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“Stop, darling. What if someone is taking advantage of us?” Julia whispered, her breath hitching against James’s neck. They were huddled in the secluded shadows of the nightclub’s backyard, a concrete alcove in the heart of Tarski that offered only the faint, thumping vibration of the bass from within.

James didn’t pull away. Instead, he tightened his grip on her waist, drawing her into the sanctuary of his space. “To grown-ups, this is standard procedure, Julia. It’s a bit of fun. Don’t worry so much—nobody is watching us in a place like this.” He leaned in, his intent clear, his eyes searching hers for a moment before he moved to claim her lips once more.

Julia stiffened, then let out a frustrated huff, though a playful smile danced at the corners of her mouth. “It’s been more than thirty minutes of nonstop kissing, James. My neck is cramping.”

James smirked, his eyes glinting with mischief under the dim neon lighting. “Are you suffering from tongue fatigue, then?”

Julia shoved him back, her expression shifting from playful to suddenly serious. She gestured toward the high-mounted cameras perched on the corners of the brick walls. “This entire nightclub is monitored by high-definition surveillance. We could end up all over the internet by morning, James. Think about it!”

Her shove caught him off guard. Because he had been leaning into her, his center of gravity was already compromised. He stumbled, his heels catching on a stray brick, and he landed hard on his backside, hitting the pavement with a dull thud.

Julia’s eyes widened, and her posture softened instantly, the frustration vanishing into panic. “Oh, God, James, I’m so sorry, sweetie! I didn’t mean to… I didn’t realize you were that inebriated. Here, let me help you up.” She reached out, her hands shaking slightly as she tried to hoist him from the ground, her mind already racing with the implications of their public display.

Inside the dimly lit security room, the atmosphere was electric with unprofessional glee. Tailor, one of the two security guards tasked with monitoring the club’s feeds, was leaning forward, his eyes glued to the monitor displaying the backyard alcove.

“Wow,” Tailor whistled, pointing a finger at the screen. “That is arguably the best kissing footage I’ve ever captured. This is going to get us thousands of views on YouTube alone.”

Shane, his partner, didn’t even look up from his own screen. He was busy cross-referencing a list of VIP guests, but he chuckled at the comment. “Don’t just stare at it, Tailor. Add some filters, maybe throw that ‘Kiss Me’ track by Chris Brown in the background. Make it look professional.”

The heavy steel door swung open, and Lia, the owner of the nightclub, stepped in. His face was etched with the stress of running one of the most popular—and volatile—venues in Tarski. “What’s going on in here, boys? I hear laughter, and I don’t pay you to be entertained.”

Tailor didn’t blink. “Look at this, boss. We’ve captured some gold. This could generate some serious traffic for the club’s social media page.”

Lia squinted at the monitor, his gaze lingering on Julia and James, who were struggling to stand. A slow, predatory smile spread across his face. “Isn’t it like a scene from a romantic movie? It’s captivating. Yes, this will definitely garner the kind of attention we need.” Just then, someone screamed his name from the entrance hall, and Lia pivoted, his momentary distraction vanishing as he hurried toward the exit to handle the next crisis.

“Ha, ha, ha!” Tailor laughed, his fingers flying across his tablet. With a few quick taps, he uploaded the video to the club’s social media feed, tagging the location. “You’ve got it, boy!”

He stood up, stretching his back. “I’m going to go mingle. I want to see the fallout of this with my own eyes. You handle the cameras, Shane.” He walked out, leaving Shane alone in the dark, bathed in the blue light of the monitors.

Shane watched the screen, his brow furrowing as he noticed Tailor dancing his way through the crowd, clearly looking for the couple. “I’m genuinely curious how they’ll react once they realize they’re the new internet sensations,” he murmured to himself, watching the chaos unfold.

Back in the main room, the energy was frantic. Julia and James walked onto the dance floor, and to their confusion, they were met with whispers and pointed fingers. People were holding up their phones, recording them, and a few of the more obnoxious sybarites were cheering as they passed.

“Why are they looking at us like that?” Julia asked, her voice tight with anxiety. “Are we… famous now? It feels like we’re in a fishbowl.”

James, unfazed and slightly drunk, pulled her toward their table. “It’s self-evident, honey. We’ve taken over the local feed. Social media is a hungry beast, and we’re the main course.”

Julia sat down, her eyes darting across the room. “Why are you so sure about that?”

