped out into the hall, the doors clicking shut behind her. A second later came the metallic snick of the lock turning. When she glanced back, they were already gone, swallowed into the private shadows of their world.

Jessica’s lips parted in a victorious exhale. She had endured. She had won. The internship was hers.

Yet the further she walked toward her car, the more the triumph soured into something hotter, sharper. They had tested her, humiliated her, toyed with her. And still she had impressed them. That meant they weren’t untouchable. That meant one day, she might not only match them — she might beat them.

Jessica smiled wider, teeth flashing in the dark as her heels clicked defiantly against the concrete. This weekend, she would celebrate. And when Monday came, the real game would begin.
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CHAPTER TWO: WHO'S THAT GUY?
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The sidewalks were mostly empty, washed in the yellow haze of streetlights and the faint hum of the ocean two blocks away. Jessica ran like she was still in the interview room—sharp, pounding strides that echoed in her ears along with the beat of her playlist.

She wasn’t jogging for fitness. This was a purge, a declaration. Each breath burned, her lungs straining, her legs heavy, but she pushed harder because stopping would feel like weakness. The twins had cornered her, dissected her, toyed with her—and she had survived. More than survived. She’d snapped back in their faces. That was worth every blister, every stitch in her side.

She replayed their questions with every strike of her heel on the pavement. Would you kill one to save five? Slam. Would you betray a friend to keep your word? Slam. Would you betray yourself to win? Slam.

The twins’ voices still rang in unison in her skull, precise and merciless, and she hated how the sound thrilled her even as it made her skin crawl. They wanted to see her break, and she hadn’t—at least not the way they expected. She grinned into the night air, sweat stinging her eyes. They hadn’t beaten her. Not really.

By the time she reached the pier, the ocean wind was whipping her hair across her face, and her chest ached from the sprint. She slowed, bent over with her hands on her knees, and laughed—a low, exhausted sound that startled her with its edge.

“They think they’re blades,” she muttered, her breath fogging in the cool night. “Fine. Let’s see what happens when they cut the wrong girl.”

Straightening, Jessica looked out over the dark water, muscles still trembling, a heat still alive in her chest. Tonight wasn’t just a victory. Tonight had planted something deeper. Rivalry. Fire. The hunger to prove herself against them again.

She wiped her forehead with the back of her arm, turned on her heel, and started the run home. Not slower, not satisfied. Faster. Always faster.

Jessica’s lungs burned, but she didn’t slow. The wide jogging path carried her uphill toward her neighborhood, a well-kept artery lined with towering sycamores whose branches filtered the glow of the algae lamps. They lit the path in shimmering greens and blues, as though she were running underwater.

Her pace steadied into something relentless. She wasn’t just running home anymore—she was carving space into the night, writing her victory across the city’s skin.

Then she saw it.

A dull gray pickup truck nosed into one of the curbside parking spaces ahead, its rear fender cutting halfway across the jogging path. The bike lane was clear, and the sidewalk was wide. She could detour in two seconds without breaking stride. But the sight hit her nerves like static.

Why here? Why like this?

The path was meant to be open, clean, ordered. She’d fought for her space all day—she’d earned it. And now some careless driver thought they could just block it, like the world bent to their convenience.

Jessica’s jaw clenched. No. Not tonight.

She slowed her sprint into a fierce, deliberate stride, aiming straight for the truck. The music in her headphones pounded, but she pulled one side free so she could hear the world around her, hear him.

The driver’s door creaked open. A man unfolded himself from the cab—mid-twenties, broad shoulders under a blue plaid shirt, faded jeans slipped over scuffed cowboy boots. A well worn leather cowboy hat sat low over his brow. He shut the door with an easy thump, his movements slow, deliberate, like he had nowhere to be and all the ground was his by right.

Jessica’s breath came fast and sharp as she closed in, every muscle coiled, not from the run anymore but from the challenge in front of her.

Jessica slowed to a stop in front of the truck, chest heaving, sweat dripping down her temple. She planted her hands on her hips and called out, her voice sharp but not quite hostile.

“Parking in a jogging lane is a five-hundred-dollar fine in Red Harbor. Did you know that?”