James pulled out his smartphone and tapped the screen, displaying a trending video of their awkward kiss. “Look. Everything in this club is recorded. Even the dancers have their performances uploaded for the world to see. It’s the nature of the beast, Julia.” He reached out and slapped the hand of a coworker who walked by, acting as if they were royalty.

Not everyone was impressed, however. Near the bar, a group of women were huddled together, watching the video on a phone, their faces twisted in mockery.

“This is bizarre,” Ciara said, her lip curling in disgust. “They’re acting like dogs in heat. It’s pathetic.”

Celine, standing next to her, pointed at the screen. “Look at her tongue. She’s like a cow. Honestly, I think she could lick her own chin with that reach.” She burst into a harsh, high-pitched laugh that drew the attention of those around them. “And the way she’s pulling her head back—it looks like she’s trying to swallow his throat. I almost choked just watching it! Someone help me, I can’t breathe from laughing so hard!”

Julia, though distracted by James, felt the prickle of eyes on her skin. She glanced over and saw Ciara and Celine glaring at her.

“Those girls are talking about us,” Julia said, her voice dropping into a dangerous, low register. “They’re mocking us, James.”

James waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about them, babe. They came here to perform just like we did. Let’s just enjoy our night.”

But Julia wasn’t having it. She watched as Ciara and Celine began walking toward their table, their smiles insincere and sharp.

“Please, accept my compliment,” Ciara said, stopping at their table. Her smile was like a razor blade. “Beautiful couple. I mean… truly memorable.”

Julia narrowed her eyes. “Thank you. Do we know you?”

She turned to James, who was busy scrolling through the comments on the video, his face beaming with pride. “Look, honey! We’re trending. They even added background music. It’s fantastic!”

Julia looked at him with disbelief. “You’re such a moron, James. What is so amusing about being humiliated?”

“It’s not humiliation,” Ciara interjected, leaning over the table. “It’s instructional. It teaches couples in new relationships exactly how not to kiss.” She burst into laughter, and Celine joined in, the sound grating against Julia’s fraying nerves.

Julia stood up, her face turning a deep, flushed red. “You came over here just to mock us?”

Celine choked on her wine, gasping for air as if she were actually struggling to breathe. “I just… I liked the way you drew your tongue out. It made me feel like something was stuck in my own throat!”

That was the breaking point. Julia snatched the glass of wine from the table and, without hesitation, swung it, slamming it against Celine’s forehead.

The glass shattered. Celine screamed, clutching her head as a dark crimson trickle began to run down her face. Silence rippled across the room.

“That,” Julia spat, her voice trembling with rage, “is how I deal with rude girls who think they’re funny.” She didn’t stop there; she turned and slapped Ciara across the face with enough force to make her stumble into a nearby chair.

“Stop it, babe!” James scrambled up, grabbing Julia by the waist and pulling her backward as the table began to overturn.

Celine was wailing on the floor, the blood now soaking through her fingers. “Call an ambulance! I’m hurt!”

Toni, Celine’s boyfriend, shoved through the crowd, his face a mask of pure fury. He grabbed James by the collar. “You can’t just walk away, coward. My girlfriend is bleeding because of your psycho partner.”

James’s face went cold. He reached to his waistband, drawing a handgun—a reckless, dangerous escalation—and leveled it at Toni’s chest. The club went deathly quiet.

In the security room, Shane was laughing. “This is better than a movie! I wish I had a camera on the other side of the room to catch the look on the crowd’s face.”

Tailor burst into the room, his eyes wide. “Did you record that? The glass smash? The gun?”

Shane looked at him, confused. “You’re drunk, Tailor. Yes, I recorded it. Now, get back out there before this escalates into a massacre.”

Down on the floor, Toni stared into the barrel of the gun, his voice shaking. “You do it, then. Shoot me in the head, just like your girlfriend hit mine with that glass.”

Tailor, watching through the lens of a security camera, finally realized the severity of the situation. “This is worse than I thought,” he muttered. He grabbed his own firearm from the security desk and sprinted out of the room.

“Keep it together!” Shane yelled at his back, but Tailor was already gone.

Tailor burst onto the dance floor, his gun raised. “Put the weapon down, big boy, before you get shut down permanently!” he shouted, aiming directly at James’s back.

Julia whirled around, her eyes wide. “You! You’re the one who monitors the cameras. I know you’re the one who posted that video!”

“I said put it down, you bad kisser!” Tailor roared.

The confusion was total. Before James could respond, Ciara, still seething from the slap, grabbed a heavy pool ball from a nearby table and hurled it with all her might. It struck Julia squarely on the back of the head.

Julia collapsed to the floor like a puppet with cut strings.

“You deserve that, you cow-tongued freak!” Ciara screamed, lunging forward to kick her, but James tackled her, his frustration boiling over as he tried to protect his girlfriend.

The club was dissolving into bedlam. Lia, the owner, stood in the doorway of the security office, his face ashen. He looked at Shane, who was still casually recording the chaos.

“This is the end of my business,” Lia hissed, pointing a finger at Tailor on the screen. “Who is the mastermind behind this?”

Celine, supported by Toni, staggered into the office, clutching a blood-stained towel to her head. “It was him! He posted the video. He made us targets!”

Lia grabbed Tailor’s collar as he retreated from the main floor. “You’re fired, you idiot! And you’re going to jail for this!”

The arrival of the sirens cut through the noise of the club. Police officers poured through the entrance, their weapons drawn.

“Where is the victim?” an officer shouted.

“They fled,” Lia said, gesturing to the open side door.

Tailor was tackled to the ground by two officers, his face pressed into the sticky club floor. “I didn’t do anything wrong! It was Shane’s idea!” he screamed, but his protests were ignored as they cuffed him and dragged him toward the exit.

Shane, ever the opportunist, turned off the monitors and slipped through a narrow service window, disappearing into the dark alleys of Tarski. He caught a taxi three blocks away and was home before the police had even finished securing the scene.

Lia led the police through the building, his heart sinking as he saw the damage. The club was a ruin, the dance floor stained with blood and shattered glass.

“We’ll find your accomplice,” the lead officer promised, looking at the empty security chair where Shane had been sitting.

As the police cruiser pulled away with Tailor in the back, his cries could be heard echoing off the brick buildings. Inside, Julia and James were long gone, racing toward the city hospital, their viral moment ending in a symphony of sirens, shattered glass, and a lifetime of legal repercussions.

The night that was meant to make them famous had instead turned Tarski into a cage. And as the sun began to peek over the horizon, the city hummed with the sound of a new, darker video beginning to trend.
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“The feedback has been relentless, but in the strangest way, it’s mostly positive,” James remarked, his eyes glued to his smartphone screen. He was watching the now-infamous video of himself and Julia kissing, mesmerized by the sheer volume of engagement it was receiving. He was currently reclined in the back of his car, being chauffeured toward the hospital in Tarski by his driver, Mike. “They actually seem to like the way we kiss. The comments are insane.”

Julia, sitting beside him, stared out the window at the blurred city lights, her expression one of utter desolation. She reached up to wipe away a fresh trail of tears. “I despise it, James. I’m an influencer—I have a brand, a spiritual reputation to uphold. What do you think my followers will think when they see me kissing like… like some common slut on a club floor? It’s humiliating.”

She turned to face him, her gaze sharpening with a mixture of resentment and fear. “I can see exactly where this is heading. You’re turning me into a caricature, a prop for your entertainment. I won’t be your prostitute for internet points.”

James didn’t look up. He was too busy scrubbing through the footage, watching himself, watching them, as if he were an observer rather than a participant.

“Hey! Ghosts! Get off the highway!” Mike suddenly shouted, slamming on the brakes. The car jerked violently, throwing James and Julia forward.

James looked up, blinking. The road ahead was eerily deserted, yet Mike was staring intently at a group of figures standing directly in the middle of the dark asphalt.

“Those aren’t humans, Mike,” James warned, his voice dropping. “Don’t drive through them. Just stop.”

One of the figures—a woman with a hollow, ethereal gaze—walked toward the car and knocked sharply on the back window. The sound echoed like a gunshot in the confined space.

“Don’t you dare open that window,” Julia hissed, her hands gripping the door handle.

James ignored her, his hand moving to his waistband where his revolver was tucked. He felt a strange, impulsive need to confront the anomaly. “I’m used to these ladies, Julia. I need to talk to them, or we’ll be stuck here until sunrise.” He ignored her protests and dragged the window down, the cold night air rushing in to meet the smell of ozone and damp earth.