The man tipped his hat back just enough for his eyes to catch hers. Calm, unreadable.
“Just grabbing some beer,” he said, gesturing lazily at the convenience store across the street. His voice was smooth, unbothered, like he’d been born without the capacity for urgency.
Jessica frowned. “It takes thirty seconds to straighten out your parking job. Thirty. Seconds.”

He shrugged and shut the door behind him, turning toward the store. “Beer’ll be quicker.”

Her fists clenched. That’s not winning.

Jessica yanked her other headphone free, tossed it around her neck, and marched after him. Her ponytail swung like a metronome of irritation as she caught up, sweat soaking through her sports bra.

Inside, the store smelled faintly of fried food and ammonia. Fluorescent lights hummed above. The man moved unhurriedly toward the refrigerators, his boots clicking against the scuffed tile.

“You know,” Jessica said, matching his stride, “those jogging lanes aren’t just paint. They’re designed to keep runners safe, separate from car doors and traffic. People worked on those city codes for years.”

He opened a fridge door with one hand, cold air spilling out. “Uh-huh. And I’m in and out in five minutes. Truck’s not even cold yet.” He plucked a six-pack of beer off the shelf, his drawl maddeningly casual.

She crossed her arms, stepping into his path as he closed the door. “If everyone thought like that, laws wouldn’t mean anything. It’s not about you—it’s about order. Systems working properly.”

He sidestepped her easily, carrying the beer to the counter. “Pretty sure the system’ll survive one crooked truck.”

Jessica followed, quickening her pace. “That’s exactly what people always say—‘just one person, just one exception.’ But exceptions pile up. And suddenly the rules don’t matter. And then chaos.”

He set the six-pack on the counter, nodding at the cashier. “And yet, somehow, the world’s still spinning.”

Jessica’s cheeks flushed hot. The cashier gave her a curious glance but didn’t intervene. The man pulled out his wallet, counted cash with excruciating calm, and slid it across.

Jessica leaned forward, pressing her palms to the counter. “It’s not just about rules. It’s about respect. For the city, for other people—”

He took the receipt, picked up the beer. “Respect’s earned, not parked straight.”

Her mouth opened, but he was already walking past.

Jessica stormed after him out the glass doors, heart pounding harder than it had during her run. “So that’s it? You’re just going to ignore the law and everyone else who uses this space?”

He reached the truck, swung the door open, and tossed the beer onto the passenger seat. He looked at her once more, finally—really looked. For the first time there was a glint in his eye, not unkind, but sharp, like he saw right through her flustered indignation.

“Relax,” he said, settling behind the wheel. “I’ll move it.”

The engine rumbled to life. With one hand on the wheel, he straightened the truck out with a smooth pull forward, then tucked it neatly into the space. No fuss, no argument. He tipped the brim of his hat in her direction and drove off, disappearing into the glowing tree-lined street.

Jessica stood rooted to the jogging path, sweat cooling on her skin, fists still clenched. He had moved the truck—technically, she’d been right. But he hadn’t done it because of her. He’d done it because he wanted to.

And that wasn’t victory. Not to Jessica.

She pulled her headphones back in, jaw set tight. Tomorrow, she’d run harder.

Jessica unlocked the door to her apartment and stepped into the cool, quiet space. One bedroom, spotless. The faint citrus scent of her cleaning spray still lingered from the morning. She toed off her running shoes at the door, peeled off her sweat-soaked shorts, panties and sports bra, then headed straight to the compact laundry closet.

Clothes first. Always clothes first.
The pile hit the washer/dryer in one efficient motion, her hands already reaching for detergent. She punched the settings with practiced precision—delicate cycle, cold water—then snapped the lid shut, but didn't activate it yet.
In the kitchen, she filled a tall glass with filtered water, dropped in an electrolyte tablet, and stirred it with a long spoon. The fizzing sound filled the silence. She drank slowly, each swallow measured, while replaying the image of the truck angled across the jogging lane. That lazy grin. The cowboy hat. The unshakable calm.

When the glass was empty, she washed it and the spoon immediately, wiping each down until they squeaked against the cloth, then
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