The woman leaned in, her face inches from James. She didn’t look like a ghost; she looked like a fan. “We’d love to include you in our next social media video,” she said, her voice sounding synthetic, almost digitized. “Although, for the record? You’re a terrible kisser.”

“Mike, make a U-turn!” Julia shrieked, panic finally overwhelming her logic. “This is insane! Get us out of here!”

“Be careful! Just go!” Julia commanded.

Mike didn’t hesitate. He swung the wheel hard to the left, attempting a reckless, high-speed U-turn. The figures scattered, screaming, but as Mike accelerated, he failed to see the sedan approaching from the opposite direction. There was a sickening crunch of metal on metal, a spray of glass, and the smell of burnt rubber and coolant filled the air. Both vehicles were sent spinning, coming to rest in a tangled heap of twisted steel. Smoke billowed from the hoods, turning the scene into a hazy, surreal nightmare.

A few moments later, the scene was crowded with the flashing lights of emergency services. Toni, Ciara, and Celine were still trapped near the wreckage of their own vehicle, which had been hit during the collision.

“It’s the worst kissers, all over again!” Ciara shouted, pointing an accusatory finger at the wreck where Julia was just beginning to stir. “Are they following us just so we can continue the spectacle? This is perverse!”

“Ciara, shut up!” Toni snapped, his face pale. “They have a weapon. You want to get us all killed?”

Julia crawled out from the debris, her clothes torn, her head throbbing. She collapsed onto the pavement near their car, sobbing uncontrollably. “This is the worst day of my life,” she whispered to the empty air. “It was all just a mistake… a night out, a kiss, and now everything is burning.”

The wail of sirens grew louder. Traffic police arrived, their flashlights cutting through the thick smoke. An officer, Tajin, began to circle the wreckage, his boots crunching on broken glass as he approached the group of dazed survivors.

An ambulance pulled up, and a paramedic named Paden rushed toward Julia and James. “Get up! Please, you need to stay conscious!” he yelled, shaking Julia’s shoulder.

“We’re fine,” Julia stammered, trying to stand. “We just need to go home. Leave the car.”

“I can’t let you go, miss,” Paden said firmly. “I need to see proof that you’re stable. Come with me to the ambulance.”

As they moved toward the flashing lights, Ciara shouted toward the traffic officer, “Those people are the ones who caused this! Look at Celine! She’s bleeding because of that woman!”

Officer Tajin opened his accident log. “It was a collision. I’ll handle the reports, but first, I need to know who is injured.”

“It was no accident!” Ciara persisted. “That girl slapped Celine with a wine glass back at the club before all this started. This is karma!”

Julia, though dizzy and disoriented, heard the accusation. She looked at Paden, who was preparing a cannula to start an IV. “You should assist them first,” she said, her voice weak but steady. “She’s right about the cut on her forehead. Please, take care of her.”

Paden looked at her, surprised by the sudden flash of empathy in the middle of a disaster. “You’re thoughtful, miss. I’ll do that.”

The scene became a whirlwind of bureaucracy and medical care. Celine was eventually revived, looking pale and shaken as she was guided toward the ambulance. Officer Tajin continued his questioning, his pen scratching against the paper.

“So,” Tajin said, looking at James. “How did a night of partying end in a high-speed collision on the highway?”

“We went to the club,” James said, his head hanging low. “We kissed. Someone recorded it without our permission and posted it. Then the madness started.”

Tajin sighed, closing his notebook. “That’s why I despise social media. People treat human lives like reality television. It’s cheap, it’s invasive, and as you can see, it has consequences.”

The conversation was interrupted by Ciara, who had managed to squeeze out of the ambulance, her face still flushed with anger. “Are you still thinking about kissing and making spectacles of yourselves?” she shrieked.

Celine, who had been bandaged and was clearly in pain, hushed her friend. She looked at Julia and James, her expression softening into something like regret. “My name is Celine. I think we’ve both been cruel. The things we said, the things we did… it was all fueled by anger. I want to make amends. Can we just put this behind us?”

Julia felt a wave of relief. She stepped forward and pulled Celine into a tentative hug. Toni, seeing the gesture, approached James. “Look,” Toni said, his voice quiet. “I’m not a bad guy. I was just protective. I apologize for the confrontation.”

They shook hands—a surreal gesture in the middle of a pile-up. The tension that had defined their entire evening seemed to
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